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Abstract

Right-wing populists have allegedly fueled increasing levels of distrust regarding expert knowledge and empirical evidence.
Yet, we know little about how right-wing populist politicians and citizens use social media to construct and oppose truth
claims. Using a qualitative analysis of Twitter and Facebook posts communicated by right-wing populists and citizens sup-
porting populist ideas in the Netherlands, this article offers in-depth insights into processes of legitimization (confirm-
ing truth claims) and de-legitimization (opposing truth claims). The main conclusion is that right-wing populists and citi-
zens supporting populism do not share a universal way of referring to reality. They use social media to communicate a
confirmation-biased reality: Expert knowledge and evidence are de-contextualized or reinterpreted and aligned with right-
wing populist agendas. References to the people’s experiences and worldviews, conspiracy theories and crisis sentiments
are used to legitimize people’s opposition to expert knowledge and empirical evidence. Based on these findings, we coin
the idea of an “adaptable construction of confirmation-biased truth claims” central in right-wing populist interpretations
of reality. In times of increasing attacks on expert knowledge and empirical evidence, populist discourse may fuel an antag-
onism between the ordinary people’s experiences and the truth claims of established media channels and politicians in
government. Social media offer a platform to members of the public to engage in discussions about (un)truthfulness, per-
ceived deception, and populist oppositions—potentially amplifying divides between the ordinary people’s experiences
and expert sources.
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1. Introduction

Populist ideas, which revolve around the construction
of an antagonistic narrative emphasizing the divide
between the “good” ordinary people and the “corrupt”
elite (Mudde, 2004), are very prominent on social media.
Social media have empowered populist politicians and
citizens with populist worldviews to express their view-
points directly, and to avoid the elite channels of com-
munication they tend to distrust (Engesser et al., 2017).
Populism’s antagonism has an important, yet largely
unexplored epistemic dimension: Right-wing populist

(RWP) ideas oftentimes oppose the reality constructions
of established media, political, and scientific institutions
(Mede & Schafer, 2020) whilst replacing the elite’s inter-
pretation of the truth and reality with alternative facts
or experiences of ordinary people (Harambam & Aupers,
2015). Responding to developments toward increasing
distrust in the mainstream media, cultivated and ampli-
fied by RWP actors (Waisbord, 2018), the mainstream
media and scientific actors are increasingly regarded as
part of the “corrupt” elite who is not listening to the
voice of the people when creating knowledge or when
analysing issues (e.g., Mede & Schéfer, 2020). In this
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setting, this article seeks to answer the question of how
social media may empower both political actors and cit-
izens with an affinity for populist worldviews to express
their perspective on truth and knowledge in an antago-
nistic manner (also see e.g., Kramer et al., 2021).

The central concepts we focus on in this article
are the legitimization versus de-legitimization of truth
claims. We understand the legitimization of truth claims
as the arguments and evidence forwarded to justify
certain perspectives on reality. The de-legitimization of
truth claims can be understood as a rejection or refuta-
tion of the truth claims made by opposed actors—a dis-
course that resonates with the “fake news” accusations
voiced by RWP actors (e.g., Egelhofer & Lecheler, 2019;
Waisbord, 2018). Together, the dynamics of legitimiza-
tion and de-legitimization may contribute to an antago-
nistic populist reality construction: Claims that are con-
gruent with people’s beliefs are justified and defended,
whereas opposed claims are rejected or counter-argued.
This resonates with the conceptualization of partisanship
as a social identity (e.g., West & lyengar, 2020), which
presupposes that people’s support for an ideology or
political party is internalized as a social identity. In-group
favoritism and out-group hostility are central to the con-
struction of such identities, which we extrapolate to the
construction of truth claims in online populist discourse.
In this context, the truth claims of people’s in-group may
be seen as honest and accurate, whereas the truth claims
expressed by out-groups are seen as dishonest or even
deceptive. In this setting, we introduce the following
research questions:

RQ1l: To what extent and how does populist
rhetoric afforded by social media de-legitimize and
oppose elite actors whilst introducing counternar-
ratives within the same traditions of authoritative
knowledge?

RQ2: To what extent and how is populism expressed
via social media opposing the principles of expert-
based and empirically founded knowledge?

To answer these research questions, this study relies on
a qualitative content analysis of Twitter and Facebook
pages in the Netherlands. We focus on the Twitter pages
of RWP actors to better understand how discourses of
(de)legitimization are constructed by antagonistic politi-
cal actors who have been associated with hostile attacks
on the legitimacy of the media, scientists, and political
elites (e.g., Waisbord, 2018). We subsequentially analyse
Facebook pages of ordinary citizens who support these
populist actors and their ideas. Although populismis thin
in the ideology it conveys (Mudde, 2004), we specifically
look at right-wing populism in this article because these
sentiments and political actors are more prominent in
the Dutch context. Here, we rely on an in-depth analysis
of 200 posts on each platform to assess how references
to the truth are expressed and opposed. With our focus

on ordinary citizens as communicators of (de)legitimizing
discourses and populism, we aim to better understand
how the affordances of social media that promote inter-
action, political participation, and deliberation empower
members of the public to construct antagonistic narra-
tives on reality in a context of growing relativism toward
(scientific) facts.

