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Discourse plays a crucial role in political communication and is fundamental for constructing social and political 
realities. Populism is at the centre of current political discussions, as a growing number of politicians rely on a 
populist discourse to gain more relevance in the public sphere. By influencing public perception, political actors 
can persuade others and encourage mobilisation. The former president of Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro, is frequently 
referred to as a prominent figure in contemporary populism. By resorting to populist discourse, the politician 
has been able to influence others, gathering support for his political objectives. In this study, I aimed to address 
how former president Jair Bolsonaro discursively turned the questioning of the Brazilian electoral process into 
a compelling political demand. The analysis was oriented by the framework offered by epistemic governance 
to understand how the politician sought support from his audience through the discursive construction of facts, 
identifications and values. 

The data comprises 12 official speeches by Bolsonaro from 2019 to 2022, when he was president of Brazil. 
To understand how the politician discursively constructed electoral systems in his speeches, I used Critical 
Discourse Analysis (CDA) to analyse the dataset, focusing on how populist discourse was employed to 
delegitimise elections and how epistemic claims were constructed. 

The empirical analysis showed that the politician articulates three central claims to make the electoral 
system a collective demand: persecution, fraud and freedom. They are the backstories to the argument that 
the electoral system in Brazil is not to be trusted. These overarching themes are constructed through populist 
discourse, creating a need for change based on this demand and prompting his supporters to action.  

The results of this study support the view that Bolsonaro was able to maintain and intensify the polarisation 
within the Brazilian public sphere through the antagonistic division of society between “us” and “them”. He 
resorts to imageries of war, mobilising his supporters to take action, defend the country and guarantee that 
Brazil lives up to its potential in a promising future that lies ahead. 
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1. Introduction  

“Through voting, you will not change anything in this country, nothing, absolutely nothing! 

The only way it is going to change, unfortunately, is if one day we go to civil war here and do 

the job that the military regime did not do: kill 30,000 or so, starting with FHC1, not leaving 

them out, killing them! If a few innocent people dies [sic], fine, every war has innocent people 

dying.” (‘Bolsonaro em 25 frases polêmicas’, 2018) .  

In an interview for a television programme in 1999, the then-member of the Brazilian 

Chamber of Deputies, Jair Bolsonaro, disregarded the elections in the country while also associating 

the choice of new political representatives with war. Bolsonaro never seemed to refrain from 

expressing controversial views, and the criticism directed at the electoral system continued throughout 

his political career. In 2018, after being elected president, Bolsonaro made an unusual claim: the 

elections he had just won had been frauded. The politician argued that the elections were frauded 

since the results for the first term came out (Lyons, 2018). Bolsonaro continued with his accusations 

even after the results of the second term confirmed him as the winner, claiming he should have been 

elected already in the first round. He asserted that there were “numerous complaints” about the 

operation of the Electronic Voting Machine (EVM) (Gielow et al., 2018). Despite sustaining that he 

had plenty of evidence to back his accusations, he never presented any proof of malfunction of the 

EVMs or fraud. All the questioning was purely based on what he said, which was enough to convince 

people that there was something wrong with the Brazilian electoral system. 

It is unusual for politicians to criticise electoral systems they are part of and have benefited 

from. They are usually expected to uphold the legitimacy of institutions, as criticism can potentially 

undermine the very institution these actors represent. Moreover, such criticisms in official duties 

could be legally understood as an abuse of economic and political power if they are understood as 

spreading fake news or extemporaneous electoral propaganda. Criticising the electoral system is a 

long-held political agenda for Bolsonaro and a debate prompted by leaders described as populists, 

 
1 Fernando Henrique Cardoso, economist and former president of Brazil for PSDB, right-wing party.  
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such as himself. Questioning election results is not a populist move per se, although questioning 

institutions is relevant to populist strategy.  

Populism is not a new phenomenon, but a global rise has been observed in recent decades 

(Moffitt, 2016). The political use of populism in Brazil by Bolsonaro is coordinated with similar 

practices in different corners of the world amongst diverse cultural backgrounds. Bolsonaro is a 

representative example of this global trend, especially in using far-right populist strategies. Populism 

has been extensively studied in recent years through different perspectives ranging from formal 

conceptualisation efforts to empirical comparisons of discourses or practices. A central issue in 

populism studies is how to define this disputed concept, with different concurrent approaches being 

utilised to describe and interpret varied empirical cases of the populist phenomenon. While a good 

number of researchers look at it as a characteristic or affiliation of politicians, parties and movements 

(Gidron & Bonikowski, 2013), such analysis falls short of accounting for the diversity of expressions 

of populism in recent years. Alternatively, a growing body of literature has examined the phenomenon 

through neutral lenses, dissociating populism from specific ideologies or political affiliations. Inspired 

by the works of Laclau, that strand of research sees populism as a strategy used to a greater or lesser 

extent by social actors. The discursive construction of a division between the people and an 

antagonistic social frontier is at the core of the political logic of populism (Laclau, 2005). The 

approach expands possibilities of analysis, as it is not limited to preconceptions of what populism 

talks about and allows the assessment of how institutions are presented. It can, however, be limited in 

empirically measuring the impact of populism on policy decisions. Thus, it is crucial to keep those 

limitations in mind when choosing theoretical frameworks and methods to be paired with populism 

studies. As long as those limitations are observed, the discursive approach enables the analysis of a 

wide array of phenomena and can be a valuable tool for understanding the global phenomenon 

represented by populism.  

De la Torre claims that “Latin America is the land of populism” (2017, p. 195). Similarly, 

Casullo argues that “South America is almost condemned to populism” (2019, p. 132). The long 

history Latin America has regarding the phenomenon, as well as the current expressions of populism 

in the region, make it a crucial empirical object to understand the phenomenon correctly. The vast 
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research on populism, which relies on the discursive approach, usually focuses on populism in Europe 

and the United States. The populist discourse of Jair Bolsonaro, president from 2018 to 2022, stands 

out from neighbouring countries, showing closer thematic proximity with far-right populism prevalent 

in Europe and the United States (Albernaz, 2019). Casullo (2019) maintains that although some might 

have seen the exhaustion of left-wing populism as the end of populism, it is instead a shift in the 

opposite direction, as the case of Bolsonaro exemplifies.  

However, not as much attention has been paid to regional expressions of populism in the 

Global South as a driving force of populism. Research (Gidron & Bonikowski, 2013; Mudde & 

Rovira Kaltwasser, 2013) has looked at the plethora of populist manifestations in Latin America as 

local variations of what happens in Europe and the United States of America or as a different strand of 

populism excessively shaped by historical and economic conditions that necessarily leads to a left-

leaning strand of the phenomenon. It is pressing to examine populism in Latin America not as a mere 

local adaptation of a more significant movement but as a force shaping the trend. Moreover, it is also 

crucial to consider cases such as Brazil, where the shift towards right-wing populism defies 

expectations for the region and points to a new trend, as seen in the election of Javier Milei in 

Argentina. The works focused on Latin America tend to look at populism as an ideology or a political 

strategy (Gidron & Bonikowski, 2013), which has been successful in explaining the occurrences of 

left-wing populism in the region until the mid-2010s. Since the election of Bolsonaro as the president 

of Brazil in 2018, however, it is possible to identify a new expression of populism, evidencing a shift 

in the region. The case of Brazil calls for a discursive-oriented analysis to understand that shift. The 

election of Bolsonaro suggests that populism research still has puzzling phenomena to investigate, 

especially regarding how populism is locally embodied in different contexts. Knowledge of populism 

in Brazil can act as a bridge to understanding how the general phenomenon is developing in the 

Global North and Latin America.  

