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Abstract

Many Central and Eastern European countries elected nationalist parties after the collapse of commu-
nism: a phenomenon often attributed to a combination of socioeconomic crisis and political instabili-
ty. In 2010s, after the decay of other nationalist parties, Romania was seen as an exception to this rule, 
but the Covid-19 pandemic times have witnessed the rapid rise of a new nationalist party: the AUR (the 
Alliance for the Union of Romanians). Parliamentary elections in December 2020 saw this new politi-
cal force gain 9.1% of the vote. Whereas previous nationalist parties in post-communist Romania tend-
ed to appeal to more senior/elderly voters, there is evidence that the AUR vote is strong amongst men 
under the age of 35 who are educated to an elementary or high school level. This paper uses national 
electoral data, media analysis, and in-depth interviews with young, educated people to explore the spa-
tial distribution of AUR support, the ways in which the COVID-19 pandemic has assisted the party’s rise 
to prominence, and attitudes amongst university students to both the style and content of their poli-
tics. The paper concludes that the AUR offer a potent mix of old nationalism, religious faith, tradition-
al family values and new ideological elements, such as environmentalism, anti-globalization, and anti-
government critique to create a self-consciously ‘alternative’ political rhetoric. This is presented via new 
channels (especially social media) in a deliberately opportunistic, controversial, and spectacular man-
ner. However, our investigation suggests that neither the content nor the style of this politics has wide-
spread appeal among the more educated younger participants to the interview. 
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Pandemic Populism: COVID-19 and the Rise  
of the Nationalist AUR Party in Romania

Introduction

Many Central and Eastern European countries elected  
nationalist parties after the collapse of communism: a 
phenomenon often attributed to a combination of so-
cioeconomic crisis and political instability. Until re-
cently, Romania was seen as an exception to this rule. 
Though far-right populist movements had a presence 
in the country, often campaigning against marginal-
ized social groups such as Roma people, LGBT indi-
viduals, Jews, and Hungarians, they have not gained-
parliamentary power. On the other hand, electoral 
data suggest that following the death of Vadim Tudor, 
the leader of the nationalist party Partidul România 

Mare (Greater Romania Party) in 2018, many of his 
political followers shifted their vote to more main-
stream parties (BEC, 2020).

However, recent months have witnessed the rapid 
rise to power of a new nationalist party: the AUR (the 
Alliance for the Union of Romanians), established in 
September 2019. Parliamentary elections in December 
2020 saw this new political force gain 9.1% of the vote 
(541,938 total votes for the Senate, 9.17% of the total; 
535,831 votes for the House of Deputies, 9.08% of the 
totals, which equates to 14 senators and 33 deputies). 
Turnout for this election was 33.3%, the lowest figure 
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of the post-communist era, in part due to intensify-
ing pandemic restrictions in response to the “second 
wave” of coronavirus infections. The AUR’s success 
was partly due to reductions in the number of older 
people voting during the pandemic: the demograph-
ics of the party suggest that around 40% of their sup-
porters are aged under 35, though only 8% of the to-
tal voters for AUR are university educated. However, 
during the last two years, the AUR have successfully 
capitalized on a series of political crises, including ris-
ing food, electricity, gas, and petrol prices and the re-
cent collapse of the coalition government between the 
conservative PNL (National Liberal) party and the re-
formist and economically liberal USR (Save Romania 
Union). As a consequence, at the time of writing (Oc-
tober 2021) the AUR are polling around 15% (Pîrvu, 
2021), though support for the left wing Social Demo-
crat Party (PSD) has also increased. 

There is some evidence that the COVID-19 pan-
demic has had particular influence over the rise of 
the AUR. The pandemic has intensified trends to-
wards growing mistrust of the ‘mainstream’ politi-
cal class, and growing trust in religious leaders, not 
least because the Coalition government has conspicu-
ously mismanaged public health during the outbreak. 
In the summer of 2021, the Coalition lifted all public 
health restrictions, despite the fact that Romania had 
one of the lowest COVID-19 vaccination rates in Eu-
rope (under 40% of the population are fully vaccinat-
ed). The rapid spread of the Delta variant consequent-
ly led to a lethal fourth wave of coronavirus, peaking 
at around 500 deaths a day in October 2021. As a re-
sult, restrictions have had to be reintroduced, includ-
ing mask wearing in public places. These, and the gov-
ernment’s suggestion that a “vaccine passport” might 
be necessary to access public places, have been strin-
gently opposed by AUR members, who have organ-

ized protests in response. Romanian media suggests 
that many of those actively protesting against vacci-
nation in Romania are supporters of AUR.

Much recent work has focused on the rise of pop-
ulism as offering a conspicuously different alternative 
to established democratic politics (Gherghina et al., 
2013; Kriesi, 2014), often using new tools, such as so-
cial media, and a very different rhetorical style (Bos 
et al., 2013; Carter, 2005; Ignazi, 2003; Mudde, 2004; 
Taggart, 2000;). In this paper, we will focus particu-
larly on the ways in which the visibility of state pow-
er during the pandemic, with the enactment of lock-
downs, mask wearing, and vaccination programs, has 
proven fertile ground for populist movements in Ro-
mania. The AUR has campaigned against such meas-
ures, developing a counter-rhetoric that has linked 
pandemic measures with more profound themes such 
as fatherland, family, and religiosity. 

This paper will explore the recent rise of the AUR, 
with a view to reflecting on the different strands of re-
cent political disquiet that have contributed to the 
rise of populism in Romania. Findings have wider ap-
plicability to the rise of nationalism and populism in 
East-Central Europe in particular (adding to the work 
of Gherghina & Miscoiu, 2014; Orenstein & Bugaric, 
2020; Pirro, 2015) and across Europe and other parts 
of the world (Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008; Brubak-
er, 2017; Brubaker, 2020a; Brubaker, 2020b; de Cleen & 
Stavrakakis, 2017; Taggart, 2000). The study aims: 

a) to understand the spatial distribution of votes 
for AUR in Romania 

b) and to explore the ways in which the COVID-19 
pandemic has created conditions that are condu-
cive to the AUR’s success in certain regions

c) to assess responses of the educated younger Ro-
manians to the content and style of the AUR’s 
political ideology

Populism, nationalism and COVID-19 in Central and Eastern Europe

An explosion of interest in populism following La-
clau’s (2005) seminal work on the subject has led to 
criticism of the term’s vagueness and overuse. Part 
of the problem is that populism not only takes many 
different forms in nationalist identity-based parties 
across the world (Betz, 2002), but haunts the failures 
of traditional politics in a variety of different ways 
(Kriesi, 2014). As Stroschein (2019) has argued, un-
derstanding this new politics requires a study of both 
the forms by which such parties enter and navigate 
electoral and party systems and the content of their 
rhetorical appeals to public. In this paper we redeploy 
this to explore the intertwined content and style of 
AUR politics, arguing that a deliberately opposition-

al challenge to contemporary ways of doing politics 
in the pandemic context of highly visible government 
exertions of power is central to their recent success.