Theoretically, this article aims to make an impor-
tant contribution to the literature exploring how right-
wing populism refers to truth, knowledge, and decep-
tion (e.g., Egelhofer & Lecheler, 2019; Mede & Schifer,
2020; Waisbord, 2018). By analysing the social media
expressions of both RWP politicians and citizens sup-
porting such worldviews, we illustrate how social media
empower both political actors and members of the
public to express antagonistic narratives on reality—
herewith potentially contributing to an amplification of
societal divides based on divergent perspectives on the
truth. Hence, considering the potential of social media to
express confirmation-biased truth claims in the context
of social support from like-minded community members,
political dialogue may be hampered. This is at odds with
the principles of a well-functioning deliberative democ-
racy: If people express one-sided truth claims in homoge-
nous communities without listening to the other side,
divergent ideas on what the truth entails may become
further apart to the point of epistemic polarization.

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Populist Rhetoric and the Construction of
(Counter-)knowledge

Populism stresses an antagonistic divide between the
ordinary people and the corrupt elites (e.g., Canovan,
1999; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). Populist ideas frame
the ordinary people as a relatively deprived in-group,
which has a common will that is not represented by
the elites. The elites, in turn, are seen as responsible
for failing to represent the ordinary people (Hameleers
et al.,, 2017). This ideational core of populism may
be expressed to various extents by different (political)
actors (Busby et al., 2019). In this article, we aim to under-
stand how this antagonism central to populism relates
to the construction of knowledge, truth-claims, and
de-legitimizing discourses targeted at the media, experts,
and scientists—discourses found to be central in RWPs’
construction of (counter-)knowledge (e.g., Kramer et al.,
2021; Yla-Anttila, 2018).

Mede and Schéfer (2020) coined the term “science-
related populism” to describe populism’s understand-
ing of science. Science-related populism holds that the
ordinary people are constructed as a virtuous in-group
that is framed in opposition to “evil” scientific elites.
The elite’s version of reality is deemed illegitimate and
(intentionally) misleading, whereas the people are said
to be endowed with truth-speaking sovereignty (Mede
& Schafer, 2020). In line with this notion of populism’s
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epistemic antagonism, populist rhetoric is known to
de-legitimize scientific consensus and the objectivity
of expert knowledge. This allegedly confounded knowl-
edge is replaced with issue-consistent “counter” or
“alternative” knowledge (Harambam & Aupers, 2015;
Yla-Anttila, 2018). Science-related populism includes
popular demands for science-related decision-making
sovereignty, which means that the people (and not the
academic elite) are seen as a legitimate source of scien-
tific decision-making: Their ideas about true knowledge
are allegedly not biased by ideological interests or cor-
ruption (Mede & Schafer, 2020)—which means that they
should have the power to formulate truth claims related
to science. Kramer et al. (2021) found empirical sup-
port for such populist constructions of reality on social
media: Users with an affinity for right-wing populism
cultivated distrust in established knowledge and, at the
same time, emphasized the merits of alternative author-
ities and evidence. Using a mixed-methods analysis of
far-right Twitter networks in Brazil, Oliveira et al. (2021)
reveal how users selectively use ideologically aligned
sources to substantiate truth claims and conspiracies on
Covid-19. Their findings also reveal how far-right leaders
and their supporters create a moral discourse in which
the “virtuous ordinary people” are pitted against a “cor-
rupt” academic elite—discourses of legitimization and
de-legitimization that resonate strongly with the princi-
ples of science-related populism (Mede & Schafer, 2020).

The question remains how fundamental populism’s
antagonistic relationship to the established truth actu-
ally is. Two positions can be forwarded. First, Harambam
and Aupers (2015) suggest that populism does not
necessarily oppose scientific institutions and the tech-
niques or modes of truth-seeking used by the established
order. Just like populism may not simply be dismissed
as undemocratic or a system-level rejection of politics
(e.g., Canovan, 1999), populist rhetoric may empha-
size that the current elites claiming authority on defin-
ing truthfulness and valid empirical evidence are cor-
rupt, and therefore need to be replaced with alterna-
tive authorities and counter-knowledge. As an example,
many interpretations that framed Covid-19 during the
2020 pandemic as “fake news” or failing policy did not
reject the ideas of science and empirical evidence, but
emphasized that elite sources had to be replaced by
other knowledge sources—such as alternative doctors,
health experts, and alternative “unbiased” sources of
verified knowledge.