Bolsonaro has been a provocative political figure in Brazilian politics, as his controversial 

statements put democratic values and practices in question. Nevertheless, research indicates that 

Bolsonaro gave voice to a vast diversity of groups (Kalil, 2018) who felt they did not have a political 

voice. Although different specific demands prompted their support, the increased endorsement 
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amplified his claims while intensifying a growing polarisation (Lima & Da Costa, 2022) in the last 

decade. In that context, this study focuses on the debate brought into the public sphere by Bolsonaro 

about the electoral system in Brazil. The empirical case of the electoral system discussions is an 

illuminating example of how populist discourse operates. So far, the intersection of populism and 

electoral systems has been more concerned with how such institutions provide space for populist 

discourse, such as in pre-election political debates, and for populist politicians by analysing voter 

behaviour. Considering the unusual claims that questioned the very own institutions that had ensured 

Bolsonaro his political power, I analyse the mentions of the electoral process throughout his official 

speeches as president of the republic. Out of the 621 speeches available on the website of the 

Brazilian government in the period that Bolsonaro was president, about one in every six speeches 

refers to the electoral system. The argumentation built in those speeches is permeated by stories 

communicating conceptions of reality. As his persuasion strategies are pervaded by epistemic 

premises, the theoretical framework offered by epistemic governance was chosen to orient the 

analysis (Alasuutari & Qadir, 2014). This study used critical discourse analysis as a methodological 

tool to analyse how the discursive practices of Bolsonaro resort to epistemic claims to create a 

division between the people and an antagonistic social frontier. More specifically, the analysis was 

concentrated on the delegitimation of electoral systems to influence the conceptions of reality through 

the stories told in the arguments mobilised by Bolsonaro on the electoral system debates. 

The present study explores how populism delegitimises institutions based on epistemic 

claims. So far, populism research extensively focused on what makes populist experiences cohesive, 

occasionally suggesting regional homogeneities on the global rise in populism in the last two decades 

(Moffitt, 2016). However, the Brazilian shift towards right-wing populism amidst the left-wing 

political leanings in Latin America points to a different direction. Hence, this study focuses on the 

populist rhetoric of Bolsonaro and its unexpected claims. I aim to illustrate how the Brazilian case is 

representative of the populist delegitimation of institutions through the discursive construction of 

claims of a polarised country, especially in the context of the global rise of populism in the last two 

decades. By investigating how Bolsonaro discursively turns the questioning of the Brazilian electoral 
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process into a political demand, I seek to provide insight into how political actors convincingly 

question established institutions through a populist discourse. 

1.1. Background 

Bolsonaro was elected under a comprehensive right-wing and conservative programme, but 

his political agenda often competed for space in the media with his controversial and, at times, 

offensive comments. His political performance shows an affinity with a right-wing perspective, 

concomitant with a rejection of the left-wing political tendencies previously observed in studies on 

populism in Latin America, in line with the polarisation observed in Brazilian society. The quotes and 

other public addresses by Bolsonaro are significant not only for their controversial nature but also for 

how they discursively divide society and exclude what are constructed as antagonistic groups. To offer 

context on the empirical topic of this thesis, this section explores aspects of the political career of Jair 

Bolsonaro and of recent Brazilian politics that are relevant to the following discussions, and how 

research has approached them so far. As this study discusses how Bolsonaro was able to delegitimise 

an institution that until then had been deemed credible, I also contextualise the Brazilian electoral 

system and the criticisms it underwent.  

1.1.1. Bolsonaro and political polarisation in Brazil 

Jair Bolsonaro initiated his political career in 1988 after being in the military for 17 years. He 

was elected to the Rio de Janeiro municipal council, starting his mandate in 1989. In 1990, he became 

a federal representative in the Chamber of Deputies for the first of his seven consecutive mandates, 

defending a conservative agenda favouring the military and focusing on public security. In 2015, 

Bolsonaro started expressing his wish to run for president.  

Bolsonaro was a politician without much expressiveness, gaining relevance in 2016 during 

the impeachment process of Dilma Rousseff, from the Workers’ Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores, 

PT). Foreshadowing topics that would feature in his presidential campaign and mandate, Bolsonaro 

referenced in his vote ideals that reinforced an increasing polarisation in Brazil. He defended 
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traditional values such as family, militarism, anticommunism, antipetism2 and his campaign motto: 

“Brazil above everything, God above everyone”. He also praised Colonel Carlos Brilhante Ustra, a 

well-known torturer from the days of the military dictatorship, by whom Dilma Rousseff herself was 

tortured. The vote was in line with the other controversial statements from the politician, and 

Bolsonaro gained more space on the news, going beyond the minor media coverage that had 

guaranteed him a moderate space in politics since 1989. 

Despite being in politics for 30 years, Bolsonaro presented himself in his presidential 

campaign as a political outsider, a leader for the new politics. He also positioned himself in strong 

opposition to the Workers’ Party, which had governed Brazil for the last four mandates with Luiz 

Inácio Lula da Silva and Dilma Rousseff. Analysing voter choice in the 2018 presidential elections, 

Amaral (2020) highlights an increased identification of Brazilian voters with a right-wing ideology 

and a significant growth of antipetism. The sentiment is suggested to stem from the effects of the 

political and economic crises brewing since 2013 and was particularly acute in 2015 and 2016, as well 

as the Lava Jato operation, an anti-corruption operation with members of the previous government 

among the investigation targets. Another study on the electoral behaviour of the 2018 elections claims 

that Bolsonaro succeeded in positioning himself as a political outsider despite his extensive political 

career and placing himself as a valid alternative to the Workers’ Party and to the Brazilian Social 

Democracy Party (Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira, PSDB). These parties had alternated the 

presidency of the country since 1994 (Bonifácio et al., 2022). They conclude that Bolsonaro 

capitalised on the accusations of corruption that dominated discussions in the public sphere at the time 

of his election through the disruption of the partisan organisation by the Lava Jato operation. Family, 

religion, freedom, private property, and nationalism were the pillars of the electoral campaign of the 

politician. The division between the Brazilian people and those in the way of the country’s progress 

was frequently utilised. It is possible to conclude that the outsider character of Bolsonaro is anchored 

in him not belonging to the two main parties that have alternated the presidency of the republic for the 

previous 24 years, which was a relevant factor in his election. 

 
2 “Antipetism” refers to an anti-Workers' Party (PT) sentiment. A favourable sentiment towards the 

party is called “petism”. 



