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Abstract

Ever since its accession to the EU, Romania was considered an exceptional case among member states, given the unwa-
vering high levels of popular support for the EU. However, the most recent elections held in Romania brought about the
unexpected emergence of the Alliance for the Union of Romanians (AUR), a far-right populist party that strongly opposes
the European project, which it accuses of resembling “a harmful hegemony.” The war in Ukraine represented another
chance for AUR to bash the EU for its reaction in supporting Ukraine. The current article examines the degree to which
anti-EU appeals of AUR influence Eurosceptic attitudes in Romania. In doing so, the present research pursues two distinct,
but complementary goals. The first is to perform a content analysis of Eurosceptic narratives disseminated by AUR through
its main social media channels since the start of the war. The second goal is then, employing four logistic regression models
and using unique data collected through an online interactive survey, to test which of these narratives matter the most
in shaping Eurosceptic attitudes. The article allows us to develop a nuanced understanding of what triggered a change of
heart in a significant part of the Romanian electorate vis-a-vis the EU and the influence of Eurosceptic media discourse in
this sense.
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1. Introduction

Euroscepticism is a multifaceted and complex phe-
nomenon that comprises a range of concerns regarding
the EU and its policies. Both earlier (Boomgaarden et al.,
2011; Hooghe & Marks, 2007; Taggart, 1998; Taggart &
Szczerbiak, 2002) and more recent studies (Mariano &
Schneider, 2022; Treib, 2021) seek to identify the factors
that drive its success. Most explanations rest on percep-
tions related to economic insecurity, political legitimacy,
or cultural anxiety.

For Eastern European countries, Euroscepticism is pri-
marily linked to the fear of being “absorbed” by a larger
“progressive” Western European culture. Therefore, it
has developed around issues such as national culture,

tradition, and religion. Additionally, Euroscepticism is
often explained by disappointment with the outcome of
the political transition these countries have experienced,
given the very high expectations that accompanied their
accession to the EU (Styczynska, 2017). As such, it
was argued that the two main types of Euroscepticism
are on the one hand identity-based, and on the other
policy-based (Riischgj, 2004). The first type represents
opposition to transforming the European project into
a cultural melting pot, where people of different cul-
tural (ethnic, national, sexual, etc.) backgrounds fuse.
The second one represents resistance to decisions taken
in Brussels which then must be implemented at the
national level, questioning the legitimacy of EU insti-
tutions; this is an expression of the idea that the EU
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should limit integration (Styczynska, 2017) and enlarge-
ment (Bélanger & Wunsch, 2022). For our study, we will
refer to the first as attitudes towards EU politics and to
the latter as attitudes towards EU policies.

Studying public opinion at the European level,
De Vries (2018, p. viii) framed a benchmark theory
grounded on the idea that “people’s evaluations of and
experiences with the European project are fundamen-
tally framed by the national circumstances in which they
find themselves.” Moreover, although voters’ attitudes
towards the EU may be similar for supporters of par-
ties in the same family, the different experiences of
Western Europe and Central and Eastern Europe coun-
tries may undergird various cleavages to substantiate
support for the far right; for instance, citizens’ dissatis-
faction with post-communist democracy is highly com-
patible with far-right parties’ anti-democratic rhetoric
(Allen, 2017). Similarly, countries of new Europe tend to
embrace Euroscepticism as a way of committing to strate-
gic autonomy, thus populist parties arguing for national
interests to the detriment of adopting EU decisions in
cases such as sanctions against Russia or the Ukrainian
refugee crisis tend to gain traction among their publics
(Song, 2023).

To expand on this idea, there are at least two other
explanations for Euroscepticism in Eastern Europe that
need to be taken into consideration, especially in light
of the ongoing war in Ukraine. Although with different
intensities, communist nostalgia is still a driving force
behind Euroscepticism in Eastern Europe, as it stems
from the belief that the EU has failed to deliver on
its promises of prosperity and security and that the
communist era was a time of greater economic sta-
bility and social cohesion. Recent surveys show that
Communist nostalgia is particularly prevalent in coun-
tries like Hungary, Poland, and Romania, a sentiment that
is not specific only to older generations but is also grow-
ing among younger people who were born after the fall
of communism (Wike et al., 2019). Many times, commu-
nist nostalgia is wrapped in a sentiment of admiration for
Vladimir Putin’s Russia. Recent studies have highlighted
that higher levels of communist nostalgia determine
resentment towards the West and support for author-
itarianism (Neundorf et al., 2020). Examining support-
ers of pro-Russian parties in the EU and those of main-
stream parties, Snegovaya (2022) found that the elec-
toral bases of most pro-Russian parties hold significantly
more Eurosceptic attitudes, being particularly vulnera-
ble to Kremlin’s anti-EU narratives. Scholars identified a
“Russia-friendly” type of Euroscepticism (Tereszkiewicz,
2018), that praises the superiority of Russia over the EU
or supports the idea that the EU is responsible for the
deterioration of its relations with Russia. Throughout the
current article, we will refer to these viewpoints as atti-
tudes towards Russia.