An alternative perspective on populist knowledge
systematically rejects scientific techniques. Saurette and
Gunster (2011) used the term “epistemological pop-
ulism” to describe the populist replacement of scientific
principles with people-centric evidence and experiences.
This perspective implies that, to understand reality, one
cannot rely on expert knowledge or empirical evidence:
Such accounts are too far-removed from the worlds
and experiences of the people—and therefore illegiti-
mate claims of truthfulness. An example of this perspec-

tive is the claim emphasized in conspiracies stating that
Covid-19 is “nothing but a bad flu” substantiated by argu-
ments that people do not know anyone who actually had
this virus, and those that might have had it, experienced
only the symptoms of a normal flu. Common sense, then,
is used to substantiate the alternative interpretation that
we do not really face a threat.

In the context of these two perspectives, this arti-
cle explores how populist politicians and citizens sup-
porting populist ideas express truth claims. Here, we
specifically focus on how truth claims are constructed
to (de)legitimize a congruent narrative. Legitimization
is understood here as the different ways in which evi-
dence and arguments are used to substantiate and
justify an identity-congruent perspective on reality.
De-legitimization, in contrast, refers to the rhetoric used
to oppose the positions and statements of other par-
ties or out-groups. This understanding of legitimization
and de-legitimization aligns with partisanship as a social
identity (see e.g., West & lyengar, 2020). Truth claims of
the in-group are legitimized, whereas the truth claims
from out-groups are de-legitimized. This is also sup-
ported by the findings of Oliveira et al. (2021), who
found that discourses of far-right leaders and their fol-
lowers revolved around the legitimization of scientists’
knowledge sources that supported their ideological val-
ues, and the de-legitimization of opposed evidence and
expert knowledge.

2.2. Populist Constructions of Truth and Knowledge on
Social Media

Social media platforms may amplify populist rhetoric as
they allow for the circumvention of elite actors whilst
directly addressing the ordinary people (Engesser et al.,
2017). The technological possibilities of social media and
populist ideas thus align: Online platforms can enable
the circumvention of elite actors whilst also allowing
political actors to signal closeness to the people by using
the same channels and styles of communication as mem-
bers of the public. The affinity between populism and
social media can also be understood as the possibil-
ities of direct representation offered by social media
(Gerbaudo, 2018): Social media give a voice to people
and politicians who claim to be underrepresented and
silenced by the established order.

Similar to Gerbaudo’s (2018) analysis of an affinity
between social media and populist expressions, Hopster
(2021) distinguishes four affordances of social media
that enable populist communication. Here, affordances
can be understood as the ways in which the techno-
logical setting of social media offers the opportunity
for people to behave in specific ways (e.g., Bucher
& Helmond, 2018). Applying this perspective, Hopster
(2021) argues that four affordances in particular may
explain the affinity between social media and populism:
(a) the ability to circumvent journalistic gatekeepers and
editorial filters (also see Engesser et al., 2017); (b) the
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algorithmic amplification of dramatized and sensational
claims; (c) the option to use populist communication
styles, such as simplistic and emotional language; and
(d) the ability to express and monitor the people’s gen-
eral will in real time. Extrapolating these affordances
to the populist construction of knowledge and reality,
especially the option to circumvent journalistic gate-
keepers and the ability to directly refer to and repre-
sent the people’s voice and experiences are relevant to
consider. Using social media platforms, populist leaders
and citizens with populist worldviews can create and
disseminate truth claims based on the ordinary peo-
ple’s experiences and common sense, sidestepping the
analyses and expert sources they distrust and oppose
(e.g., Fawzi, 2019; Waisbord, 2018). Social media may
thus offer supportive channels for the alternative truth
claims and knowledge constructions central in populist
discourse: These alternative and antagonistic construc-
tions of reality can be disseminated to members of the
public via unfiltered channels, and the absence of gate-
keepers means that the hostile attacks on “fake news”
media, scientists, and experts can reach the ordinary peo-
ple directly.

Next to these affordances, social media may offer a
context for people to seek out evidence and truth claims
that confirm their existing views on the truth (Waisbord,
2018). Although we can assume that not all citizens are
trapped in online filter bubbles, RWP supporters in par-
ticular are likely to seek shelter in likeminded online
communities: They tend to perceive the mainstream
media as an “enemy of the people” (Fawzi, 2019), expe-
rience belonging to an in-group of deprived ordinary citi-
zens that is allegedly not represented by the established
order, and prefer alternative (online) information plat-
forms that confirm their prior anti-establishment views.
The high levels of distrust in the mainstream media and
political institutions experienced by RWP supporters may
explain their attraction to online media platforms that
function as “imagined” communities for their populist
discontent (Hameleers, 2020).

3. Research Design
3.1. Research focus and Questions

The specific nature of (right-wing) populist constructions
of antagonistic truth claims lies at the heart of this article.
Reasoned from the perspective that social media offer
an ungated platform that empowers politicians and cit-
izens to define, legitimize, and de-legitimize (opposed)
truth claims, we seek to advance our understanding of
the epistemic dimensions of online populist communica-
tion. To recap, we raise the following research questions
to map the discursive construction of truth and un-truths
in populists’ social media discourse:

RQ1l: To what extent and how does populist
rhetoric afforded by social media de-legitimize and

oppose elite actors whilst introducing counternar-
ratives within the same traditions of authoritative
knowledge?