Commentators disagree on whether populism op-
erates a troublingly simplistic politics of virtue, or acts 
as an emancipatory social force through which mar-
ginalized groups challenge dominant power groups 
and structures (Laclau, 2005). Mudde & Kaltwasser 
(2013) contend that there are exclusionary and inclu-
sionary varieties of populism, with different configu-
rations succeeding or failing with the public in dif-
ferent places (Carter, 2005; Ignazi, 2003). We seek to 
explain that both things are simultaneously true: the 
rise of the AUR is grounded in the opportunity of-
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fered by the pandemic to mount a strong challenge 
to dominant liberal capitalist ideologies and the ex-
ertion of government power, but that this tends to be 
grounded in an exclusionary and xenophobic nation-
alist politics. The strangeness of populism, we con-
tend, is that it is often quite prescient in its recogni-
tion of the symptoms of contemporary problems (e.g. 
the effects of rampant capitalism, closed liberal-polit-
ical structures that simply allow the reproduction of 
the status quo), yet the racist, xenophobic, and con-
spiracy-laden misdiagnoses that it subsequently offers 
divert attention away from real to imagined grievanc-
es (Chapman, 2021).

The relationship between populism and national-
ism is complex. De Cleen and Stavrakakis (2017) ar-
gue for a conceptual distinction between populism 
and nationalism: in their vision, populist discourse 
stands on a vertical axis and pictures the people are 
underdog against an elite, whereas nationalist dis-
course works on a horizontal axis, and conceptualiz-
es the people as nation. This idea has been criticized 
by Roger Brubaker (2020a) who argues that it is pre-
cisely the productive ambiguity of populist appeals to 
‘the people’, and their ability to mix a critique of elites 
with an opposition to those who are outside of the na-
tion, that gives them power. In his view, populism is 
successful because it can slide between definitions of 
the enemy as both above the people (an analysis cen-
tring on inequality within the system) and adjacent to 

them (an analysis centred on a rejection of difference). 
Brubaker’s combined view helps to explain the ways 
in which populism counters liberalism with the claim 
that is a theatre for elite corruption that is also unpat-
riotic and undermining to national interests. 

In Central-Eastern Europe, the 2008 financial cri-
sis combined with shifts in the relationships between 
individual states and the European Union has given 
this rhetoric considerable power. In Poland, Hungary, 
and Serbia, the perceived failure of the neoliberal con-
sensus has led to an intensified form of economic na-
tionalism, which emphasizes sovereignty (often a con-
servative statism), natalism, and workforce activation 
(Orenstein & Bugaric, 2020). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has arguably strengthened 
opposition to neoliberal economics and politics, as dis-
ease control measures have increased health, spatial, 
and socioeconomic forms of inequality. Low-skilled 
workers and poorer groups, have been disproportion-
ately affected (Mocanu, 2021), particularly those work-
ing in agriculture, (traditional and modernized) indus-
tries, and tourism (Lucheș et al., 2021; Matei et al, 2021; 
Popa et al., 2021). Rising unemployment and the impo-
sition of public health measures have accentuated feel-
ings of resentment against the government. COVID-19 
has acted as a framework for the rise of AUR, by mak-
ing government exertions of power unusually visible – 
thus dialectically creating a space for the vigorous as-
sertion of populist opposition.

The AUR, social media, and the 2020 Romanian Parliamentary elections

Like many other populist organizations, the AUR are 
highly active on the internet, and especially on so-
cial media, using Facebook, TikTok and Instagram. 
Despa & Albu (2021) argue that AUR create a series of 
‘echo-chambers’ for the propagation of their views. In 
these online environments, internet users rarely en-
counter opinions that contradict their own viewpoint 
or assumptions, so that existing views are continu-
ally reinforced. However, the “echo chamber” met-
aphor requires qualification, because it tends to as-
sume that limited contact with opposing viewpoints 
is at the heart of the problem. In fact, populist par-
ties often emphasize the fact that they offer an anti-es-
tablishment and oppositional alternative, creating the 
impression that they are opening a political and dis-
cursive space outside of the ‘mainstream’. Populism is 
reactively constructed against established truths: the 
ability of its adherents to accept an alternative view-
point (sometimes involving conspiracy theories) is 
constructed as the hallmark of a “free thinking” in-
dividual who has liberated themselves from the dom-
inant ideological blindness. 

On their official homepage (Partidul AUR, 2021a), 
the AUR is presented as the sole opposition party in 
Romania. Their main political objective is described 
as the unification of Romania and Moldova, though 
there is a heavy emphasis on Christian faith, nation, 
freedom, and traditional family values (homosexual-
ity and same sex marriages are strongly condemned). 
For instance, in what Voiculescu and Groza (2021) 
presented as the five spatial articulation of attitudes 
(the politically conformant, the tolerant, the hom-
ophobic, the homosexual, and the passive rural) to-
wards the LGBT families in Romania, AUR members 
would clearly identify with the homophobic attitude.

The party’s opposition to the neoliberal consen-
sus is outlined, with actions against the Hungarian 
minority living in Transylvania, and protests against 
political corruption. Objections to pandemic restric-
tions figure prominently: the individuals responsi-
ble for national quarantine, reduced opening hours, 
school closures, and face-masking are relentless-
ly criticized, in particular the former Health Min-
ister, Vlad Voiculescu, and the head of the Public 
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Health Service, Raed Arafat (Partidul AUR, 2021b). 
The AUR argues that the system of fines for break-
ing the state of emergency imposed in 2020-2021 was 
unconstitutional (Partidul AUR, 2021c), and the par-
ty organized a major protest in Bucharest on 13 April 
2021 against poor management of public health dur-
ing the pandemic. 

The Facebook page of AUR leader George Simion 
is highly active: thousands of followers immediately 
share any post he makes. Messages are simply worded, 
and present issues in black-and-white terms: all main-
stream politicians are corrupt, the values of the Chris-
tian family are under threat, Romania is being used 
as a rubbish heap with garbage imported from other 
European countries, and so on. The communication 
style makes heavy use of slogans that present both lib-
eral policies and links to other countries as a weaken-
ing influence: “Romania exports cheap wheat and im-
ports poor quality frozen bread that is 13 times more 
expensive”, “Romania imports 70% of the food it con-
sumes”, “the Government jeopardizes the health of 
the population by closing gyms and sports places” etc. 
(Simion, 2021). The AUR are quick to capitalize on ac-
cidents and tragedies, which they blame on the poli-
cies of the European Union: Simion blamed the brutal 
murder of a Romanian driver by illegal immigrants 
in France during May 2021 on a lack of protection for 
such workers from the Romanian Foreign Ministry 
and the European Union. 