Finally, the war in Ukraine has generated yet another
source of Euroscepticism in Eastern Europe, as countries
in this region have been confronted with a massive influx

of Ukrainian refugees. According to publicly available
statistics, most of the 8.1 million refugees from Ukraine
crossed borders with Poland and Romania to reach safety
(UNHCR, 2023). The refugee intake put pressure on the
two states, which overnight needed to find financial
resources to help Ukrainians fleeing their own country.
Refugee crises pose risks for European democracies, as
they meet popular contestation over issues related to
sovereignty and polarise the electorate especially when
it comes to quotas; populist actors can capitalise on such
opportunities to develop negative anti-establishment
narratives, thus undermining citizens’ trust in the EU
(Bustikova & Guasti, 2017). The Ukrainian refugee crisis
was a window of opportunity for Eurosceptics to exhibit
their welfare chauvinism, in line with their view of the
“otherness” as a threat to the economic stability of the
society (Mudde, 2022). People who accept such ideas
consider that the support given to Ukraine is what fuels
the war. As such, they consider the war to be the result
of Ukraine’s unwillingness to let go or negotiate peace
with Russia. Within our study, we refer to this new line
of Eurosceptic positioning as attitudes towards Ukraine.

2. The Rise of Euroscepticism in Romania: The Alliance
for the Union of Romanians

Both before and after their country’s accession to the
EU, Romanian citizens’ level of trust in the EU remained
well over that of the average numbers in other EU
countries. As a result, in much of the research devoted
to the subject, Romania came to be known for its
almost non-existent political Euroscepticism (Taggart
& Szczerbiak, 2002). For quite some time, Romania
had been an exception in the region, as Eurosceptics
were absent from its political landscape (Popescu &
Vesalon, 2022).

However, the situation turned around rather sud-
denly. Romania held elections in December 2020, and the
outcome has taken politicians, analysts, journalists, and
even pollsters aback: In the context of a very low turnout
(31.91%), the populist ultra-conservative Alliance for the
Union of Romanians (AUR) became the county’s fourth
largest party in Parliament, with 9.1% of the entire share
of votes. What is more surprising is that AUR’s gain came
only three months after the local elections, when it capi-
talised only about 1% of the entire vote share.

The success of AUR also marked an important
moment in the political history of post-communist
Romania: never has the Eurosceptic discourse proven
so appealing for a significant part of those who partic-
ipate in elections. Capitalising on the citizens’ decreas-
ing trust in the state and the EU during the Covid-19
pandemic, AUR’s innovative campaigning style heavily
relied on controversy and spectacle expressed via new
technologies; their rhetoric was infused with old ideolog-
ical devices such as nationalism, religion, and traditional
values, as well as new ones, like environmentalism and
critique against globalisation (Doiciar & Cretan, 2021).
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Moreover, they created a distinctive anti-communist nar-
rative, in which, for instance, they oppose “communist”
EU policies, coupled with anti-neo-Marxist rhetoric fram-
ing “gender ideology” or multiculturalism as enemies of
the people (Popescu & Vesalon, 2022). The anti-gender
tropes used by AUR in their political discourse, such as
“gender ideology” or “LGBTQ propaganda,” mirror the
rhetoric employed by populists in other European coun-
tries (Dragolea, 2022). The latter appeal to Christian her-
itage as a form of resistance against EU-imposed “cul-
tural aggression,” such as political correctness, expres-
sion of freedom limitations, or the “madness” of gender
ideology (McMahon, 2022). This is particularly important
for AUR’s rhetoric due to the fact that mobilising individ-
uals based on religious ties can be a profitable strategy
in post-communist countries (Allen, 2017), as supporters
of pro-Russian parties from post-Communist European
countries are more likely to hold traditionalist views on
sexual minorities and generally embrace cultural conser-
vatism (Snegovaya, 2022).