RQ2: To what extent and how is populism expressed
via social media opposing the principles of expert-
based and empirically founded knowledge?

3.2. Context and National Setting

These two questions are answered in the context of the
social media expressions of RWP politicians and citizens
in the Netherlands: a country with a multiparty system in
which right-wing populism has been electorally success-
ful for multiple decades (e.g., Aalberg et al., 2017). In this
country, we specifically look at the Twitter communica-
tion of two prototypical RWP politicians: Geert Wilders
from the Dutch Freedom Party and Thierry Baudet
from the RWP party Forum for Democracy (Rooduijn
et al.,, 2019). We contrast these actors’ political com-
munication to the populist ideas expressed by support-
ers of these parties on Facebook community pages that
revolve around RWP support. We selected 50 posts of
each sub-group (two Facebook and two Twitter profiles),
which means that the qualitative findings are not directly
generalizable to all populist leaders or citizens with pop-
ulist attitudes. It thus remains an empirical question how
well the findings travel to other settings, although we
believe that the general logic distinguishing between the
legitimization and de-legitimization of truth claims is rel-
evant across the globe.

4. Methods

We used Twitter’s API to scrape relevant Tweets posted
by the two political actors in the Netherlands. As most
(political) communication revolved around the Covid-19
pandemic from March 2020 onward, we decided to use a
more diverse sample of Tweets in the period before the
pandemic in the Netherlands and compare this period
with a sample of Tweets posted in the midst of the pan-
demic. To this end, we collected an initial sample of 50
Tweets of both politicians in the pre- and post-Covid-19
period (N = 200). To make sure that the two sample
frames are equal in size, we use a six-months period
before the salience of Covid-19 in the political and media
debate (July 2019-December 2019) and contrast this
to a similar time-period after the crisis erupted (March
2020—August 2020). To avoid a selection bias in the ini-
tial sample of Tweets, we randomly selected 50 Tweets
for all cells of the sample frame. In line with the princi-
ples of the Grounded Theory approach (e.g., Glaser &
Strauss, 1967), the initial sample was first fully analysed
before collecting new data. As saturation was achieved
(i.e., the in-depth analyses of the additional Tweets did
not uncover additional variety in the established themes
and categories), we did not oversample Tweets after this
additional round of data collection.
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A similar approach was taken for the Facebook pages
of citizens supporting the two politicians and their pop-
ulist ideology: We focus on the same time periods
and use the same sample size (50 posts in each cell).
We decided to focus on Facebook for citizens’ pop-
ulist discourse as this platform is more likely to be
used by citizens with populist attitudes than Twitter
(a more unidirectional platform for elite communica-
tion, also see e.g., Valenzuela et al., 2018). Hence, citi-
zens with populist attitudes are found to rely more on
Facebook for their political information needs (Groshek
& Koc-Michalska, 2017; Schulz et al.,, 2020), whereas
Facebook and Twitter are both associated with the pop-
ulist communication of political actors. In the context
of this study, the Netherlands, Twitter is the most likely
channel to be used by populist politicians (e.g., Jacobs
& Spierings, 2019). On Facebook community pages, we
analysed how citizens supporting the populist leaders
constructed truth claims in terms of legitimizing a reality
supporting their in-group as well as opposing the truth
claims of out-groups they did not identify with (i.e., elite
actors in media and politics). Although Twitter affords
one-directional communication, ordinary citizens them-
selves are more likely to express their views on Facebook
community pages. As we were interested in how mem-
bers of the public are empowered to construct truth
claims and antagonistic narratives via social media in the
context of right-wing populism, we focus on Facebook
pages that offer a forum or “imagined community” for
people supporting populist actors and ideas. As satura-
tion check, and to explore the exhaustiveness of our
themes, we additionally looked at reactions to Twitter
posts and additional timeframes. We herewith avoided
a platform bias in our findings. The additional analy-
ses that looked at direct responses to the Twitter posts
by the two politicians confirmed the findings found in
the Facebook posts. Yet, there was less richness in the
Twitter comments, and the themes mainly reflected a
simple agreement with the truth claims of the RWP
actors in our sample.

4.1. Analyses

The tweets were analysed based on a combination of
discourse analysis (e.g., Van Dijk, 1993) and the cod-
ing steps of the Grounded Theory approach. Sensitizing
concepts—analytical categories that gave direction to
the labelling and coding of relevant segments of data—
were based on theoretical definitions of misinformation
(e.g., Vraga & Bode, 2020) and truth claims (Brewer,
2011). More specifically, within (de)legitimizing dis-
courses, we selectively coded segments of Tweets that
referred to any type of (expert) knowledge, evidence
or other (relative) constructions of truths and untruths.
All relevant segments were arced and coded further
using the software package Atlas.ti. With this tool,
we subsequentially applied open, selective (focused)
and axial coding steps. These coding steps were doc-

umented in Atlas.ti. During open coding, all relevant
segments of the data were described and labeled in
an open-ended way (i.e., fake news accusations tar-
geted at mainstream media channels). During the sec-
ond step of focused coding, lists of unique open codes
were merged, grouped and detached from their con-
text (i.e., de-legitimizing labels to attack the mainstream
media). Finally, during axial coding, linkages between
the higher-order themes and categories were identified.
Peer debriefing was used as a validation and reliability
check suited for the nature of the interpretative analy-
ses and qualitative data: A second independent coder
followed and checked all data reduction steps and inde-
pendently used the open codes to construct themes—
discrepancies between researchers were assessed until
complete agreement was reached.