As this might suggest, the party are strongly against 
globalization, using the pandemic as an illustration of 
the ways in which the sovereign nation is weakened 
and made vulnerable by international connections. 
The party presents a view of the future as dominated 
by strong, national economies that are able to provide 
all of the goods and services required by their pop-
ulation. For example, they insist on the development 
of a ‘national vaccine’ by the Romanian pharmaceuti-
cal industry, and especially the Cantacuzino National 
Institute of Research in Bucharest (Rădulescu, 2021). 
Sometimes AUR activism can appear oddly contra-
dictory in its logic: the party has campaigned against 
the involvement of a Canadian company in the Roșia 
Montană mine on anti-globalization grounds, yet has 
argued for the inclusion of the site in the UNESCO’s 
World Heritage patrimony (Curierul Naţional, 2020). 
However, this combination has proven attractive both 
to those who are against gold exploitation in the area, 
and to vulnerable groups confronted with rural de-
cline and unemployment as a result of mono-indus-
trialism (Vesalon & Creţan, 2013; Rîșteiu et al., 2021). 
Xenophobia, anti-globalization, nostalgic conserva-
tion of the past, and an apparent concern for the mar-
ginalized are thus woven together in a politics that ap-
peals to multiple demographics.

Yet, despite the insularity of populist rhetoric, 
there is some limited evidence of foreign influence 
over populist policy. While direct proof is lacking, a 
recent investigation by the Balkan Investigative Re-
porting Network in Bucharest suggests that there is 
a significant overlap between AUR rhetoric and poli-
cy and that of the Russian Federation (Despa & Albu, 
2021). Social media is a particular focus for these con-
cerns, with AUR-associated Facebook sites promot-
ing the view that corrupt Western influences are re-
sponsible for the plunder of Romanian resources and 
the decline of traditional values. For example, a recent 
controversy over sex education in schools led the AUR 
to defend ‘traditional’ family values via an onslaught 
against ‘gay propaganda’ in schools. Their rhetoric 
closely echoed that which accompanied the passage of 
a 2013 law in Russia, which banned the “promotion 
of non-traditional sexual relations to minors”. Fur-
ther, Viktor Orban’s Hungarian government promot-
ed similar legislation in mid-2021, banning the depic-
tion of homosexuality to people under 18 years of age 
(see Despa & Albu, 2021). 

The success of AUR in 2020 Romanian Parliamen-
tary elections came as a shock to both the wider Ro-
manian population and to political analysts and jour-
nalists. The surprise was not simply that the party had 
gained seats, but that it had managed to poll around 
9% of the vote. The reasons for their success are com-
plex. Turnout was exceptionally low at 33.3, due in 
part to pandemic restrictions, but also to the fact that 
many pro-European liberals did not vote, apparent-
ly because they were unconvinced by the established 
parties appealing to their demographic (the Liberal 
Party, The Social Democrat Party, the USR-Plus Al-
liance). Another factor was the fact that many young-
er conservative-leaning or undecided voters who did 
cast a ballot were not particularly familiar with AUR 
policies, but felt abandoned by traditional parties and 
a ruling Coalition dominated by internal struggles for 
power (Badea, 2020). COVID-19 constitutes an im-
portant context across the political spectrum: the gov-
ernment compounded a slow and incoherent response 
with an emphasis on the needs of big business, which 
left small to medium enterprises and ordinary peo-
ple feeling alienated. The failure by any of the estab-
lished parties to communicate the need for pandem-
ic restrictions in a clear and empathetic way led to a 
general perception of incompetent and self-interest-
ed leadership, and rising distrust. Recognizing this, in 
the wake of their electoral success, the AUR declared 
themselves the most important anti-establishment 
party on the current Romanian political scene.

Since the election result, AUR’s success in recruit-
ing well-known and highly recognizable personali-
ties to its cause has led to something approaching a 
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“celebrity political war”. Writers, philosophers, uni-
versity professors, and other men and women with a 
high cultural profile have rallied to the cause of the far 
right, igniting opposition by a phalanx of similarly in-
fluential cultural figures in defence of liberal demo-
cratic values In early 2021, the latter created a petition 
to the leaders of the governing coalition (PNL, PSD, 
UDMR, USR) asking them not to collaborate with the 
AUR in any way. They criticize the party’s “extremist, 
toxic ideological mix” in the name of “Euro-Atlantic 
values”, focusing particularly on AUR’s “fundamen-
talist, nationalist, and conspiratorial themes” that are 

“anti-globalist and anti-individualist” in nature (Gava, 
2021; Voicu, 2021). Their argument is that any politi-
cal party that vehemently opposes the institutions of 
liberal democracy should not be normalized and le-
gitimated via participation in either dialogue or gov-
ernment. The AUR responded by declaring such ac-
tions to be themselves undemocratic: they argue that 
their policies represent the views of 10% of ‘ordinary 
Romanians’, who would feel disenfranchised by such 
an act of exclusion (Gava, 2021). The major parties 
failed to respond to the petition, because it was too 
politically difficult, so they ignored it.

AUR also deploys the internet to stage spectacular, 
sometimes, violent ‘events’, which are livestreamed to 
their followers. In June 2019, local authorities in Valea 
Uzului, closed a military cemetery, preventing access 
to the graves of World War II soldiers of several na-
tionalities. Led by politicians from the Democrat-
ic Alliance of the Hungarians in Romania (UDMR), 
who represent the Hungarian minority in the area, 
ethnic Hungarians were placed on guard. In response, 
AUR leader George Simion joined with the New Right 

movement and a Christian orthodox organization to 
organize protests. Those attending dressed in tradi-
tional folk costumes or as Dacians (the ancient an-
cestors of Romanians), presenting themselves as the 
champions of ethnic Romanians, and insisting on 
their right of entry. Behind this sits a narrative prop-
agated by the AUR that ethnic Romanians living in 
majority Hungarian areas (like Harghita and Covas-
na counties) have been abandoned by the government, 
and left at the mercy of political leadership from the 
UDMR. Neither the Hungarian minority not its polit-
ical leadership are represented as being ‘properly’ loy-
al to the Romanian state (Partidul AUR, 2021d; Par-
tidul AUR, 2021e). The event ended in violent clashes 
between the protesters and the local population, and a 
diplomatic standoff between the foreign offices of Ro-
mania and Hungary, with Kelemen Hunor, leader of 
the UDMR demanded the resignation of both the For-
eign Minister and the Minister of Internal Affairs. 