But in general, studying the rise of AUR is relevant for
quite a number of reasons: Firstly, it allows us to under-
stand the dynamics of the anti-EU discourse not only
in Romania but in the broader European context, after
the Covid-19 pandemic and during the war in Ukraine.
As such, it brings a solid contribution to a strain of aca-
demic literature that is only now developing. Secondly,
AUR is a relevant case study because it strengthens
the argument that social media is an optimal environ-
ment for the amplification and dissemination of narra-
tives that challenge the EU (Fortunato & Pecoraro, 2022).
As such, the current article brings a meaningful insight
into what narratives disseminated via social media spark
discontent with the EU. Thirdly, AUR is a significant
case study because it advocates against the process of
Europeanisation, eroding trust in the idea of a united
Europe and undermining cooperation. Understanding
what are the main arguments that trigger Eurosceptic
sentiments is especially important in the lead-up to the
campaign for the EU elections. Therefore, the relevance
of this case study goes beyond Romania, as similar nar-
ratives can be used by populist forces in quite a num-
ber of EU countries, especially those in which citizens’
anxieties related to ongoing events coincide (Fernandez
et al., 2023).

The rise of AUR has also elevated the political power
of social media to new heights. Not only did social media
allow this new party to rise from obscurity (Ghender,
2021), but through the regimented use of Facebook, AUR
managed to disseminate its ideas in ways that the main-
stream media was not capable of. As such, Facebook
has remained the preferred communication channel of
AUR, a platform that it uses to distribute and circulate
its Eurosceptic narratives. Therefore, the current article
seeks to answer the following research questions:

RQ1: What are the main Eurosceptic narratives dis-
seminated by AUR through Facebook?

RQ2: Which of AUR’s narratives matters most in shap-
ing the Eurosceptic attitudes of citizens?

3. Research Design
3.1. Data

The current article uses two sets of data: firstly, textual
data representing the media discourse of AUR and its
leader George Simion, which consists of Facebook posts
published on their official social media pages between
24th February 2022 (the date of the Russian invasion)
and 31st December 2022 (n = 895). The data was col-
lected manually.

Secondly, to measure receptivity to the Eurosceptic
media discourse of AUR, we employed a large-N non-
probability data set collected online in the first year
of the war waged by the Russian Federation against
Ukraine. The data collection fully complied with EU pri-
vacy (General Data Protection Regulation) regulations
and adhered to the ethical norms of the university
under which the research was conducted. The variables
included in the analyses were asked as part of a politi-
cal compass which was launched in 2022, after the start
of the war in Ukraine. A sample of 5,709 respondents
provided answers to all of the variables included in our
study. For all analyses in the current article, we make
use of this sample. However, given the fact that, in gen-
eral, political compasses generate opt-in samples that
are non-representative of the general population (van de
Pol et al., 2019), we limited sampling error by using tar-
geted recruitment: The sample obtained closely matches
the characteristics of the general population of Romania,
as presented by the 2021 census (National Institute of
Statistics, 2022). As such, in terms of gender, our sam-
ple is formed of 51.2% female respondents and 48.8%
male respondents. In terms of education, 78.3% of the
respondents have a lower and medium level of educa-
tion, whereas 22.7% have a university diploma. In addi-
tion, 57.9% of the total number of respondents reside in
urban areas, whereas the rest 42.1% are in rural areas.

Using data from a political compass was especially rel-
evant for the current study given the fact that academic
literature underlines how, in general, data collected
through online political compasses are superior in study-
ing the sources of radical party support (e.g., Hooghe &
Teepe, 2007; Wall et al., 2009), and AUR perfectly fits in
the profile of such a political party (Cmeciu, 2023).

3.2. Content Analysis of Alliance for the Union of
Romanians Media Discourse

To capture a nuanced understanding of AUR’s media dis-
course, we broke the timeline of the war waged by Russia
against Ukraine into four main phases. Figure 1 provides
a timeline referring to the year 2022 and indicates the
four stages that we analysed, as well as relevant mile-
stones for each of the phases.
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Figure 1. Timeline and phases of the Russian-Ukrainian war (2022).