10 

 

Bolsonaro was elected president in 2018 in the second round through a tight margin, with 

55.13% of the valid votes, against the Workers’ Party candidate, Fernando Haddad. He was 

inaugurated on 1 January 2019. During his time in office, as it was during his political career, the 

discourse of Bolsonaro was continuously marked by references to elections. Symbolically, there was 

an increase in polarisation between a discursively constructed people, who claimed to defend the 

country alongside Bolsonaro, and a group said to be against national interests. Areal (2022) argues 

that a fundamental aspect of the polarisation phenomenon in Brazil differs from how it occurs in other 

places, for example, in the United States, with a division based on two main political parties. 

Considering the partisan configuration in several Latin American countries, including Brazil, he 

presents the idea of negative polarisation to explain the construction of negative political identities 

through the ideas of “us” and “them” group divisions. It moves away from an understanding based on 

two poles, highlighting the affective investment in anti-positioning. Bello (2022) works with a similar 

perspective to polarisation, utilising the idea of dynamic polarisation, built upon positive and negative 

affective investment towards one particular party: in the Brazilian context, petism and antipetism. 

Both studies stress the inadequacy of understanding polarisation based on the contexts of the United 

States and Western Europe and highlight the importance of considering negative affect in such 

discussions. They also help explain the strength of antipetism in Brazil and the election of a politician 

who, although not a complete outsider, was not in the centre of Brazilian politics. However, the 

dispute between left and right alone does not justify the growing polarisation since a clear division 

between PT and PMDB dominated Brazilian politics for over two decades prior to the election of 

Bolsonaro. I argue that although polarisation relies heavily on identification matters, other aspects are 

equally as relevant in its discursive construction in the public sphere. The operationalisation of such 

discourse and the values they endorse are equally relevant to the popularity Bolsonaro gained and 

maintained since his first presidential electoral campaign. In this context, discussions on the reliability 

of the Brazilian electoral system became increasingly marked by such an antagonistic division of the 

public sphere in Brazil.  
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1.1.2. The electoral system in Brazil 

The history of the Brazilian electoral system as we know it today is tied to the start of the 

New Republic in 1985 when the civilian government was restored in Brazil. That year, the Superior 

Electoral Court (Tribunal Superior Eleitoral, TSE) had already begun implementing a computerised 

electoral register in the country. The electronic process was adopted in Brazil to ensure reliability in 

the results and prevent possible fraud. EVMs have been used in the country since 1996, and since 

2000, the elections have been completely done through them. Different entities consider the process 

safe and it is audited before, during and after the elections ("Superior Electoral Court", n.d.).  

Until the mid-2010s, there had been no significant criticisms of Brazilian electoral institutions 

since the start of the New Republic. The situation began to change in 2014. After a tight result in the 

two-term elections, the defeated candidate, Aécio Neves, contested the re-election of Dilma Rousseff 

(PT). His party, PSDB, asked for an audit of the EVMs. The machines were audited, and no signs of 

fraud were found. Limongi and Cheibub Figueiredo (2017) see this political move as creating a 

rupture and intensifying the polarisation, which had been growing in Brazil since 2013. The country 

was divided, the election results reflected that and the EVMs were singled out as a possible fault in 

the process.  

Throughout his public life, Bolsonaro had been a vocal critic of elections, casting doubt on 

the Brazilian voting system. Since his election in 2018 and during his time in office as President of 

Brazil, his questioning of electoral systems had become increasingly frequent. Delegitimation of such 

institutions was present in his social media accounts, interviews, and numerous speeches, including 

official pronunciations related to his role as president in diverse contexts. In a conduct understood by 

Cioccari and Persichetti as a permanent electoral campaign, the focus of the political discourse of 

Bolsonaro has changed over his political career from deputy to president (Cioccari & Persichetti, 

2019).  In 2014, Bolsonaro started publicly expressing concerns with the EVMs used in elections in 

Brazil (Bolsonaro, 2014). He has addressed the matter in several official speeches, creating tension 

with the Superior Electoral Court and concerns about democracy and the independence of the 

judiciary. After the first and the second terms of the 2018 elections, Bolsonaro expressed his concerns 
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with the voting system in Brazil, claiming that the process was frauded and that he should have been 

elected on the first turn (Marreiro, 2018).  

Concerns with the Brazilian electoral system were once again brought to light by Bolsonaro 

in 2020, on the occasion of the presidential elections in the United States. The affinity between Trump 

and Bolsonaro is not only referenced in exchanged pleasantries between the politicians. It is also 

noticeable in the intensification of the Brazil–United States international relations during the 

presidency of Bolsonaro (Hirst & Valls Pereira, 2022). Kakisina et al. (2022) point out that both 

politicians adopted a similar approach to dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic, utilising 

manipulation strategies based on ideological polarisation. When the former President of the United 

States, Donald Trump, claimed the possibility of fraud in the 2020 election in the country, Bolsonaro 

became an even stronger advocate for printed ballots in the next Brazilian presidential elections while 

affirming that the electronic voting system was not secure.  

The year 2021 was marked by increased tension between the Three Powers of State due to the 

allegations of fraud in the elections made by Bolsonaro, combined with repeated attacks on the 

Supreme Court. As the day of the independence of Brazil approached, with celebrations usually 

marked by its strong military character, there were concerns that they could potentially incite events 

similar to the ones on 6 January 2021 in the United States. Bolsonaro addressed the population extra 

officially on two occasions, questioning the integrity of the electronic voting system and the validity 

of the following elections. When comparing the discourse of Bolsonaro and of audiences in the 

context of the speeches delivered in 2021, during the celebrations of the independence of Brazil, 

Simões and Silva (2022) evidenced the synergy between the politician and his followers, marked by 

the spread of intentionally false or manipulated information. The event points to the relevance of facts 

in the construction of fraud claims, indicating that the choice of the information presented and the 

discursive manner in which it is delivered to the audience impact how the public interprets them.  

Criticisms of the EVMs, the people responsible for the elections, and the electoral process in 

general were not limited to specific impactful events. Allegations of fraud became a frequent topic in 

his speeches throughout his time in office. Bolsonaro asked for clean, transparent and trustworthy 

elections and often mentioned the Military Forces, stressing their role as a consultant and overseer of 
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the elections. The political career of Bolsonaro has been directly and indirectly underlined by 

questioning of electoral fraud and distrust of the electoral process. Those aspects also played a 

relevant role in and were reverberated by his supporters upon the invasion of government on 8 

January 2023.  

Although Bolsonaro did not succeed in his re-election, the impact of an intensified 

polarisation in Brazilian society discursively promoted by him can be seen in the actions of his 

supporters. With arguments centred around the electoral process that were similar to those promoted 

by Bolsonaro, his supporters claimed election fraud and asked for military intervention. They engaged 

in a series of protests and occupation of public spaces, with roadblocks, burned buses, a bomb in the 

airport area of the federal district and encampments in front of army headquarters throughout Brazil. 

The protests continued even after Bolsonaro left the country and went to the United States on 30 

December. On 8 January 2023, eight days after Lula took over as president, the buildings of the 

executive, legislative and judiciary powers of Brazil were invaded and vandalised. Bolsonaro neither 

validated the actions nor asked his supporters to stand down. After years of criticism against the 

electoral process, he kept his silence. However, supporters involved in the act echoed his discourse, 

claiming they represented the interests of and protected the country when questioning the election 

results. The electoral system, so far a respected institution in Brazil, was central to the chaotic 

scenario that evolved into an attempt at a coup.  