5. Results of the Analysis of Right-Wing Populist
Politicians’ Tweets

5.1. Right-Wing Populists’ De-Legitimization of
Established Knowledge and Evidence

The populist divide between the ordinary people and
the corrupt elite oftentimes included an attack on
the legitimacy and honesty of the elites. Explicit ref-
erences to “fake news” and “lying media” were fre-
quently expressed by both leaders, and especially used
to de-legitimize issue positions or political actors incon-
gruent with RWP agendas. The context of these labels
thus mattered: They were strategically placed to attack
positions, expert sources, and evidence when facts were
inconvenient, and incongruent with radical RWP ideas
(i.e., climate change, pro-immigration positions).

Wilders explicitly attacked the Prime Minister for
deceiving the Dutch people. Tweets oftentimes con-
tained a visual or meme depicting the Prime Minister
with the label “liar” or showing a long nose to illustrate
deception. The media were also attacked and accused
of lying to the public. The de-legitimization of the press
was mostly addressed to the public broadcaster: “Can
we lynch the NOS [public broadcaster] and the rest of
the lying media? It will be my pleasure to terminate
the public broadcasters.” Wilders also expressed the
advice to not watch programs of the public broadcaster,
as they were allegedly filled with political correctness
and self-hatred, which was deemed dishonest. Although
Wilders oftentimes voiced an explicit attack on the main-
stream media (the public broadcaster) and the estab-
lished political order (the Prime Minister or elite actors
in government) for intentionally deceiving or lying to the
people, he did not explicitly de-legitimize evidence or
expert knowledge.

The explicit de-legitimization of elitist interpretations
was much more salient in the discourse of Thierry Baudet.
Just like Wilders, mainstream media and public broad-
casters were accused of spreading “fake news.” However,
moving beyond this de-legitimizing label, Baudet blamed
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platforms, such as YouTube, for worrisome levels of
censorship: “Unbelievable that YouTube banned philoso-
pher Stefan Molyneux without any warning and with-
out any clear reason. The censorship starts to take
on extremely worrisome proportions.” Baudet directed
his de-legitimizing attack to platforms and sources that
allegedly censored critique or propagated the (dishon-
est) views of the established order. He also raised a sense
of urgency and fearmongering by referring to impedi-
ments on the freedom of speech and safety caused by
the elitist press: “Criticism on the elites is apparently not
allowed. Who of us is still safe and free? What discus-
sions can we still hold? This has to stop!” Next to the
media and platforms, Baudet targeted experts and scien-
tists allegedly part of the “dishonest” elite in his populist
anti-establishment rhetoric. He even accused universi-
ties of actively pushing activist or radical political agen-
das: “The politicization of the experts. A real problem.
Universities with an activist agenda, who are pushing
radical ideas and circumventing alternative voices whilst
sailing under the flag of ‘science’ or ‘neutral’ expertise.”
Answering RQ1, Wilders did not oppose principles of sci-
entific or expert-based truths and evidence, but explic-
itly blamed mainstream media and established politi-
cians for deceiving and lying to the people. Baudet’s
critique went further, and entailed an explicit accusa-
tion of a misleading (radical) political bias and censor-
ship allegedly used strategically to silence the people and
maintain power discrepancies. This connects to demands
for science-related decision-making by the ordinary peo-
ple: Unlike the alleged biased and corrupt scientific elite,
the ordinary people allegedly have no interest in distort-
ing the truth, which also means that they should have
the power to make scientific claims.

5.2. Right-Wing Populist Counternarratives

Especially in the period surrounding the Covid-19 pan-
demic, Baudet referred to alternative experts, doctors,
and scientists who shared his view on reality and con-
firmed his anti-establishment views. He, for example,
legitimized his opposition to Covid-19 measures by quot-
ing a professor arguing how vaccines are toxic, and
included a (de-contextualized) interpretation that con-
firmed his anti-establishment perspective on Covid-19:
“What if he is right, indicating that thousands of peo-
ple died lonely and too soon whilst our economy is
destroyed without a proper cause?” Political elites were
also attacked for “hiding” behind alleged “unscientific
nonsense.” These findings illustrate how scientific dis-
course was invalidated.