Similarly, the government’s decision to suspend 
the traditional pilgrimage and procession to celebrate 
Saint Parascheva, the patron saint of Moldova, in the 
autumn of 2020 restrictions proved fertile ground for 
the AUR. This is the most important pilgrimage in the 
Romanian Orthodox church, and attracts thousands 
of people from all over the eastern part of the coun-
try, but COVID-19 led to significant restriction of its 
usual scale: only residents were allowed to participate. 
Bitter popular resentment, compounded by discon-
tent from members of the Orthodox Church (Popescu, 
2020) fuels a narrative propagated by the AUR. AUR 
members exploited this case by presenting pandemic 
restrictions as an assault on religious freedom and the 
‘right to pray’.

Methodology and data

This paper uses a mixed methods approach to explore 
the spatial distribution of votes for the AUR in Roma-
nia, and to suggest reasons for its success in certain 
regions and to assess the attitudes of educated young-
er Romanians to AUR’s populist rhetoric. It brings to-
gether primary statistical election data, secondary on-
line data (journalism), and in-depth, semi-structured 
interviews conducted in summer 2021. The election 
data derives from the Biroul Electoral Central (Roma-
nian Electoral Bureau), and provides an insight in the 
spatial location of AUR voters, allowing us to com-
pare rural and urban voters in the aggregate, and to 
explore nationalist support in different regions and 
local counties within Romania. The secondary data 
explores the representation of Romanian politics in 
the mainstream press, based on an internet search us-
ing the following keywords: AUR, Romania, national-

ism and populism. We selected five critical sources on 
AUR to explore how they represented the party’s pol-
icies, using thematic and discursive analysis to iden-
tify major themes. Three were drawn from national 
online journal platforms (Ziare.com, Hotnews, and 
Agerpress) and two from smaller dedicated news plat-
forms (DC News and PS News, plus a well-known blog 
by journalist Cristoiu Ioan). We also used the official 
webpage of Partidul AUR to explore the party’s ide-
ology and activism (Partidul AUR, 2021 a, b, c, d, e). 

COVID-19 restrictions forced us to adopt Meho’s 
(2006) technique of conducting (semi-structured) in-
terviews by email in order to collect data on the atti-
tudes of educated younger Romanians towards the 
AUR. Between 6 June and 1 August 2021, we emailed 
60 students from the West University of Timisoara 
(WUT) but only 15 agreed to participate (7 male and 8 
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females, most of them residents in western part of Ro-
mania) (Table 1). This is a typical number of partici-
pants in e-mail interviewing. Range of participants in 
email interviewing can be from 10 to 60 participants, 
in comparison to face-to-face interviewing which usu-
ally ranges from 5 to about 10 or 15 participants (Meho, 
2006, p. 1287). We believe the pandemic was a signif-
icant factor in reducing people’s availability to engage 
with online interviews, but the responses we elicit-
ed supplied rich information. As Meho (2006) argues, 
‘semi-structured e-mail interviewing can be a viable al-

ternative to the face-to-face and telephone interviews, 
especially when time, financial constraints, or geo-
graphical boundaries are barriers to an investigation (p. 
1293). Students were easy to be selected : they are Ro-
manian speaking geography students in their second 
and third year of study, and their email address are easy 
to be found in the listserv of WUT. They have some 

previous knowledge about the AUR party because they 
have followed political geography and other human ge-
ography courses. There were 19 open-ended questions 
and 8 closed questions, probing knowledge and feelings 
about AUR. Interviews took 30-45 minutes to com-
plete, with responses returned between 1 week and 2 
weeks from the date of sending. All respondents signed 
a consent sheet and were diligently informed about the 
ethics of the interview process. We obtained permis-
sion to use name abbreviations and county of residence 
in publications (Table 1). There were no clear-cut cleav-

age between categories of interviewees (gender and age) 
and the dropout rate was zero, as no one dropped out 
during data collection. Overall response rate was 90%. 
Data was analyzed thematically and discursively (Bry-
man, 2006; Mullet, 2019), and cross-referenced to the 
analysis of journalistic content outlined above to find 
common areas. 

Results

Spatial distribution of votes for AUR at the 2020 
Romanian Parliamentary elections
Post-communist Romanian electoral politics has been 
characterized by constant changes in the governing 
party or coalition. Support for particular parties has 
proven especially volatile since Romania joined the 
EU in 2007 (Giugăl et al., 2011). The December 2020 
election was no exception, with power passing from 
the left-wing PSD to a more centre- right PNL-USR-
PLUS coalition. As previously mentioned, data from 

the Central Electoral Bureau (BEC, 2020) suggests an 
exceptionally low turnout, with only 33.3% of the el-
igible population voting. Turnout was highest in the 
south (Figure 1), which traditionally supports the left, 
peaking at 42% in Mehedinti county, and in Tran-
sylvania, where the Hungarian minority population 
votes faithfully for the Democratic Alliance of Hun-
garians in Romania, or UDMR, (turnout was 36% in 
Harghita). Eastern counties that have previously been 
notable for high turnouts were surprisingly low, un-

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents.

Nr. Code/In-text 
abbreviations

Age Gender Residence 
urban/rural

County 

1 CB 22 female urban Timiș

2 AB 22 male rural Sibiu

3 BA 22 male urban Timiș

4 AB 19 female urban Gorj

5 BG 21 female rural Timiș

6 RB 21 male rural Hunedoara 

7 MP 20 female urban Timiș

8 TL 46 female rural Maramureș

9 AC 20 male urban Hunedoara

10 RT 21 female rural Timiș

11 MS 21 female rural Timiș

12 IC 21 female urban Timiș

13 MV 25 male urban Timiș 

14 IV 27 male rural Caraș Severin

15 CGD 38 male rural Arad

Source: based on authors’ own data interpretation gathered from the interviewees
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der 30%. The total turnout in the capital, Bucharest, 
(in the south-east) was 30.07%.

The results by party show that the PSD (Social Dem-
ocrat Party) received the greatest share of the vote at 
29%, followed by the PNL (National Liberal Party) at 
25.5%. The USR-PLUS Alliance (Social Democrat Un-
ion-PLUS Alliance) came third at 15.8%, and the AUR 
fourth, at 9.10%. The UDMR scored 5.7%, the PMP 
(People's Movement Party) 4.8%, and PRO-Roma-
nia 4.10%. A spatial map of regional vote distribution 
suggests that this followed conventional electoral ten-
dencies (Figure 3), with a strong east-west/social dem-
ocrat-liberal divide that correlates with socioeconom-
ics (the east is generally poorer and less developed). 

At a county level (Figure 4) the left-wing USR-Plus 
alliance won in two wealthier and more developed 
counties, Timis and Brasov, as well as in the capital city, 
Bucharest. The UDMR were predictably victorious 
in areas with a strong ethnic minority vote (Hargh-
ita, Covasna, Mures, Satu Mare). The only exception 
to the established patterns was in Vrancea: here, the 
liberal PNL were victorious over the PSD for the first 
time in 30 years. However, breaking down these re-
sults shows telling differences between the wealthi-
er, more educated residents of urban areas, who voted 
PNL and USR-Plus, and the population from rural ar-
eas and smaller towns (Figure 5) who voted PSD. 