1.2. Literature review 

The ideological dispute between left and right, so far prevailing in explaining Latin American 

politics, falls short of accounting for the relevance of a politician such as Bolsonaro. Although 

scholars have stressed the relevance of polarisation to Brazilian politics, polarisation itself does not 

explain why Bolsonaro gained such relevance among the right wing instead of the politicians who 

traditionally opposed the Workers’ Party. In that sense, another explanation that scholars have resorted 

to has been the populist character of Jair Bolsonaro due to how the ideas of two distinct groups, “us” 

and “them” is present in his reasoning. 
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Research interest in populism has increased, but the concept is not a unified consensus. Three 

main approaches highlight different aspects of the phenomenon and allow for different entry points 

into empirical problems. Hence, an essential part of any discussion on the topic is clarifying what 

approach best suits the investigation at hand. This study seeks to go beyond the polarisation of the 

Brazilian public sphere, looking at different aspects of the discourse of the politician to understand 

how Bolsonaro constructs his persuasion strategies. Recent theorisations on populism allow us to 

investigate the topic beyond the dispute, not limiting the movement to a simple division between "us" 

and "them". In the following sub-section, I discuss the concept of populism, which is by no means a 

unified consensus. Then, I go into one of them in greater detail: the discursive approach. 

1.2.1. Theorising populism: a disputed concept 

Populism is not a new concept, but its use has varied over decades and in different 

geographical contexts. It was first used to refer to political movements in Russia and the United States 

of America at the end of the 19th century, which advocated for greater political and economic power 

for the ordinary people yet diverged on the specific agendas in each region. A few decades later, it 

became a popular strategy in Latin American politics, reemerging in the region on separate occasions 

through time. Currently, it is possible to observe a new wave of populism. What has been common to 

these three moments is a claim to uphold the interests of the “people” in an alternative to a faulty 

elite—which could mean an economic, political or intellectual elite. The current wave, in particular, 

tends to be discussed based on aspects such as a robust nationalist appeal, a polarised public sphere 

and the use of social media to be in closer contact with supporters. 

The phenomenon has not escaped the attention of academia. Populism has been profusely 

studied, as evidenced by the increasing number of published articles on the topic. Figure 1 shows an 

overview of the number of publications focusing on this political phenomenon from 1891 to 2020. 

The gradual rise since the early 20th century is followed by a substantial increase in the last 25 years, 

denoting a worldwide political trend. While previously limited to specific historical moments or local 

contexts, populism is now understood by scholars as one of the foundations of contemporary politics 
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worldwide (Casullo, 2014; Moffitt, 2016). It is an interconnected trend operating simultaneously in 

diverse contexts.  

Figure 1: Books and articles with the words “populism” or “populist” in the title, by decade 

 

Source:WorldCat.org  

The widespread use of populism is not necessarily accompanied by a standardisation of the 

concept. The term is overly used and often saturated with value judgment, utilised freely to express 

political discontent in general use (Silva & Vieira, 2021). Even within research, the concept is 

frequently applied in a loose manner to a wide array of phenomena with little conceptual rigour. 

Casullo (2014) identified three main elements that are classically common to the discussions on the 

concept: a people, a charismatic leader and an antagonistic collective action. These alone do not 

necessarily mean that a specific actor or movement is or is not populist, but instead that the interaction 

between those three elements mutually constructs each other within a political bond. It entails the 

centrality of a leader that symbolises the collective action of a group of people. It is a distinct 

approach from, for example, technocracy, pragmatism, or political approaches that are firmly rooted 

in social divisions.  

Recent research has pointed out three main approaches to populism (Casullo, 2014; Gidron & 

Bonikowski, 2013), defining it as an ideology, a discursive style, or a political strategy. Despite the 

diversity of methodological approaches, the three conceptualisations overlap and dialogue. Each 

approach brings attention to distinct aspects of the phenomenon, providing different lenses through 
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which one can look at the phenomenon of populism and address specific problems and particular 

empirical contexts. 

A widely accepted approach to populism understands it as an ideology. This means 

considering the phenomenon a set of ideas in which the main concern is the dichotomic division of 

society between a group that would epitomise and represent the people against a corrupt elite. That 

conceptualisation is grounded on the works of Cas Mudde, who defined populism as “a thin-centered 

ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic 

groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’” (Mudde, 2004, p. 543). In other words, it is a 

quasi-ideology, not a full ideology such as liberalism or socialism, mainly revolving around the moral 

division of society, characterising the “people” as a homogenous and virtuous group, while their self-

absorption marks the elite. Seeing populism as a set of ideas, however, tends to limit the analysis, as 

the emphasis on ideology can overlook the role of the leader and the socio-economic context of the 

analysed situation. It can become a one-size-fits-all approach that neglects contextual variations, 

disregarding intrinsic syncretism and ambiguities in populism. In the empirical case of Brazil, 

ambiguities are particularly evident, for example, in the definition of left and right ideologies within 

politics and are fundamental to a complete comprehension of how populism has unfolded in the public 

sphere.  

Trying to account for contextual singularities, scholars developed an alternative, more 

comprehensive approach, looking at populism as a political strategy, a specific repertoire for 

mobilisation and articulation. It gives great importance to the relationship between political or social 

actors and their supporters. In this context, the idea of power is central and defined by Weyland (2001, 

p. 114) based on “direct, unmediated, uninstitutionalised support”. Populism is, therefore, a means to 

power utilised as a tool to appeal to a seemingly homogenous group of supporters. It is widely 

employed within the sociological studies of Latin American populism (Gidron & Bonikowski, 2013), 

drawing on how typical charismatic leaders are in the region. Nevertheless, the emphasis on the 

characteristics of social actors can limit the analysis when there is a non-charismatic leadership, for 

example, or a political actor that deviates from the expected performance within the phenomenon. It 

can also hinder the analysis of the social groups mobilised since, especially in contemporary 
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populism, they may not be cohesive groups. There is still a tendency to overlook the plurality of 

groups described as people, such as in the empirical case of current Brazilian politics, by overstating 

the role of elites and leaders. 

A third conceptualisation, which will be utilised in this study, articulates populism as a 

discursive style. This variety is greatly influenced by the works of Ernesto Laclau, who sees the 

phenomenon as a political articulation that discursively creates political identities by means of a 

discursive dichotomisation of the public sphere, dividing it into two groups, “us” and “them” (Laclau, 

2005). The approach can account for phenomena in diverse contexts with different nuances, from left-

wing populism in Latin America to right-wing expressions in the United States (Gidron & 

Bonikowski, 2013). By shedding light on the discursive dimension, this approach encompasses how 

populism can emerge and be employed in such different conditions within various social and 

economic contexts. As this approach focuses on examples of political expression, addressing 

populism as a discursive style allows us to view the phenomenon as a gradation rather than an 

intrinsic characteristic of actors. A recurrent criticism is that this is the most abstract of the three 

approaches. The abstraction character of discursive populism, however, is one of the aspects that 

allows it to be employed in distinct contexts.  