Applied to otherissues, such as climate change, scien-
tific evidence was not only de-legitimized, but also con-
trasted with “common sense” as the real source of truth-
fulness: “The European Green Deal will cost us way too
much—which is the only reality there is. This is conflict-
ing with common sense. It is time to put the Netherlands
and our people first” In his discourse, Baudet also

labelled the Covid-19 pandemic as “hysterical”—and con-
trasted the alleged fake reality deliberately staged by the
established order with the need to go back to normal
life: “Everything needs to re-open again as we are used
to. This shows the hypocrisy of power. They do not even
believe in the pandemic themselves. All covid-hysterical
nonsense is nothing but a big play.” Baudet presented his
truth claims, which denied Covid-19 as a pandemic and
framed it as a normal flu, as the only reality. He referred
to his party as the only party that dared to speak the
truth: “Can you imagine if FvD will become the biggest
party? The only party in Europe who speaks the truth
about the virus formerly known as the flu.”

Although both Wilders and Baudet clearly and explic-
itly attacked political elites and mainstream media for
being dishonest and for lying to the people (disinfor-
mation accusations) whilst de-legitimizing established
truths (RQ1), these RWP leaders still referred to and
quoted expert knowledge and scientific evidence to con-
firm their political agendas. This supports findings by
Suldovsky et al. (2019) of a selective and ideologically
biased labelling of scientific authority, as well as Oliveira
et al’s (2021) conclusions indicating that radical-right
wing actors strategically use ideologically aligned sources
to substantiate congruent truth claims on social media.

Wilders did not present explicit counter-factual nar-
ratives that opposed established truths (RQ2). His pop-
ulist ideas included attacks on the mainstream media
and dishonest elites, but alternative truth claims were
absent. This was different for Baudet, who quoted expert
knowledge from “alternative” scientists and sources
of evidence when these analyses fitted his interpreta-
tions. In other cases, the de-legitimization of established
truths on Covid-19 was contrasted to references to com-
mon sense, the people’s knowledge, and a universal
anti-establishment reality (RQ2). The de-legitimization
of expert knowledge, media sources, and elites as well
as the legitimization of alternative narratives followed
a clear confirmation bias. These narratives were often
present together. This analysis shows that—in terms of
making truth claims and de-legitimizing opposed truth
claims—a prototypical manner of RWP communication
does not exist: Different political leaders use different
ways of constructing a confirmation-biased truth and
de-legitimize the established order in different ways.
The rhetoric they use to refer to deception and truth
is adaptable to the context, and confirms their political
positions whilst responding to their targeted audience
of disenchanted citizens. Discourses of (de)legitimization
are strategically employed to avoid cognitive bias (i.e., to
fight off attacks from opponents) and maximize electoral
gain (i.e., responding to the fears and beliefs of disen-
chanted voters). The online context empowers them to
oppose elites and express hostile discourse without the
intervention of gatekeepers. The question remains how
citizens supporting these political actors and their ideas
use social media to express truth claims in an antagonis-
tic manner.
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6. Results of the Analysis of Citizens’ Facebook Posts

6.1. Uncivil Interactions and Fearmongering: Citizens’
De-Legitimizing Discourse Online

RWP supporters used the online space to voice hostile
attacks on the established media and verified facts. Here,
more than the radical right-wing leaders, RWP support-
ers emphasized a conspiracy between the elites who
allegedly deceived the people to wield power: “Police,
politics, judges, media, amusement, culture, education,
science, churches: all institutions are governed by a dia-
bolical elite.” Especially in the context of the pandemic,
RWP supporters voiced distrust in the established ver-
sion of reality, and actively denied the existence of
Covid-19: “Those who believe in the dangerous ‘virus
narrative’ and those who actually see the truth that
laws are being removed to let a dictatorship enter can
be separated.” As this quote illustrates, the epistemic
antagonism was even acknowledged by RWP supporters
themselves: The people believing in the virus were seen
as wrong and part of a conspiracist elite, whereas the
in-group of RWP supporters were seen as “awake” and
knowledgeable about true facts.

Different from the political leaders, RWP support-
ers did not frequently blame the mainstream media,
although they accused opposed news messages and
channels of demonstrating a dishonest left-wing bias.
More consistently, RWP supporters pointed to the lies
and conspiracies propagated by the elites: “These filthy
traitors are amongst us. They are all like Judas: They are
betraying the Dutch people.” RWP supporters pointed to
an elitist enemy—referred to as specific politicians (i.e.,
the Prime Minister), the government, or simply a gen-
eral outgroup (“they”). RWP supporters used hostile lan-
guage that frequently incited and legitimized violence
(“we should buy weapons to protect ourselves from these
scumbags”). They also expressed death threats targeted
at the Prime Minister or other prominent politicians.
Applied to the pandemic, the established truths were de-
legitimized by referring to conspiracies and deception:
“They were dishonest when saying how busy they were
with intensive care units. If you don’t understand that you
are deceived by now, you can move to the moon!” More
specifically, and applied to the Covid-19 conspiracies
expressed by RWP supporters, a strong sense of urgency,
fear-mongering, and dystopic consequences were con-
nected to the alleged lies of the elites: “This is nothing but
a genocide or de-population program. They do this inten-
tionally. It will get worse, and the deaths caused by the
so-called vaccine will not even be associated with the vac-
cine anymore.” In online interactions, people pointed to
the severe consequences of the elite conspiracies: “I do
not want to frighten you, Betty. But people need to do
research and should not think that this is just a shot. It is
over soon, and this is wrong. People are dying.” These
populist constructions of truth claims included an impor-
tant moral component: The ordinary people and their

everyday experiences were seen as virtuous, whereas
experts, scientists, and doctors were seen as dishonest,
deceptive, and evil: Scientific expertise was rejected and
framed as deliberately misleading, allegedly to silence
the ordinary people and hiding real threats.