Due to AUR’s masterful use of Facebook to maximise
its reach for success among the public, through its con-
tent and that of its leader, George Simion (Cotofang,
2023; Doiciar & Cretan, 2021), the media discourse of
AUR was analysed based on a corpus formed from both
Facebook pages (see Supplementary Material). Their
posts consisted of text, photo, and video content that
was structured into eight documents (referenced in
the analysis as AUR1, GS1, etc., corresponding to each
phase in the timeline and each actor analysed), further
coded and analysed using ATLAS.ti. Photo and video
content was accessed through the links to the posts
found in the eight documents and coded accordingly.
The code groups and markers relied on literature on
Eurosceptic narratives in political parties’ discourse (as
shown in Table 1) and were compiled to unpack AUR’s
Eurosceptic narratives in wartime. Intercoder reliabil-
ity was computed using ATLAS.ti Inter-coder Agreement
mode and resulted in a Krippendorf’s alpha of 0.93 across
code groups. The novelty of our approach comes from
combining AUR’s media discourse with public opinion
data, thus contributing to a deeper understanding of
Euroscepticism in the Romanian case.

3.3. Method and Variable Measurements for the
Political Compass Data

This study assesses to what extent perceptions of EU
policies, perceptions of EU politics, attitudes towards

Russia, and attitudes towards Ukraine have determined
Euroscepticism in Romania in the context of the war
that is undergoing in its vicinity. For each of these theo-
ries, corresponding independent variables are included in
separate regression models to assess and compare their
explanatory power. A full model comprises all variables
simultaneously. The dependent variable, i.e., respon-
dents’ degree of Euroscepticism, was measured by adding
together all the scores for each self-placement within the
political compass. The result labelled each respondent as
“Eurosceptic” which was coded as “0” and “Pro-European”
which was coded as “1.” Because the dependent variable
is binary, we estimated logistic regression models (Abts
etal., 2023; Table 2). All models include demographic con-
trol variables measuring respondents’ background char-
acteristics, i.e., age, gender, and education.

In regards to the EU policies model (POL model),
to test the hypothesis that negative attitudes towards
the EU as a bureaucratic apparatus will lead to
Euroscepticism, the first submodel (COVID) included
attitudes towards the Covid-19 vaccination mandate.
The second submodel (CYSE) referred to the attitude
towards EU policies on cybersecurity.

The EU politics model (POS model) tests how
adversity towards the EU’s identity politics leads to
Euroscepticism. For the first submodel, we included
opposition to EU enlargement (NEXT), and for the second
one, opposition to Hungary being sanctioned for violat-
ing LGBTQ+ rights (LGBTQ+).
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Table 1. Data structure.

Codes Markers

Attitudes towards Russia
(Zilinsky, 2019);

Dissatisfaction with democracy, as opposed to Russian-style authoritarianism

Outright admiration for Russia (Polyakova, 2014);

Communist nostalgia (Boym, 1995);

Desire not to harm relations with Russia (Abts et al., 2023);

References to infringement on Russia’s sphere of influence (MacFarlane & Menon, 2014);

Framing energy independence from Russia as impossible/extremely costly/harmful

(Pomerantsev & Weiss, 2014).

EU policies

Covid-19 conspiracies (Eberl et al., 2021);

Negative effects of anti-Covid-19 vaccination (Zuk & Zuk, 2020);

Fostering distrust in EU cybersecurity policies (Carrapico & Farrand, 2021);

Lack of trust in online privacy (Kerry & Brotman, 2017).

EU politics

Opposition towards EU enlargement (Bélanger & Wunsch, 2022);

Framing the EU as the “main” cause of the war (Adam, 2023);

Rejecting deeper EU integration (Gomez-Reino & Llamazares, 2013);

Outlining incompatibility with EU values, practices, and norms (Meret & Siim, 2013);

Stressing identity politics (Noury & Roland, 2020);

“Gender ideology” as a threat (Kovats, 2018);

“Othering” LGBTQ+ movements, people (Yermakova, 2021).

Attitudes towards Ukraine

Cultural incompatibility with Ukrainian refugees (Styczynska, 2018);

Welfare chauvinism (Havlik & Kluknavska, 2023);

Condemning Ukraine’s refusal to communicate/negotiate with Russia (Soare, 2023);

Historical anguish between Romania and Ukraine/Troublesome neighbourhood

(Kruglashov, 2011);

Framing Ukraine as the “real” cause of the war (Adam, 2023).

The attitudes towards Russia model (RUS model) is
divided into two submodels. The first submodel (SRU)
refers to the support of respondents for EU sanctions
against Russia. We hypothesised that those who are not
supportive of sanctions imposed by the EU against Russia
are more likely to be Eurosceptic. In the second sub-
model (EIRU) we look at how less support for energy inde-
pendence from Russia generates Euroscepticism.