The discursive approach allows an analysis that accounts for the intricacies of how political 

leaders can construct reality in the social world. To comprehend how political actors utilise populism 

to delegitimise institutions, it can be advantageous to investigate not what populism talks about, as in 

the ideational approach, or who is behind it, as in the strategic approach, but how that discursive 

construction takes place. Understanding the current populist moment as a trend that can be seen across 

different regions, contexts and positions within the political spectrum of left and right, looking at 

populism through the lenses of discourse can be valuable to understanding how these ideas are 

articulated and how the concept of the “people” is constructed and mobilised in different settings. As a 

trend, populism does not depend on a specific set of ideas, which would vary regionally, nor on the 

personal characteristics of leaders, which would also differ from case to case. Conversely, the 

discursive approach provides the abstraction and malleability to understand the particularities of the 
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populist phenomenon without limiting the phenomenon to a mere reproduction of other populist 

experiences.  

1.2.2. The discursive aspect of populism  

To Laclau, populism emerges from a failure of an existing institutional order to tend to the 

demands that arise (Laclau, 2005). These demands are aggregated around common symbols that start 

to represent the antagonism to the existing regime. Given that those conditions are met, the emergence 

of the “people” as a collective is made possible. The “people”, then, is discursively constructed based 

on three variables: a chain of equivalence of demands, antagonistic understandings of the symbols that 

represent those demands, and the inherent heterogeneity of identities (Laclau, 2005). 

Contesting the understanding of social identities as homogenous groups, Laclau gives great 

significance to heterogeneity in his conceptualisation. It is “a dimension of deficient being or failed 

unicity” (Laclau, 2005, p. 223), which has a constitutive role in articulation and hegemony through 

social construction, being the starting point for the appearance of the “people”. According to Laclau, 

different demands are articulated into empty signifiers, which can be attached to a wide range of 

meanings and values within an equivalential chain (Laclau, 2005). Figure 2 shows the articulation of 

such demands (D1, D2, D3, and D4).  Despite that constitutive heterogeneity, these signifiers create a 

sense of unity among groups. However, the use of these empty signifiers is not limited to a specific 

equivalential chain. Antagonism arises from the articulation of these signifiers by other logics of 

equivalence, which leads to different meanings within different articulations, shown in Figure 2 as the 

articulation of a, b and c. That is what Laclau describes as floating signifiers (Laclau, 2005). They are 

similarly emptied objects that are raised to the condition of representing the same demands in rival groups.  

Figure 2: Diagram of the articulation of empty and floating signifiers 

 

Source: Laclau, 2005  
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A central concept in this conceptualisation of populism, hegemony is understood as the 

symbolic dispute over the epistemic understanding of reality (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001). The symbol 

becomes the representation of a totality without losing its particularity. When addressing an 

entanglement of hegemony and populism in the later work of Laclau, Mazzolini (2020) distinguishes 

them by focusing on what each of them seeks to contest. The populist realm is the political sphere, 

contesting an existing regime by breaking old chains of equivalence and articulating new ones. On the 

other hand, hegemony acts within civil society seeking to construct new practices. It is a crucial part 

of a populist discourse, but not limited to it. Thus, the hegemonic operation suggests that political 

actors such as Bolsonaro employ populism to reach a perceived homogeneity of the “people” within 

the social sphere, consequently impacting the political sphere. Delegitimation through populist 

discourse, then, would be a fruitful theme to understand how populism operates, as it is an argument 

encouraged in civil society that can have concrete effects on the political organisation of a given 

context. 

The discursive approach sees the public sphere divided between an “us” group, which 

constitutes the chain of equivalence, and “them”, formed by those who oppose that chain. It is 

important to note that the actors are constituted not only by their internal similarity but also through 

what they antagonise. The dichotomisation is intensified through the affective investment in the 

particular demands which form the “us” group and the particular Other that it excludes on the 

antagonistic frontier (Vulović & Palonen, 2022). The bonds that hold groups together and the ones 

that separate antagonistic groups rely heavily on affect to keep people invested in that political 

articulation. United in their opposition that is heightened by affect, they are more cohesive as a group. 

Research has addressed the delegitimation of institutions as a populist aspect of Bolsonaro 

from different points of entry. Utilising Laclaudian theories to investigate the political practices of 

Bolsonaro, Parzianello (2020) has found both populist and non-populist aspects in his discourse, 

stressing that the Brazilian politician seems to erase antagonism as it disregards the heterogeneity of 

the Brazilian people. Contrary to this perspective, I argue that not considering such heterogeneity is 

part of the discursive reinforcement of a group that represents the people, a way of delegitimising the 

antagonist group by ignoring its mere existence. Another study (Fernandes et al., 2022) utilised the 
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discursive approach to compare the rhetoric of Bolsonaro and his supporters when mentioning the 

press in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The researchers found that the politician successfully 

promoted his own argument and minimised criticism of how he handled the pandemic. The present 

study, in turn, aims to contribute to the existing literature by looking at discourse to understand how 

Bolsonaro constructs his arguments and persuades the audience.  

Populism studies need more analyses that explain the phenomenon as more than a variation of 

what takes place in the Global North, considering how the manifestations of the phenomenon in the 

Global South also operate in the co-creation and the development of populism throughout the globe. 

Bolsonaro rose to power following the re-emergence of the far-right in the country amidst a moment 

of significant economic development and a decrease in extreme poverty. Pinheiro-Machado and 

Vargas-Maia (2023) claim that it is a different situation from what is usually described in populist 

conceptualisations based on empirical cases in the Global North, where countries are said to be 

collapsing under the welfare state. The authors critique what they describe as a colonised academic 

mindset, arguing for an approach that does not reduce populism in the Global South as variants of 

phenomena observed in the United States and Europe but as central events. The specific case of Brazil 

offers a novel contribution as it acknowledges the dichotomy inherent to the phenomenon while also 

exploring how populism has been reinvented and succeeded in overcoming geopolitical and historical 

constraints. It can also be a nodal point between right-wing populism in the Global North and new 

directions in Latin America. 

The articulation of demands through empty and floating signifiers can help understand how 

Bolsonaro became a leader for diverse social groups emerging in recent Brazilian politics, constituting 

his supporter base and the audience he talks to and seeks to influence through discourse. Similarly, the 

antagonism and the role of affect in increasing the gap of the polarisation observed in Brazil are 

evident in the particularly tight election results of 2018 and 2022, two of the most disputed in the 

democratic period in the country. It suggests that Bolsonaro has been able to operationalise the 

demands that have emerged in Brazil in a way that is antagonistic to the hegemonic discourse in 

Brazilian politics.  
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The contribution of Laclau, proposing the understanding of discourse as a social practice, is 

the key to understanding the Brazilian case as an occurrence in itself, not just a copy of themes 

imported from other contexts. The emphasis on discourse changes the focus from content to form, 

including apparent ambiguities and exempting populism from moral judgments, in the sense that it 

accounts for the fact that the phenomenon is not intrinsically irrational or harmful to democracy per 

se. This study is concerned with a critical analysis of delegitimation strategies in the populist 

construction of antagonistic groups rather than the impacts of populism on Brazilian democracy. 

Hence, discourse is essential to understand how Bolsonaro utilised discourse to persuade others and 

strengthen his political support through a demand centred around the electoral system. 