6.2. Counter-Factual Narratives and Alternative Truth
Claims

Looking at RQ1, RWP supporters, at times, used the same
rhetorical tools as the established order to substantiate
their own truth claims: Scientific evidence and experts
were used to prove that the corrupt elite was lying to
the people: “Using research and experts from India, and
other papers, we show that hydroxychloroquine works.
But others use fake evidence just to show it does not
work.” People aimed to demonstrate that they knew
the “real” facts that they could see behind the “smoke
screen” enforced by the elites:

There are scientists and virologists who expect that
vaccinated people will suffer from a new virus that
comes soon. | am not even talking about longer-term
consequences. The people who are already vacci-
nated are used as lab rats. | know exactly what is
going on here.

Despite referring to alternative facts and evidence,
expert knowledge and empirical evidence were not
clearly contextualized or substantiated with sources (i.e.,
doctors or a majority of experts were referred to, with-
out explaining the affiliation and expertise of the source,
or the context of research findings).

Responding to RQl and RQ2, RWP supporters
pointed to an alternative reality framed in opposition
to the alleged lies and conspiracies of the elites. This
reality was supported by mentioning alternative sources
of expert knowledge and empirical evidence—although
these were used instrumentally to substantiate truth
claims without offering a context or argument for the rel-
evance of expert knowledge. Next to truth claims based
on expert knowledge and evidence, common sense and
references to an elitist conspiracy were used as argu-
ments to substantiate anti-establishment truth claims.
RWP supporters claimed legitimacy for an alternative
reality by revealing the “hidden” truths and conspira-
cies that were severely threatening the ordinary people’s
lives: “Let’s not call it a vaccine, but genetic manipula-
tion and genocide.” The RWP discourse analysed does
not simply reject expert knowledge and empirical evi-
dence (RQ2), but constructs a counter-factual narra-
tive that uses a mixture of de-legitimizing attacks on
expert knowledge and elite actors, confirmation-biased
evidence and expert knowledge, and a strong emphasis
on the dystopian consequences of elite conspiracies and
an urgency to reveal the hidden truth.

The additional analysis of responses to the Tweets of
both political leaders confirmed the themes discussed
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here. Although the comments of the ordinary people
(and trolls) mainly expressed agreement with the view-
points of the politicians, they also, at times, gave room
for interaction between members of the ordinary people.
Some people challenged each other, or asked others to
clarify why they made certain statements. Yet, the find-
ings demonstrate that, just like the Facebook community
pages, responses to the discourse of RWP political actors
on Twitters consolidate a confirmation-biased reality in
which the antagonism between virtuous ordinary people
and the deception of elite actors is central.

7. Conclusions

Using a qualitative content analysis of the social media
expressions of RWP leaders and supporters, we asked
how RWPs use the technological affordances of social
media—most notably the options to circumvent elite
gatekeepers and directly speak to the ordinary people
and their concerns—to de-legitimize established exper-
tise, truth claims, and evidence whilst legitimizing a
people-centric version of the truth. We found that the
two radical RWPs in the Dutch Twitter landscape—Baudet
and Wilders—frequently accused the established media
of spreading fake news and lying to the ordinary people.
This confirms earlier research on the centrality of media
critique and fake news accusations in RWP rhetoric (e.g.,
Egelhofer & Lecheler, 2019; Hameleers & Minihold, 2021;
Waisbord, 2018). This theme overlaps with the interpre-
tation of RWP supporters, who also perceived the main-
stream media as an enemy of the people (also see Fawzi,
2019). Yet, this theme was far less salient among RWP
supporters than politicians: Supporters more generally
referred to an unspecified or general enemy (i.e., they,
the elites, politicians) and used more hostile rhetoric to
exclude the established order from the people.

In line with literature signaling anti-social and detri-
mental consequences of online deliberation (Lowry et al.,
2016), our findings indicate that online spaces are used
to express hostile sentiments toward the elites, often in
the forms of swearing, violence, death threats, and hate
speech. Next to the more hostile tone of citizens’ com-
pared to politicians’ discourse, the social media users
went further in pointing to conspiracies with dystopian
consequences, especially in light of Covid-19. The RWP
supporters referred to the ordinary people as the only
ones able to see the painful reality that is deliberately
hidden from the public. The corrupt elites were seen as
caught up in a conspiracy, aiming for genocide, total dom-
inance and control over the population, or even genetic
modification: Covid-19 was seen as a fagade to hide real-
ity and legitimize alleged “lethal weapons.” The social
media users emphasized a strong sense of urgency and
fear for the future: They expressed a need for mobiliza-
tion and urgent action against the elites that allegedly
aimed to wield power.