Finally, the attitudes towards Ukraine model (UKR
model) tested whether a lack of support for Ukraine gen-
erates more Euroscepticism. The first submodel (UKRR)
refers to the idea of integrating Ukrainian refugees into
Romanian society, and the second submodel (REUKR)
looks at how opposing the idea of supporting the recon-
struction of Ukraine leads to more Euroscepticism. All
independent variables are measured on a five-point
scale ranging from -2 = totally disagree to 2 = totally
agree (Cronbach’s a = 0.85).

4. Results
4.1. Content Analysis

Results indicate that the Eurosceptic media discourse of
AUR and its leader, George Simion, displayed a subtle,
yet corrosive rhetoric throughout the phases under ana-
lysis, by skilfully framing anti-EU narratives and fuelling
anti-EU sentiment via domestic issues and blaming
assigned actors of the establishment. Table 3 provides an
overview of the results, mapping the most salient top-
ics AUR tackled in each phase of the Russian-Ukrainian
war, as well as the distribution of Eurosceptic narratives
across AUR’s discourse.

Overall, the most recurrent topics in AUR and
George Simion’s Facebook posts across the four phases
under analysis consist of EU politics (42.49%). Narratives
related to attitudes towards Ukraine (26.61%) and
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Table 2. Overview of hypotheses by model and submodel.

Model  Submodel Number Hypotheses
RUS SRU 1 Citizens who are not supportive of EU sanctions against Russia are more likely to
be Eurosceptic.
EIRU 2 Citizens who are less supportive of energy independence from Russia are more likely
to be Eurosceptic.
POL COVID 3 Those who opposed the anti-Covid-19 vaccination mandate imposed by the EU are
more likely to be Eurosceptic.
CYSE 4 Those who feel unsafe with the EU cybersecurity policies that are currently in place
are more likely to be Eurosceptic.
POS NEXT Opponents of EU enlargement are more likely to be Eurosceptic.
LGBTQ+ 6 Opponents of sanctions against Hungary for violating LGBTQ+ rights are more likely to
be Eurosceptic.
UKR UKRR 7 Those who oppose the idea of supporting the integration of Ukrainian refugees into
society are more likely to be Eurosceptic.
REUKR 8 Those who oppose the idea that the EU should support the reconstruction of Ukraine

are more likely to be Eurosceptic.

attitudes towards Russia (20.17%) were also consistently
present in their Facebook communication, but the latter
dropped significantly within the EU energy crisis phase
(6.38%), once the deal on measures for the energy cri-
sis was adopted by the EU. Up until that point, AUR and
George Simion communicated about how the debate
surrounding energy regulation was against the national
interest and live-streamed their disruptive interventions
in the parliament. They also framed the government as
actually representing the personal interests of public offi-
cials in the energy industry. Attitudes towards Ukraine
were most intense in the Solidarity phase (31.33%)
when the party and its leader focused on supporting
the Romanian ethnicities in Ukraine. The least tack-
led topics were those related to EU policies (10.73%),
and they solely emerged in the Facebook posts when
referencing the economic effects of Covid-19 vaccine
acquisition and the Covid-19 measures as abusive on
behalf of the government. Next, the markers corre-
sponding to the four code groups will be presented
in detail, as shown in the Facebook posts of AUR and
George Simion.

Throughout the phases included in our analysis, ref-
erences to Russia were rather subtle and implicit, as AUR
and Simion only mentioned it when referencing polar-
izing perspectives shown in the media or expressed by
other politicians, but without a clear positioning on the
Russian-Ukrainian war or Russian sanctions. For instance,
Simion criticized the media for giving their manifestation
pro-Ukrainian claims, emphasizing that “some call [AUR]
pro-Russian, other call [them] pro-Ukrainian. [They are]
merely Romanian patriots” (GS1). There were two posts
in which they favoured an isolationist approach, arguing
that it was “not our war” (GS4) and we should not get
involved in “others’ war” (AUR1); moreover, a post about
protecting the Romanian minority in Ukraine ended with
a vague recognition of Russia’s “military aggression” and
pleaded for peaceful dialogue and negotiations, yet hint-
ing at Ukraine’s refusal to engage in such an endeavour
(GS1). One association of AUR with Russia was made
in Simion’s post on 30 October, 2022, where he cited
Save Romania Union’s President Dan Barna saying he
hoped AUR would never become an option for govern-
ing Romania, adding that he also labelled AUR as a

Table 3. Media discourse topics of AUR and George Simion across the timeframe.