The AUR vote looks remarkably consistent across 
both regions and counties, with distinct support from 
the eastern part of the country, but also from Arad 
and Hunedoara and Alba counties in the west (Figure 
6). This shows that AUR support does have a strong 
spatial correlation with either wealth or deprivation. 
This bears out the work of Romanian sociologist Du-
mitru Sandu, who has argued that AUR support is 
highest in areas of intermediate socio-economic sta-
tus, and is often strongest in communities that are sit-
uated at significant distances from major cities (San-
du, 2020). More finely grained analysis of BEC data 
bears this out: in ‘intermediate’ socio-economic are-
as more than 9% of the population voted AUR (BEC, 
2020). However, our spatial map suggests that AUR 
received a significant share of the vote even in wealthy 
cities: 53% of AUR voters come from urban/city and 
small town areas. This contrasts sharply to the figures 
for the USR-PLUS, which has a highly urban elector-
ate (73%).

National level demographic analysis of the election 
data suggests that AUR supporters tend to be younger: 
40% of those aged 18-35 voted AUR. Within that 40% 
figure, 60% of the young people voting AUR were men 
(BEC, 2020). The only party to poll higher amongst 
18-35 year olds was the left-wing USR-PLUS (45%). 
This suggests a very different electorate for AUR than 
for its predecessor, the Greater Romania Party (PRM), 

Figure 1. Turnout at the Romanian parliamentary 
election, December 2020, by county 

Data source: BEC, 2020 
[click on figure to enlarge]

Figure 3. Vote share for the main parties in the historical 
regions of Romania, Romanian parliamentary elections, 

December 2020 
Data source: BEC, 2020 

[click on figure to enlarge]

Figure 2. The winning parties in the historical regions of 
Romania, Romanian parliamentary elections, December 

2020 
Data source: BEC, 2020 

[click on figure to enlarge]
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which tended to draw support from older people who 
were nostalgic for communism (Badea, 2020). 

Educationally, only 8% of all AUR voters have a 
university or further education degree, in comparison 
to 37% of voters for USR-PLUS. In short, the arche-
typal AUR voter is male, young, educated to an ele-
mentary or high school level, and lives in small town 
or rural area that is neither very deprived nor very 
wealthy (Badea, 2020). 

Secondary data analysis
The success of AUR generated intense debates on-
line. We identified five different influential interpre-
tations in media that attempted to explain their suc-
cess. Firstly, there were those who stressed the novelty 
of AUR, such as Ion Cristoiu, a prominent Romani-
an journalist, who considers their rise “the most spec-
tacular event of the 30 years, following the change of 
regime in December 1989” (Cristoiu, 2020). For Cris-
toiu, it was the rhetorical shift from traditional policy 
areas to new themes such as corruption that attracted 
voters. By contrast, Gelu Duminică, a Roma sociolo-
gist, argues that the AUR won by ideological obfusca-
tion, “through deceit, just as the fascist did in 1930,” in 
particular the promulgation of xenophobic prejudice 
against minorities. However, Duminică is also criti-
cal of the failure of mainstream, traditional parties to 
speak to ordinary people at a time of crisis, and their 
tendency to priorities the needs of business (Hot-
news, 2020). Similarly, Dumitru Sandu argues that 
the votes represent the disenfranchisement of the pop-
ulation from traditional politics, and widespread per-
ception of government incompetence in the handling 
of COVID-19 (Sandu, 2020). By contrast, Duminică’s 
emphasis on fake news and conspiracy is shared by 
Cristian Pârvulescu, though where Cristoiu empha-
sizes novelty, Pârvulescu stresses continuity between 

the electorate for the AUR and previous supporters of 
the PRM, and the refusal of the PSD to capitalize on 
xenophobia (Matei, 2020). In contrast to these opin-
ions, electoral data revealed that AUR took important 
shares of voters from PSD, especially from its more 
extremist voters (Badea, 2020). 

Finally, relations with minorities in Romanian so-
ciety play an important part in these debates. Some 
strands of media discourse emphasized the impor-
tance of Roma leaders in garnering support for the AUR, 
and there is indeed some evidence that prominent 
members of the Roma community lobbied strongly 
for the party. It is not uncommon for politicians to 
endeavor to appeal to the Roma vote in the run-up to 
elections across Central-Eastern Europe (Crețan et al., 
2020; Crețan et al., 2021; Méreiné-Berki et al., 2017; 
Méreiné-Berki et al., 2021). Duminică condemns this 
support, reminding the Roma community of their ra-
cialization and persecution at the hands of far right 
leaders, including the deportation (and sometimes 

Figure 4. Winning parties by county, Romanian 
parliamentary elections, December 2020 

Data source: BEC, 2020 
[click on figure to enlarge]

Figure 5. The results of the 2020 Parliamentary elections 
in Romania at the level of county capital municipalities 

Data source: BEC, 2020 
[click on figure to enlarge]

Figure 6. Proportion of AUR votes on counties 
Data source: BEC, 2020 

[click on figure to enlarge]
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murder) of 25,000 Roma to Transnistria under Mar-
shal Antonescu during World War II (Iacob, 2020). 
His argument connects drives for racial purity (the 
desire for a pure “Romania, like the holy sun on the 
sky”) and the creation of racial ‘scapegoats’ with pe-
riods of crisis, when people feel drawn to authoritar-
ian leaders, nostalgia, and a retreat to so-called ‘tra-
ditional’ values. Effectively, he accuses AUR-voting 
Roma of being complicit with the same logic that has 
led to their own marginalization, though he acknowl-
edges that modern targets of AUR’s xenophobia range 
from the Hungarian minority to the European Union. 

COVID-19 acts as an important context for all of 
these explanatory frameworks. The pandemic has 
provided the AUR with an opportunity to grandstand 
against the government, organizing protests in Bu-
charest and in other Romanian cities against mask 
wearing that acted as a gateway to a set of populist 
and nationalist ideas, such as the suggestion that the 
pandemic is a fiction to conceal malign foreign inter-
vention against Romanians. The leaders of the par-
ty shifted thus the focal point from public health to 
anti-establishment statements that purportedly reas-
sert Christian values, Romanian identity, and nation-
al interest against the weakening influence of athe-
ism, social liberalism, global capitalism, and foreign 
influence. These have become increasingly dominant 
features of political rhetoric in the country since the 
2008 financial crisis, though evidence suggests that 
Romanian nationalism is also supported by the Ro-
manian diaspora, the fifth largest group of immi-
grants in OECD countries. Mocanu (2021) has drawn 
attention to the influential role of everyday habits, 
such as cooking traditional food, keeping up with the 
Romanian news, or video calling with family mem-
bers, in the creation of a “banal nationalism” amongst 
this group, which work in combination with social 
media to mobilize political support at a distance. The 
COVID-19 pandemic may have been particularly dis-
ruptive for the Romanian diaspora, who often repre-
sent low-skilled workers desperate for employment to 
sustain their families.