1.3. Theoretical framework 

Research on the impact of populist discourse on the legitimacy of institutions can benefit 

from a neoinstitutionalist perspective. An investigation into how institutions shape social structures 

can shed light on the persuasion strategies of Bolsonaro by bringing forward the idea of a flawed 

electoral system. The tradition brings attention to the role of institutions in the decision-making power 

of actors (Schofer et al., 2012), allowing phenomena to be analysed on multiple levels while 

accounting for how national, organisational and individual levels interact. Different approaches have 

been grouped under the umbrella of new institutionalism since its emergence in the 1980s, with the 

seminal work of March and Olsen (1984) being pointed out as the first endeavour away from 

behaviouralism and rational choice. From the array of such variants, discursive institutionalism best 

fits the attempts of this study to understand how populism is constructed. 

Discursive institutionalism explores how power and local actors are an essential part of how 

global culture is socially constructed and how it enables change. Stemming from the works of 

Foucault on power and knowledge, Alasuutari and Quadir (2014) articulated the concept of epistemic 

governance. Acknowledging that social change is achieved through tactics that necessarily present an 

epistemic character, the approach focuses on the combined action of individuals rather than causal 

correlations. Thus, actors seek to influence others to achieve a particular understanding that would 

lead to a desired course of action, either social change or the maintenance of the situation. 
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Approaching populism as a discursive style that reconfigures how politics and political demands are 

perceived, this strand of new institutionalism complements the analysis proposed by the present study 

by focusing on how individual and collective actors perform to convince others.  

Epistemic governance framework builds on sociological institutionalism scholarship. This 

tradition is heavily influenced by the work of Berger & Luckmann (1990) on how reality is 

constructed and reinforced in social interactions and on the framing theory developed by Goffman, in 

which actors choose the most appropriate frame for each social context in which they find themselves 

(Schofer et al., 2012). Sociological institutionalism focuses on how institutions are shared globally, as 

extensively investigated by the world society theory scholarship. That is to say, world society theory 

and sociological institutionalism generally propose that actors are constituted by the cultural and 

social settings they are immersed in. A limitation in sociological institutionalism is related to an 

excessive focus on the cultural contexts, at times disregarding the roles, understandings and 

motivations of social actors. As Alasuutari (2015) pointed out, much of the literature on world society 

theory suggests the absence of actors and a flat character of world polity. Discursive institutionalism, 

on the other hand, succeeds in addressing matters of power and governance.  

Power and authority play significant roles in how actors discursively influence individuals. 

While power describes the desire to control the actions of others, authority is rather related to a way of 

doing so by referencing people, objects or facts that are expected to be respected or feared by others. 

However, the strategy of resorting to authority is not necessarily conscious since it is an intuitive 

behaviour, culturally derived from socialisation. When presenting themselves as authorities or 

combining their public image with some external factor, actors can refer to the capacity to reach a 

specific outcome, to an account of notably credible reality, to moral principles and charisma 

(Alasuutari, 2018). By relying on authoritative figures or presenting themselves as such, actors gather 

epistemic capital by combining those four types of authority to persuade others. Authority building is 

necessarily a relational strategy, requiring that others recognise someone or something as an authority 

for that feature to be effective. That relational understanding of authority indicates the relevance of 

social dynamics and group legitimisation in establishing power.  
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Drawing on the epistemic governance framework, I focus on analysing what Alasuutari and 

Qadir (2014) call epistemic work in this study. By that, they refer to strategies built on three different 

objects of the social world: ontology of the environment, actors and identifications, and norms and 

ideals. The authors observe that all are present to some degree within discursive strategies and can be 

deliberate but are not necessarily so. When focusing on the ontology of the environment, actors aim to 

define and affect what is deemed a faithful representation of the world around them. The focus on 

actors and identifications works on the images people create of themselves and others as actors and 

how those identifications are articulated in groups. The third aspect is norms and ideals, with actors 

resorting to general conceptions of what is good or desirable and associating them with specific 

situations they are aware of. Although those three objects reference shared global models derived 

from world culture, actors also consider their own aspirations and the local context they are immersed 

in when making claims about their views and beliefs. By proposing this three-dimensional approach 

to power, epistemic governance allows a deeper understanding of how actors utilise epistemic claims 

to shape social structures through discourse. The approach can orient the understanding of populist 

persuasion strategies as it orients the examination of discursive moves employed by political actors. 

Alasuutari and Qadir (2014) distinguish the paradigmatic and practical dimensions of 

epistemic work, offering a valuable contribution to analysing how social actors utilise the objects of 

epistemic work in their discourses. The paradigmatic level refers to more profound ideas through 

which people understand reality based on assumptions and belief systems that guide how they 

perceive and interpret the world around them. Alternatively, a practical dimension accounts for the 

concrete ways in which those ideas are revealed as experiences and actions of individuals. Actors 

utilise both and are essential to comprehend the communication strategies of political actors. The 

division, however, facilitates the interpretation of how political actors seek to persuade audiences, as 

the argumentative appeals do not necessarily evidence practical dimensions objects of epistemic work. 

Different politicians might, for example, use different concrete, real-life situations associated with 

more conservative or liberal political views while defending the same paradigmatic premise.  

The attempts to influence others and obtain power based on different topics have been 

analysed in this study through the lenses of epistemic work. Generally focused on policy making and 



24 

 

centred on phenomena in the global north, the framework has been utilised, for example, in studies on 

national self-image in parliamentary debates (Alasuutari et al., 2019), policy advice from international 

organisations (Rautalin et al., 2021), use of specific terms in political debates (Rautajoki & Fitzgerald, 

2022), as well as of organisations as a scientific authority (Syväterä et al., 2023). However, as pointed 

out by Alasuutari and Qadir, epistemic governance is “a useful analytical and methodological tool for 

those who want to study politics and governance from the viewpoint of knowledge claims and 

rhetoric” (2019, p. 5). The framework of epistemic work has thus the potential to be utilised to analyse 

a much more comprehensive range of social and political phenomena.  

Building on that, the analysis of discursive populism in the political communication of 

relevant social actors can benefit from a methodology that considers how knowledge claims and 

rhetoric are utilised in political argumentation while also contributing to comprehensively grasping 

the delegitimation strategies utilised in Brazil. On the one hand, it can contribute to the variety of 

topics, social actors and regional focuses within discursive institutionalism scholarship. Hence, it can 

be instrumental in further supporting the versatility of the framework. On the other, it provides more 

depth to discursive populism studies by allowing an analysis of discursive content that is not limited 

by ideological dispositions. Looking at knowledge claims in populism could be a way of addressing 

the, at times, overly simplified logic of populism.  

To complement the formal character of the discursive populism approach, resorting to 

epistemic governance deepened the understanding of the content of discourse. I argue that analysing 

objects of epistemic work put into use in populist discourses can be key to addressing the content 

aspect of it while not limiting the analysis to predefined ideological stances. By focusing on how 

actors seek to influence, we are also looking at how the populist discourse is constructed and how it 

influences how people perceive facts, identities and values they hold dear. Since populism is part of 

politics and, more specifically, of democracy (Casullo, 2014), focusing on how institutions can be 

delegitimised through populist discourse is the key to obtaining a more profound understanding of 

trends shaping politics on a global scale. 
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1.4. Research problem 

Scholars have extensively characterised Bolsonaro as a populist leader, highlighting aspects 

such as the promotion of a dichotomic division of society (Barbosa & Casarões, 2022; Lynch & 

Cassimiro, 2021), antagonisation in governmental performance (Silva, 2022), personalised leadership 

(Belder et al., 2023). As research presents him as a representative of populism in Brazil in the 21st 

century, the characterisation does not explore the persuasion strategies within his populist discourse. 