1: Solidarity 2: Sanctions 3: EU enlargement 4: EU energy Narrative
phase phase phase crisis phase distribution
RUS 24.10% 17.65% 28.85% 6.38% 20.17%
UKR 31.33% 23.53% 23.08% 25.53% 26.61%
POL 13.25% 5.88% 9.62% 12.77% 10.73%
POS 31.33% 52.94% 38.46% 55.32% 42.49%
Totals 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%
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pro-Russian party and ending the post with a playful
emoji, implying a joke (GS4).

Attitudes towards Russia emerging from AUR’s media
discourse across the first three phases were mainly
focused on dissatisfaction with democracy, framing
energy independence as costly, and communist nostal-
gia. Under the pretence of fostering national interest,
AUR and Simion took positions that favoured Russia’s
interests. Although not employing communist nostalgia
per se, they weaponized post-communist politicians’ gov-
ernment performance to emphasize acting against citi-
zens’ interests. This feature coupled with dissatisfaction
with democracy, is framed as both too authoritarian in
relation to the citizens (the Covid-19 “sanitary dictator-
ship”; see AUR1, AUR2, GS1) and too weak in relation
to the EU. In all phases of our analysis, the focus in AUR
and Simion’s posts was EU politics; thus, their media dis-
course consistently featured incompatibility with EU val-
ues, practices, and norms, from criticizing gender quotas
(AUR2) or opposing sending weapon supplies to Ukraine
(GS1) to inviting to boycotts due to Austria’s decision to
block Romania’s Schengen accession (AUR4, GS4). But
rather than blaming the EU directly, their positioning was
mainly against the establishment in terms of “servants”
of the EU (GS1, GS4), also defined as “the government
of national betrayal” (GS2). However, amidst a recruit-
ment campaign for party members in November, Simion
posted a picture of AUR MPs and stated “not want[ing]
to be led by Ursula von der Leyen and faceless bureau-
crats” (GS4).

The topic of energy independence was incremen-
tally introduced from the Solidarity phase, escalated in
the Sanctions phase, and ramped up in the EU enlarge-
ment phase in a “patriotic violence” approach (Grapa
& Mogos, 2023); Simion’s media discourse showed dis-
ruptive communication, live feeds in which he burst
into media outlet headquarters or committee hearings
to provoke reactions. Instead of opposing Russian sanc-
tions, Simion boycotted Parliament’s debates and vot-
ing process for Offshore Law no. 157/2022, aimed at
enhancing Romania’s independence from Russia, and
kept the energy-related discourse in the public’s atten-
tion by relating it to a salient topic for Romanian citizens,
which is corruption among public officials. He attacked
the Minister of Energy for theft, claiming personal ties
of the minister with the oil industry (GS3), and labelled
the law “a new national heist” (GS2); moreover, he
mocked the government’s fuel subsidy scheme for citi-
zens (GS2, GS3).

Although gender references were missing in the
Solidarity phase, “gender ideology” was framed as a
threat in the following phases, as well as “othering”
the LGBTQ+ movement. AUR’s culturally conservative
discourse included celebrating traditional family as an
artefact of healthy education (AUR2, AUR3), and clearly
argued against gender equality and sex education in
schools (AUR2, AUR4). Moreover, they implicitly refer-
enced EU politics when mocking the LGBTQ+ march and

the separation of “parent 1” and “parent 2” with refer-
ence to Save Romania Union’s internal rupture (AUR2),
and trivialized Romanian MPs debate on gender equal-
ity by denouncing wrong country priorities, detrimental
to debating the treatment of Romanian citizens in the
EU (AURA4). To a significantly greater extent than gender
issues, AUR and Simion heavily relied on stressing iden-
tity politics in the Facebook discourse across all phases.
In the construction of identity politics discourse, they
invoked historic moments and romanticized the poten-
tially unified homeland together with the Republic of
Moldova, all the while framing Hungarian minority mem-
bers and politicians as scapegoats for all evils.