Interview data
Our interviews assessed (i) where participants had 
learned about AUR (ii) what they knew about AUR ide-
ology (including major rhetorical themes) and (iii) what 
role participants thought social media had played in 
their success. The majority of participants stated they 
heard about the party in the online press. Only a qurter 
had heard of AUR on Facebook, one fifth from friends, 
and the others on YouTube, and one respondent from a 
combination of the press and Facebook. 

It is not clear that respondents could place the 
AUR in the wider Romanian political landscape, or 

cite many of their policies. However, most respond-
ents had some understanding of the AUR’s ideology 
as a form of nationalism, though their understand-
ing of this term was somewhat basic in the majority 
of cases. Most respondents linked AUR’s nationalism 
to some positively perceived virtues, like patriot-
ism, pride in national history, preservation of tradi-
tional values, and anti-globalization sentiment. They 
thought that it was necessary for a nationalistic par-
ty to exist in Romania, either for reasons of political 
balance, or because they supported nationalist argu-
ments: ‘there should be someone who is vocal for the 
family, the country, faith, and freedom,’ argued one 
(BG, 21, female). Other students associated national-
ism with placing a value on people rather than mon-
ey (TL, 46, female) and with positive desire for lead-
ership by the in-group, rather than by strangers (MS, 
21, female). One respondent thought that a nationalist 
party should exist in Romania, but that AUR were a 
poor representation of such ideas: 

“Yes, a nationalist party should be present on the 
Romanian political scene, but not with these charac-
ters, because one can easily see they are just for show, 
they lack substance.” (MV, 25, male)

A quarter of participants explicitly associated 
AUR's nationalism with negative political dimensions. 
For instance, one interviewee saw it in liberal terms as 
an anti-modern force, using language that draws on 
ideas of ‘progress’: 

“No, because of the transition period, the change of 
government from one party to another, which didn’t 
do much for the evolution of this country… a nation-
alist party would only hinder the processes of pro-
gress that the country always wasted.” (CDG, 37, male) 

Others saw it as a force leading to hatred, homo-
phobia, and discriminatory xenophobia:

“I am convinced that Romanians can preserve their 
essence and traditions living side by side with other 
nationalities, so nationalism is useless; it is not nec-
essary to promote this party, especially when this in-
volves actions that instigate to hatred and violence.” 
(AB, 19, female).

The damage done to public discourse by misinfor-
mation was also a feature of responses:

“Nationalism can be used today to manipulate peo-
ple who don’t look for more sources of information 
on some subjects and who like charismatic leaders or 
opinion makers.” (CDG, 37, male) 

On this theme, another participant noted the 
AUR’s highly visible participation in COVID-19 pro-
tests and illogical ideologies as a hallmark: ‘They pro-
mote their ideas rather ostentatiously and fervent-
ly’ (MV, 25, male). Several respondents were alert to 
the role of controversy in promoting the AUR’s plat-
form, and the fact that algorithms can favour strong 
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and bold statements over more carefully reasoned ar-
guments.

Only one third of respondents were able to give an 
account of AUR ideology in terms of the traditional 
party political ideological spectrum: one stated that it 
was new, conservative, anti-European, and pro-Rus-
sian political force (AB, 22, male). A female respond-
ent stated that the AUR wanted the reunification of 
Romania and an end to corruption (TL, 46, female). 
These results suggest that their ideological program 
may play a secondary role to the behavior and dis-
course of members, their opportunistic opposition to 
particular government decisions, and their deliberate 
courting of controversy. 

Most respondents had a positive attitude towards 
the use of social media for sending political messages, 
provided the messages were not annoying, distressing 
or fake: 

“I think it is very efficient as social networks are very 
much used by the majority of the population, espe-
cially the young, who are not always active in politics” 
(IC, 21, female)

Many respondents saw rapid and wide dissemina-
tion “as a positive feature, though some noted difficul-
ties of information verification as a problem (though 
one respondent seemed to place the same weight on 
this as on grammatical accuracy!)

Political messages may be promoted on social me-
dia, “as most people are increasingly finding their in-
formation on there, but most of the time they are ex-
aggerated and use bad grammar” (AB, 19, female)

One respondent believed that such messages would 
particularly influence those who did not grow up with 
technology, despite the tensions between such a view 
and the youthful demographics of the AUR (CA, 20, 
male). 

For others, the distinction was between those who 
possessed critical skills and those who were incapable 
of distinguishing fake news from real (AB, 22, male). 
Other interviewees perceptively offered the view that 
social media gave marginalized individuals the op-
portunity to express opinions and to interact direct-
ly with ‘important’ party members, perhaps creating 
a sense of openness and belonging: 

One can see them live on TV and social media at 
any hour, at any place, and due to the algorithms used 
by the social networks, even discussion forums were 
created by them. People on social media like to have 
an opinion and they can express themselves and even 
get in contact with party members, they feel impor-
tant. They create a small virtual universe in which 
they feel important (CDG, 37, male).

It is possible that this lends AUR politicians an 
availability and a connection with ordinary peo-
ple that more conventional politicians appear to lack, 

helping to forge an image of them as the party of the 
people.

Surprisingly, however, most of the respondents ad-
mitted to having seen messages from AUR on social 
media. They had not encountered these or could not 
remember if they had or not. Those who saw AUR 
messages recalled them being about the main themes 
supported by the party, such as traditional family val-
ues (AB, 22, male) and corruption (TL, 46, female), as 
well as their position against COVID-19 restrictions 
and the LGBT community (AB, 19, female). Many 
participants noted that the presentation made their 
messaging difficult to ignore, again emphasizing style 
over content: 

“The majority of the methods they use to gain public-
ity are ostentatious, even people who are not interested 
in politics already have an image of AUR, and even if 
you disagree with what they say, you cannot ignore how 
spectacularly they present themselves, even if the way 
in which they do it resembles a circus act which people 
forget about the next moment” (MV, 25, male)

However, less than a half of participants stated that 
they did not find such actions interesting, or were un-
aware of them. Even where participants identified a 
theme of AUR discourse as important, they tended to 
distance themselves from the party:

“The most interesting activity is the attempt to re-
unify Romania with Moldova, but I believe the way 
in which they are trying to do this is appalling” (AB, 
19, female)

Participants further also asked asked their feelings 
on specific AUR party policies. The AUR campaign 
against pandemic restrictions proved a particularly 
divisive issue. More than half of the participants were 
against the AUR stance related to the COVID-19 re-
strictions:
• “It is a nationalist party involved in anti-restrictions 

and anti-COVID protests and has members with 
illogical ideologies” (CA, 20, male)

• “People believed their false allegations and voted 
for them because they were anti –vaccines or anti-
COVID-19 or anti-Europe” (AB, 22, male)

This reflects wider social trends, with the younger 
Romanian generations (and the very religious) more 
suspicious of vaccination than older people. 