Bolsonaro resorted to and continues to employ populist rhetoric to obtain and maintain power. He 

defends similar claims as other leaders categorised in the same way, mainly nationalist, conservative 

and military principles.  

His discourse is inconsistent with what Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017) outlined as the third 

and, at the time, the most recent wave of Latin American populism, marked by left-leaning ideas and 

anti-imperialist rhetoric. Mouffe (2018) suggests the idea of overlapping co-constitutive populist 

moments. Bolsonaro is part of one of these populist moments, representing a right-wing populism 

inconsistent with most Latin American experiences so far and in line with practices underway in the 

United States and Europe. I argue that Bolsonaro is currently a point of connection between different 

populist moments that can help us understand the right-wing turn of the phenomenon in Latin 

America. It is an empirical case that can shed light on the changes in populism in the region and help 

explain how the phenomenon has spread worldwide. 

Since he was elected, Bolsonaro made an unusual claim: that the elections—which he won—

had been frauded. According to the politician, elected in the second term after not securing 50% of the 

valid votes in the first term, he should have been elected in the first round of the polls. Questioning 

the electoral system is a long-held political agenda for Bolsonaro and a debate prompted by other 

populist leaders such as Trump, Obrador and Erdoğan. Although questioning election results is not a 

populist move per se since populism is understood here as the form and not the content, it is worth 

noting that the theme is relevant to politicians who adopt it as a discursive strategy. 

The claims on the inefficiency of EVMs became increasingly frequent, spreading like fire 

among bolsonarist communication channels and reaching the public sphere. Many of his supporters 
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were no longer convinced of the reliability of the Brazilian electoral system, and the situation 

escalated, demanding extensive information campaigns on the matter. Nevertheless, after Bolsonaro 

lost the elections and Lula became president, on 8 January 2023, thousands of protestors stormed the 

Congress building, the Supreme Court, and the presidential palace of Brazil, vandalising the buildings 

and demanding the annulment of the elections and military intervention in the country. As Bolsonaro 

had done on several occasions, they claimed that the elections were frauded. The episode exemplifies 

the polarisation intensified in Brazil. 

The debates over the electoral system promoted by Bolsonaro present an opportunity to 

explore the discursive instrumentalisation of institutions as a political demand that has led to the 

questioning of the electoral process in Brazil, amplifying a contestation that had not been particularly 

expressive in the public sphere. As such, I argue that the questioning of the electoral process became a 

demand for the far-right in Brazil through populism as a discursive style. The present thesis will 

elaborate on how political actors convincingly question established institutions through a populist 

discourse by assessing the significance of populist reason in the official speeches of Jair Bolsonaro. 

The populist discursive style divides groups in a way that is foreign to the Latin American context.  

The voting system debates in Brazil can provide significant insights into how populist rhetoric 

uses epistemic governance (Alasuutari & Qadir, 2014) to build its success. The investigation will be 

guided through two sub-questions that will help comprehend the articulation of a political demand 

through the populist delegitimation of institutions in Brazil and how Bolsonaro discursively constructs 

facts, identities and norms in his speeches. Two main points will be observed: the populist aspect of 

the discourse and the epistemic claims utilised to construct those claims discursively. 

This research seeks to address the following question: 

How did Bolsonaro discursively turn the questioning of the Brazilian electoral process into a 

political demand and convince others? 

As well as the sub-questions: 

1. How is the electoral process depicted and criticised in the presidential speeches? 

2. How is the electoral system articulated into a demand by Bolsonaro? 
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1.5. Data and methodology 

1.5.1. Data 

To address the questions posed by this study, I focused on official presidential speeches by the 

former president of Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro. I collected the transcriptions of his official speeches from 

the website of the Brazilian government (Discursos — Biblioteca, n.d.). From 1 January 2019 to 31 

December 2022, the official government website has 621 speeches made by Bolsonaro. I collected 

them by using a data collection algorithm written by me that gathered the names of the speeches – 

referencing the context in which it was delivered, the date they were uploaded to the website, the 

content of the speech and the link to their page in the website. They were then added to the qualitative 

data analysis software ATLAS.ti, where a text search for terms related to the discussions on the voting 

system was performed.  

As I went through the search results and verified if they, in fact, discussed political elections 

and not other types of activities, I found new terms that referenced elections and did new text 

searches. The terms utilised were “eleições” (elections), “voto” (vote), “urna eletrônica” (electronic 

voting machine), “auditável” (auditable), “sistema eleitoral” (electoral system), “eleitoral” (electoral), 

“votação” (voting), “fraude” (fraud), “voto impresso” (printed vote), “TSE” (Superior Electoral 

Court), “Barroso” (former president of the TSE) and “Alexandre de Moraes” (current president of the 

TSE), as well as their inflected forms. Among the 621 total speeches, I identified mentions of the 

electoral system in 99 of them.  

Electoral systems were portrayed differently as the political context changed while having 

different degrees of relevance to his argumentation. Mentions varied in how they portrayed electoral 

systems, ranging from trust to distrust in the process and actors involved. After a close reading of the 

99 speeches that referenced the topic analysed in this study, I coded them as trustful or distrustful of 

the electoral process. Figure 3 illustrates the number of speeches per trimester in which there was any 

mention of electoral systems, compared to how many of those portray them dubiously or distrustfully. 

It is relevant to note an increase in the distrustful portrayal of electoral systems compared to the 
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number of speeches that referenced them. The increase was accompanied by more thorough 

delegitimation arguments.  

Figure 3: Speeches mentioning electoral systems, per trimester 

 

Considering the research questions and the objectives of this study, speeches were chosen 

through a purposive sampling of the material (Mason, 2002). The analysed dataset comprises 12 

speeches delivered by Bolsonaro during his time in office as president of Brazil. The number was 

defined during the selection process, aiming to obtain sufficient data to address the research questions 

and ensure that different arguments utilised in the delegitimation of electoral systems were covered in 

the dataset. The dataset includes a variety of speeches covering different moments and approaches to 

electoral systems in the political communication of Bolsonaro. A list of the speeches analysed can be 

seen in Appendix 1.  

The speeches were not entirely dedicated to discussing electoral systems, and the degree to 

which they discussed the issue varied. Although the whole speech was read, the analysis focused on 

the constructed delegitimation argument. The context in which each address took place was not part of 

the scope of this study, as news coverage and social media sharing expanded the audience of 

speeches. Insofar as Bolsonaro and other political actors brought up claims, the delegitimation of 

electoral systems set the agenda in mainstream discussions. As a theme in discussion in the public 
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sphere, it also influences how speeches are conceptualised and delivered and the extent to which they 

reverberate. Thus, the sociocultural contexts evoked in the arguments were more relevant to my 

analysis than the particular situations where the speeches took place, as they are more significant to 

the argument being constructed. By focusing on the discursive construction of arguments that prompt 

the delegitimation of the electoral system, analysing the selected speeches allows a detailed, nuanced 

understanding of the populist phenomenon in Brazil. It is representative of the phenomenon both in a 

long tradition of leaders labelled as populists in the country and a contemporary rise of populism in 

the last decades.  