In terms of attitudes towards Ukraine, identity poli-
tics intersected with historical anguish between Romania
and Ukraine in AUR and Simion’s discourse of concern for
the Romanian minority in Ukraine, most prominently in
the Solidarity phase (AUR1, GS1). The main claims iden-
tified in their discourse are calls for hosting Romanian
families: “rather than criticising...host a Romanian family
from Chernivtsi, as | will do, and the Bessarabian broth-
ers...had rather request unification with the Country”
(GS1), as well as protecting the cultural identity of
Romanian minorities in Ukraine, such as through an
agreement to protect the Romanian language in the
region (GS1, AUR1). In a similar fashion to Vladimir
Putin’s gift to Igor Dodon consisting of a map of the
Greater Republic of Moldova from 1790 (Soare, 2020),
Simion posted a map of Greater Romania (see Figure 2),
asking the followers where they were born, thus hinting
at Romanian minorities from Ukraine and Moldova.

George Simion @

- A sse

&%~ June15,2022-Q

Tu unde esti ndscut?

Figure 2. Example of historical anguish between Romania
and Ukraine, featured in Simion’s Facebook post.

Coupled with the historical anguish displayed, welfare
chauvinism also emerged in AUR and Simion’s discourse
in various instances, when referring to the Romanian
minority in Ukraine or the support offered to Ukrainian
refugees, illegal migrants, or foreign economic agents
rather than Romanian citizens in need (AUR1, AUR2,
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AUR3, AUR4, GS1, GS4). Figure 3 features a diagram
that unpacks the complex dynamics of AUR’s media dis-
course throughout the phases of the Russian-Ukrainian
war in 2022.

4.2. Regression Analysis

In Table 4 we show the logistic regression results from
the four theoretical approaches, as well as a full model
that combines all four. By far, the full model has the
largest explanatory power (Nagelkerke R? = 0.72), but
when comparing the four models, we see that the POL
model has a superior explanatory power (Nagelkerke
R? = 0.45), followed by the POS model (Nagelkerke
R? = 0.41). The UKR model (Nagelkerke R? = 0.38) and
the RUS model (Nagelkerke R? = 0.37) have the smallest
explanatory powers.

A closer look at the POL model indicates that the
vaccination mandate submodel (COVID) is the strongest
driver of Euroscepticism in Romania. The result is rather
surprising: in spite of the fact that Europe has been
shook by the war in Ukraine and Romania has been
in the proximity of the war for several months already,
the issue of the pandemic has exerted such a power-
ful impression on citizens that their attitudes vis-a-vis
the EU are much more associated with issues related to

Phase 1: Solidarity
phase

Phase 2: Sanctions
phase

the pandemic, which are currently quite marginal in the
media. The same model offers another pertinent finding:
Euroscepticism is strongly associated with dissatisfaction
vis-a-vis the EU cybersecurity policies, another topic that
is less present in the public debate.

The POL model is closely followed by the POS model,
which reveals that the issue of LGBTQ+ rights is still sen-
sitive. This is in line with previous findings which show
that gender issues are at the heart of populist discourse
in Romania (Stoica, 2021). Within the UKR model, the
submodel which refers to integrating Ukrainian refugees
(UKRR) shows that identity politics is a strong predic-
tor of Euroscepticism in Romania. Lastly, within the RUS
model, the submodel referring to sanctions against Russia
(SRU) shows that EU’s intention to punish the Russian
Federation is associated with Euroscepticism much more
than the EU’s strife for energy independence (EIRU).

Moreover, our likelihood ratio tests (Table 5) show
that all models significantly predict Eurosceptic attitudes
better than the null model (x5, = 675.12, X7, = 888.92,
XpoL = 1,002.81, and ], = 708.09; p < 0.01 in all cases).

We also assessed the goodness of fit for all of the
models. Table 6 presents the pseudo-R?, the area under
the curve, and the proportional reduction in error val-
ues for each of the models (Abts et al., 2023; King &
Zeng, 2001).

Attitude towards
Russia

Attitude towards
Ukraine

EU policies
Phase 3: EU
enlargement phase
EU politics
Phase 4: EU energy |
crisis phase
Figure 3. Diagram of Eurosceptic narratives in AUR and George Simion’s media discourse.
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Table 4. Regression coefficients for the four models and the combined full model.