COVID-19 was a fertile ground for AUR to launch 
counter-actions against the Romanian Government 
restrictions. There were many protests organized by 
different party members in numerous cities in Roma-
nia in 2020-2021. ‘Mask down!’ and ‘No to the vac-
cine!’ were among their major slogans. They used to 
wear masks made by plastic even in the Parliament, 
just as a form of resistance to Government rules.
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A majority of interviewees felt that the unification 
of Romania and the Republic of Moldova was impos-
sible to accomplish in practice, and hence considered 
it a rhetorical ‘trick’ by the party to rouse public feel-
ing by touching a sensitive chord. However, some ar-
gued that unification was long overdue (RB, 21, male) 
or that it would be welcomed by the people of Moldo-
va (BG, 21, female). Others were aware that there is 
not currently much popular support for unification in 
Moldova, as recent elections and a referendum on the 
subject indicate (CDG, 37, male; AB, 22, male).

Traditional Orthodox family values divided re-
spondents. A quarter of interviewees supported the 
view that family should be a heterosexual unit:
• “Family was always formed by a man and a woman, 

what happens now can only upset God” (TL, 46, fe-
male)

• “The best idea is that marriage is between a man and 
a woman, not a woman and another woman, or a 
man and another man” (BG, 21, female)

Others took a more socially liberal view, and ar-
gued that homophobia helped to generate attention 
for the AUR, but was ultimately divisive in its impacts 
on the population (MV, 25, male; CDG, 37, male). Sev-
eral participants argued that families should receive 
financial support and free time to raise children (BA, 
22, male). 

Support for ethnic Romanians in majority Hun-
garian areas was not prioritized by respondents, pos-
sibly due to a lack of knowledge about the issues, since 
they affect a different area of the country. However, 
one participant did echo AUR rhetoric:
• “Romanians are harassed in the counties where 

Hungarians are the majority” (TL, 46, female)

However, other respondents understood that such a 
discourse could be used to manipulate voters: 
• “Romanian communities in Transylvania and their 

cultural heritage will always be used as themes in 
electoral campaigns, but real ethnic problems in 
the Transylvanian region will never be fixed due to 
lack of interest” (CDG, 37, male).

The fight against the entry of foreign companies 
into the Romanian economy was controversial. Since 
Romania passed from communism to liberalism, the 
state has been eager to attract new foreign investment, 
particularly to revivify ageing infrastructure that re-
quires new (Creţan et al, 2005). This has led to a de-
gree of pressure on the government from foreign in-
terests who are eager to invest to shape favourable 
policies to their needs. The AUR has successfully cap-
italized on the disquiet that this introduction of glob-

al capital has created, using it to attract senior/elderly 
voters. Certainly, among the elderly generations who 
lived in communism there are some nostalgic people 
of communist industrialized spaces (Săgeată, Mitrică, 
& Mocanu, 2021). Some participants supported the 
AUR’s campaign, arguing that it would lead to the de-
velopment of local businesses and generate beneficial 
development and economic growth as profits were re-
invested locally or regionally rather than extracted to 
fund projects elsewhere (IC, 21, female; RT, 21, female). 
Many respondents believed that foreigners should not 
be allowed to head Romanian businesses or to own 
land in the country. However, a quarter of respond-
ents underlined the importance of foreign help for 
the development of the country, arguing that Roma-
nia could not exist outside a globalized context as the 
economy would be dead without foreign investments. 
Other interviewees thought that business policies that 
discriminated against foreign companies would cause 
them to flee, generating economic problems. 

All respondents considered the fight against the 
corruption of the political class as an idealistic pur-
suit, rather than a realizable goal. This cynicism per-
haps indicates the long-lasting problem of corruption 
as a persistent feature of Romanian politics, during 
the post-communist era. Corruption undermined 
democratic consolidation in Romania (Ristei, 2010). 
Even if the post-communist Romanian political dis-
course has been dominated by the fight against gov-
ernment corruption, little has been done to solve this 
issue (Hein, 2015): 
• “Corruption exists and I doubt that one party could 

do anything about it” (MV, 25, male)
• “Corruption will always exist, but fighting against it 

is a good idea” (CA, 20, male)

While one respondent argued that politicians were 
too readily accused of corruption by those not in pow-
er: ‘First one party has to get to the power and then 
talk about fighting corruption’ (CDG, 37, male), oth-
ers argued that it remained an important ambition: ‘I 
don’t think that it is possible to eradicate corruption 
but a change in this direction would be welcome and 
implementing stronger measures against corruption 
would be some solution (IC, 21, female)

The AUR’s anti-bear hunting campaign was stimu-
lated by the shooting of ‘Arthur’, the largest bear in Ro-
mania, by Austrian Prince Emmanuel of Lichtenstein 
(whether or not this particular bear was the one shot, 
however, remains open to dispute). This issue brings to-
gether environmental concerns and an animal rights 
agenda with an older class politics. Habitat loss in Ro-
mania has led to a spate of bear attacks on people, as the 
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human and ursine populations are brought into clos-
er contact by deforestation. Animal rights have also be-
come a heated area of debate post-communist Romania, 
with the killing of dogs (Creţan, 2015) and wild ani-
mals a particularly sensitive issue. Further, hunters are 
perceived by middle class Romanians as members of a 
privileged upper class, whose interests do not necessar-
ily coincide with the rural classes who farm and man-
age land for a living (O’Brien & Creţan, 2019). 

In the aftermath of this particular shooting, the 
AUR took to the airwaves to protest, a stance support-
ed by the majority of younger participants, many of 
whom took a wider ecological perspective or animal 
rights perspective on the matter: 
• “This is very important as it would protect bears 

from extinction” (IC, 21, female)
• “I agree with this too. Bears were deprived of their 

habitats so they come in the cities and villages.” 
(TL, 46, female)

• “I was very upset when I heard the news about the 
killing of Arthur the bear” (RT, 21, female)

However, other younger respondents were skepti-
cal about whether the AUR had a real solution to the 

underlying problem of habitat destruction (AB, 22, 
male), though one noted that the party was endeav-
ouring to prevent the destruction of forests in the Car-
pathians (RB, 21, male). Others questioned the signifi-
cance of the problem to the wider population: ‘Trophy 
hunting is a very profitable business and this theme 
upsets some very select groups of people’ (CDG, 37, 
male). 