What does this tell us about right-wing populism’s
relationship to the truth? First of all, not all RWP ideas

are founded on the same logic of truth-telling and ver-
ification. Although the de-legitimization of established
truths is a central aspect of both politicians’ and fol-
lowers’ discourse, RWP rhetoric has an adaptable and
heterogenous perspective on the legitimization of con-
venient truths. We first of all find some support for
Harambam and Aupers’ (2015) interpretation: Populism
does not always oppose scientific institutions and empir-
ical evidence. However, RWP ideas can, under some con-
ditions, and especially when considering the rhetoric of
RWP supporters and Baudet in times of the pandemic,
reject scientific techniques and contrast de-legitimized
science to people-centric knowledge, gut feelings, and
common sense. This reflects Saurette and Gunster’s
(2011) notion of “epistemological populism”: The pop-
ulist replacement of scientific principles with people-
centric evidence and experiences. In populist construc-
tions of the truth, an antagonism between the people’s
honesty and the elite’s deception is often central—and
connected to a conspiracy that stresses the intentional
nature of the dishonest and hidden reality propagated
by the elites (Mede & Schafer, 2020). In line with the
principles of science-related populism (Mede & Schéfer,
2020), the truth claims of elite actors were seen as biased
and detached from the experiences and everyday lives of
the ordinary people—which included references to pop-
ular sovereignty. The ordinary people should allegedly
have the power to make legitimate truth claims. This
construction of populist truths has an important moral
component: The ordinary people and their everyday
experiences were regarded as virtuous, whereas elite
actors, scientists, and doctors were seen as unvirtuous.
They allegedly deceived the ordinary people and delib-
erately misinformed them in order to cause harm and
secure gains.

Based on our findings, we coin the idea of an “adapt-
able and relative construction of confirmation-biased
truthfulness” central in RWP discourse. This concept
acknowledges the flexible and chameleonic nature of
populism (also see e.g., Mazzoleni, 2003) and the uni-
versal one-sided nature of the truth propagated in pop-
ulist discourse (Waisbord, 2018). RWP rhetoric may use
all sorts of truth claims as long as they consolidate
the political agenda and reality of the communicator.
Empirical evidence and expert knowledge are quoted,
de-contextualized, and re-interpreted and used as a form
of argumentation as long as such knowledge is congru-
ent with the RWP agenda (i.e., to de-legitimize the polit-
ical establishment). People-centric realities, gut feelings,
common sense, and conspiracy theories are strategically
used in the face of counter-attitudinal evidence. This rel-
ative and flexible understanding of populist truth claims
helps us to explain the inconsistency of the role of facts,
experts, and evidence in populist discourse.

Regarding the limitations and scope of our conclu-
sions, some reflections need to be included here. First
of all, we focused on a single country, two specific RWP
leaders, and a biased selection of community pages.
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By focusing on a prototypical case of West-European
right-wing populism, we believe that some of the main
patterns of discourse identified here are transferrable
to other European countries with successful RWP par-
ties and similar contextual factors (i.e., moderate to
high levels of distrust in mainstream media and the
established political order). Hence, in other countries
(i.e., Germany and France), de-legitimizing discourse and
anti-media sentiments are also constantly expressed
by RWP actors. In addition, overall trust levels in the
mainstream media and political institutions are compa-
rable in many European countries—which should also
offer a favorable context for the relative construction
of truth claims by politicians and their supporters. Yet,
we suggest future research to pay more attention to
regional differences and include most-different systems:
Do left-wing populist actors make similar claims about
(un)truthfulness, and do our findings hold in systems
with either lower (i.e., the US, France, Hungary) or higher
(i.e., Sweden, Norway) levels of media trust? In addi-
tion, although both Twitter and Facebook were included,
there are other social media platforms and alternative
media platforms that may offer a relevant context for the
study of populist truth claims. To further explore the rele-
vance of affordances that differ across platforms, future
research may extend the analysis to different platforms,
such as the more visually oriented platform Instagram.

Finally, there are some moral and ethical consider-
ations connected to this study. The main researcher
selected the online RWP communities based on prior
experiences with these platforms—the selection is there-
fore biased and skewed by accessibility. Many RWP fol-
lowers mobilize and communicate in private groups and
closed communities that could not be accessed by this
researcher. Even though RWP supporters are a diffi-
cult population to include directly in scientific research,
future studies should try harder in involving their own
experiences and make them an integral part of the ana-
lyses (i.e., individual interviews and focus groups).

Despite these limitations, this article has offered
novel insights into how RWPs and their followers are
empowered and platformed to share their antagonis-
tic perspective on truthfulness via social media—hereby
actively contributing to developments toward an increas-
ingly more relative, debatable, and antagonistic under-
standing of politicized truths in a communication setting
of high institutional distrust.
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