RUS POL POS UKR Full model
Female (male = 0) 0.42* 0.30 0.19 0.27 -0.10
(0.15) (0.16) (0.15) (0.15) (0.20)
Age (18-65) 0.01 -0.01 0.02* -0.01 -0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Higher education -0.26 -0.17 -0.28 0.01 -0.28
(0.15) (0.16) (0.16) (0.15) (0.21)
Sanctions against Russia 1.20%** 0.53***
(0.06) (0.09)
Energy independence from Russia 0.55%** 0.58%**
(0.06) (0.09)
Vaccination mandate 1.21%%* 0.89%**
(0.07) (0.09)
EU cybersecurity 1.04%** 1.04%***
(0.07) (0.10)
EU enlargement 0.94%** 0.57***
(0.07) (0.09)
Sanctions against Hungary for violating LGBTQ+ rights 1.04%** 0.60***
(0.64) (0.09)
Integration of Ukrainian refugees 1.16%*** 0.72%**
(0.08) (0.12)
Reconstructing Ukraine after the war 0.84%** 0.71%**
(0.07) (0.09)
Constant 1.75%** 2.34%** 2.51%** 1.84%** 1.10%**
(0.15) (0.16) (0.16) (0.16) (0.23)
Observations 5,709 5,709 5,709 5,709 5,709
Notes: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1; standard errors in parentheses.
Table 5. Likelihood ratio tests.
Model Compared with Chisqg p sig
RUS Null 675.12 0 Hokk
POL Null 1,002.81 0 *EK
POS Null 888.92 0 ok
UKR Null 708.09 0 fk
Full Null 1,402.57 0 *kE
Table 6. Goodness of fit statistics for all models and full model.
Models
RUS POL POS Attitudes towards Ukrainian Full
Nagelkerke R? 0.37 0.45 0.41 0.38 0.72
Area under the curve value 0.81 0.94 0.88 0.84 0.95
Proportional reduction in error 38.11 46.22 41.63 39.74 71.25
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

The current article sought to bring a substantial contri-
bution to the relatively scarce academic literature on
Euroscepticism in Romania, especially since the start
of the war in neighbouring Ukraine. In doing this, we
referred to the main narratives that drive negative atti-
tudes towards the EU.

To determine which narratives matter the most in the
case of Romania, we pursued two distinct, but comple-
mentary goals: On the one hand, we highlighted these
narratives within the political discourse of AUR, a new
anti-EU populist party that won a significant number of
votes in the most recent Romanian parliamentary elec-
tions. On the other hand, we tested which of these
narratives pursued by AUR matter the most in shap-
ing Eurosceptic attitudes in Romania. We did this by
analysing original data collected through an online polit-
ical compass.

The results of the content analysis indicate that
AUR’s media discourse strongly concentrates on issues
that have to do with EU politics, which is in line with
the party’s ultra-conservative stances highlighted by pre-
vious studies (Gheorghiu & Praisler, 2022). Given the
ongoing nature of the war in the neighbouring coun-
try, the second main topic in AUR’s media discourse
is Ukraine. Furthermore, AUR’s discourse focuses on
Russia using subtle techniques, through expressing dis-
satisfaction with the democracy—portraying the estab-
lishment as either weak in relation to the EU or abu-
sive towards citizens, i.e., via the sanitary dictatorship,
or by disrupting the establishment’s efforts to secure
energy independence from Russia by claiming to act on
behalf of the people who would pay the costs. Only
lastly does the party refer to EU policies. AUR and its
leader’s Eurosceptic media discourse employed narra-
tives such as the establishment’s servant status to the
EU, the EU-mainstreamed “gender ideology,” and the
forthright commitment to protecting the status of the
Romanian minority in Ukraine, all embedded in an incen-
diary rhetoric (Morini, 2020) of populism with its local
flavour, that of performed “patriotic violence” (Grapa &
Mogos, 2023).

The regression analysis illustrates a slightly different
image. Negative attitudes towards the EU are mainly
driven by public perceptions related to EU policies, most
prominently by the vaccination mandate. It might be the
case that the effects of the previous crisis (the pandemic)
still override public perceptions related to the current
crisis (the war), which confirms predictions found in the
literature (Robinson et al., 2021). The second driver of
Euroscepticism is EU politics, leaving attitudes towards
Ukraine and attitudes towards Russia to be less relevant
in shaping Euroscepticism, at least in the first year of
the war.

However, the overall results suggest that in Romania,
Euroscepticism is fed by identity politics, as it ranked first
in the political discourse of AUR and second in public

perceptions that determined Euroscepticism. And rather
than seeing it isolated from other factors, identity pol-
itics should be understood as a catalyst that increases
hostility towards the EU in the presence of other fac-
tors (Braghiroli & Petsinis, 2019). Future studies should
examine closer the role of identity politics in determin-
ing Euroscepticism in Romania, as well as look at how
changing attitudes toward Ukraine and Russia influence
attitudes towards the EU, especially in the context of the
evolution of the war.
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