Summing up, AUR brings to the public sphere a 
mix of nationalism, religious faith, traditional family 
values and several ideological elements, such as anti-
globalization, environmentalism, animal rights, and 
anti-government critique to create an ‘alternative’ po-
litical rhetoric. Our research bears out the contention 
that this mixture of issues relies on the productive 
ambiguity of a blended critique that offers a rheto-
ric of elite corruption intertwined with xenophobic 
and nationalist ideas (Table 2). In the fertile ground 
offered by the visible exertion of government powers 
with the enactment of COVID-19 restrictions, this 
mixture has proven persuasive to many Romanians, 
though our interviews suggest that it has limited ap-
peal to more educated young people. 

Table 2. Results summary

RESULTS OF STATISTICAL ELECTORAL DATA INTERPRETATION

Statistical electoral data on AUR

AUR electorate rests more in Dobrogea/Dobruja and Moldova 
regions

Profile of AUR voter – up to 35 years old men with elementary and 
high school education

40% of AUR voters are younger people (under 35)

8 % of AUR voters are younger educated people

RESULTS OF MEDIA DATA INTERPRETATION ON AUR

Opinion of major political analysts on AUR

Cristoiu Ion: AUR comes with novelty in ideology bringing to the 
forefront the issue of corruption

Duminică Gelu: AUR has ideological obsfucation (e.g. the 
promulgation of xenophobic prejudice against minorities)

Sandu Dumitru: votes for AUR came as disenfranchisement of the 
population from traditional politics and the COVID-19 restrictions

Pîrvulescu Cristian: nationalist continuity and relation with the PRM 
(Greater Romania Party)

Duminică Gelu: the importance of AUR relation to minorities (e.g. 
Roma leaders garnered support in elections for the AUR)

The COVID-19 context for mobilizing support for AUR
The COVID-19 has provided the AUR with an opportunity to 
grandstand against the government, organizing protests
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RESULTS OF INTERVIEW DATA INTERPRETATION
Number of 

respondents
%

Perceived AUR political discourse 

Appropriate 1 6.67

Homophobic and Xenophobic 4 26.67

Violent 3 20

Anti-European and Pro-Russian 2 13.33

Manipulative of information/ promoter of 
fake news

5 33.33

Use of social media for sending political messages

Approved 11 73

Disapproved - -

Ambivalent 3 20

Not know 1 6.67

No response - -

Anti-pandemic and COVID-19 restrictions 
stand

Approved 5 33.33

Disapproved 5 33.33

Ambivalent 2 13.33

Not know 2 13.33

No response 1 6.67

Unification of Romania and the  
Republic of Moldova

Approved 9 60

Disapproved 3 20

Ambivalent position 1 6.67

Not know 1 6.67

No response 1 6.67

Traditional Orthodox family values

Approved 8 53.33

Disapproved 6 40

Ambivalent position - -

Not know 1 6.67

No response 1 6.67

Support for ethnic Romanians in regions 
inhabited in majority by ethnic Hungarians

Approved 5 33.33

Disapproved 4 26.67

Ambivalent position 2 13.33

Not know 2 13.33

No response 2 13.33

Fight against foreign corporations in 
Romania

Approved 8 53.33

Disapproved 5 33.33

Ambivalent - -

Not know 1 6.67

No response 1 6.67

Fight against corruption of politicians

Approved 7 46.67

Disapproved 3 20

Ambivalent position 2 13.33

Not know 1 6.67

No response 2 13.33

Environmental/animal right issues

Approved 12 80

Disapproved 1 6.67

Ambivalent position 1 6.67

Not know - -

No response 1 6.67

Source: based on authors’ own data interpretation based on national electoral data, media sources and interview data
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Conclusions

This paper suggests that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
forced the exertion of power by the government to 
the highly visible forefront of everyday life, which has 
played an important role in creating discursive space 
for the rise of nationalist parties. Pandemic restric-
tions have thus provided an ideal opportunity for the 
AUR to take a series of ‘non-mainstream’ oppositional 
stances, to stoke controversy, and to capitalize on de-
creasing social trust in the state. 

In terms of the content of AUR policies, our re-
search confirms the analysis of Ben Stanley, who 
argues that populism  is a ‘thin’ political ideology, 
which seeks to make opportunistic use of a more 
broader and established right wing ideological reper-
toire (Stanley, 2008). Our findings also confirm Bru-
baker’s contention that populism mixes a critique 
of elites with a xenophobic antipathy to those who 
are outside of the nation, sliding between these two 
registers across a series of issues. Yet there is a mix-
ture of older and newer ideologies in play, as populist 
parties reinvent far right agendas to respond (often 
opportunistically) to issues of the present. The Ro-
manian experience of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
provided an ideal opportunity for the AUR to har-
ness old political antagonisms (nationalism, ideas of 
the ‘fatherland’, the reunification of territory, xen-
ophobia, homophobia, a defence of ‘traditional val-
ues’, religious faith, and nostalgia for communism) 
to newer causes (environmentalism, anti-globaliza-
tion, anti-public health restrictions), which may help 
to explain its appeal to younger voters. While our re-
search found that educated young Romanians were 
not particularly favourable to the AUR, many did 

express some degree of agreement with elements of 
their ideological stances. 

Like many other populist parties, the style of AUR’s 
campaigning is also innovative. They pursue deliber-
ately controversial lines of attack, seeking visibility to 
the point of relying on stunt-like spectacle at times 
and making use of new technologies to disseminate 
their messages (social media, mobile phone video). 
Our research suggests that educated young Romani-
ans did not find these techniques persuasive, and were 
alerted by the style of politics to the potential for ‘fake 
news’ and misrepresentation in the content. 

Our findings suggest that there are commonalities 
between the rise of the AUR and the style of illiberal 
conservatism promoted by Viktor Orbán in Hunga-
ry. In fact, the politics of some parties in Central and 
Eastern Europe is arguably characterized at the pre-
sent time by the challenge presented to liberal democ-
racy by these forces. While many educated young-
er people are aware of the ideological thinness of the 
AUR’s politics and the multiple layers of misrepresen-
tation in their messaging, the popularity of the party 
is nonetheless rising amongst younger demographics, 
and those who are unhappy with the current political, 
social, and economic configuration. The combination 
of an anti-elite ideology with strong xenophobic na-
tionalism is clearly a potent one, particularly in more 
rural areas and small towns, and especially at times of 
crisis. More follow-up research is urgently required to 
chart the future of the AUR and its changing ideolog-
ical commitments, but we hope that this article will 
sound an alarm amongst readers that this is not sim-
ply an old threat in new clothes, but a reinvented and 
potentially vigorous reworking of nationalist ideology. 
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