1.5.2. Methodology 

In analysing epistemic work evident in Bolsonaro’s speeches, I use critical discourse analysis 

(CDA). As a methodology that examines the relationship between language, power, and ideology in 

social contexts, it suits the extensive focus on discourse in this study, which can be observed in the 

literature on populism, the theoretical framework and the analysis method. The decision to focus on 

that aspect reflects the relevance of discourse to the research question. It allows for a deeper 

understanding of how political persuasion constitutes and is simultaneously constituted by language. 

More specifically, to understand how the situation became a political demand, CDA was utilised to 

examine the ideological nature of discourse related to electoral systems and how claims were depicted 

and articulated. 

CDA stems from linguistic studies developed in the 1970s, placing discourse as an influential 

way social reality is constructed (Given, 2008). Discourse is not limited to written and oral language 

but also includes non-verbal communication forms. The relevance of language in constructing social 

reality is evidenced in the connection between linguistic aspects and the different social implications 

they may lead to in CDA. Discourse is understood as “a form of social action” (Fairclough et al., 

2011, p. 409). It is not simply a way to convey information from one interlocutor to the other but a 

tool that can shape social reality through representation, legitimisation, persuasion and promotion of 

social change.  
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A comprehensive method, CDA focuses on discourse as a meaning-making process and its 

relation with other social elements. Scholars adopt a critical perspective to examine power relations 

through language, giving great significance to power inequality in discourse. Fairclough (2013) is 

particularly interested in how discourse can shape social relations and reproduce power imbalances 

through an ideological investment in societies marked by relations of domination, which leads to the 

ability of CDA to draw attention to the ideology present in the discourse and criticise it, enabling 

social change through greater awareness. Van Dijk (2006) argues that language is not a neutral tool 

but a potent instrument for manipulation, persuasion, and exclusion. A critical analysis of discourse is, 

therefore, particularly suitable for investigating how processes of delegitimisation are communicated 

through discourse and socially established. As power relations are not necessarily stated, and their 

concealment can often be part of persuasion strategies, examining both language and sociopolitical 

contexts allows us to uncover them and the strategies used to establish and maintain them. To do so, 

CDA incorporates semiotics, pragmatics, and sociolinguistics elements to analyse language use 

comprehensively.  

Fairclough proposes a conceptual framework to understand discourse as a social practice that 

relies on a three-dimensional approach to the object of analysis, understanding discourse 

simultaneously as text, discoursal practice, and social practice (Fairclough, 2013). The analysis 

involves describing linguistic aspects of the text to uncover strategies employed, such as framing, use 

of metaphors, and construction of narratives. The approach, however, is not restricted to that 

dimension. Going beyond the surface-level linguistic analysis, discursive practices are interpreted 

considering the productive and interpretative processes of the analysed text, investigating the role of 

language in social interactions and how it conveys power relations, conventions, communicative 

strategies and actor positionings. Lastly, an explanation of the sociocultural context considers how 

discourse shapes and is shaped by society. The interconnection between text and social practices, 

mediated by discourse practice, leads to understanding how discourse constructs social identities, 

maintains power hierarchies, and reproduces societal structures. Grasping such aspects is relevant to 

uncovering epistemic strategies behind political speeches and how that can shape the perception of 

interlocutors of the presented argument. 
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Correspondingly, interdisciplinarity is accepted and sought after in CDA, as it allows for a 

more comprehensive address of the relationship between language, power, and ideology in social 

contexts. Wodak and Meyer (2009) highlight that CDA is not a method within discourse analysis but a 

critical approach encompassing different available methods from discourse analysis and other 

disciplines within humanities. Thus, it offers a broader range of methodological tools to analyse 

discourse and understand the nuances of the interconnections between language and social settings. 

The interdisciplinary aspect is essential to CDA, as it allows for diverse ways of examining discourse 

under the prism of power and its effects in the social sphere. That contextual awareness, facilitated by 

interdisciplinarity, can offer a more nuanced understanding of how populist discourse can shape 

public perceptions and influence the public sphere. 

While also used to investigate other empirical domains, including media, gender and 

education, CDA has been extensively used to examine political objects such as speeches by prominent 

politicians as well as publications by governments and other institutions as possible instances in 

which power inequalities can be reproduced by discourse (Given, 2008). The emphasis on power 

relations and, more specifically, dominance through power abuse (van Dijk, 2015) is crucial to 

examining discourses that delegitimise electoral systems, as was done in this study. Discourse 

manifests power struggles to influence perceptions of democratic processes and possible alternatives 

to them. Language is strategically used to undermine trust in electoral systems, which is pivotal in 

social change. Fairclough, Mulderrig and Wodak (Fairclough et al., 2011) explain that CDA is not a 

neutral analytical tool, as it seeks to address social problems through the power relations constructed 

and evidenced by discourse, which constitutes society, highlighting that the analysis of such discourse 

is interpretative and explanatory and needs to consider its historical and mediated aspects. As the 

discussions on electoral systems refer to historical, cultural, and political aspects of the context they 

are immersed in, investigating that broader setting can point to underlying arguments and 

implications. Therefore, it is an advantageous method to address the persuasion strategies in 

discourses that resort to populism to delegitimise social institutions and influence the views of 

different social actors within the public sphere. 
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The theoretical and methodological choices made for this study situate discourse as the 

central point of analysis. The significance of language and power dynamics within CDA makes it a 

solid methodological tool to examine different aspects of populism as a discursive strategy by 

exploring key elements that constitute a populist discourse. The prominence of ideology in CDA 

resonates with another approach to populism, namely the ideational approach. However, opting for the 

discursive approach enables a focus on how language constructs political realities and identities. Thus, 

the choice of CDA as a method is aligned with the discursive approach to populism. It goes beyond 

ideological alignments and allows us to explore power dynamics within populist discourse. CDA also 

suits the theoretical framework provided by epistemic governance as it strengthens the investigation 

of how actors seek to influence others through epistemic claims. CDA enables a deeper analysis of the 

facts, identifications and values that feature populist discourses. While not limited to what actors say, 

the focus on different dimensions of discourse and how prominent context is within the analysis offers 

more space to engage with particular aspects than methods that do not give the same prominence to 

aspects external to the texts. As such, the centrality of discourse to the chosen approach to populism, 

how actors seek to influence others in epistemic governance and CDA as a method provides a 

comprehensive framework for analysing political speeches. 

1.5.3. The analysis  

After selecting the dataset, the 12 speeches were coded within the three premises of epistemic 

work. I used sentences as a basic coding unit, and if the same unit referred to more than one code, 

multiple coding was possible. A second reading of the specific excerpts related to voting system 

debates allowed me to group general claims made within each premise, which were also coded. Table 

1 shows the codes utilised in the second reading. The data was collected and analysed in its original 

language, Brazilian Portuguese, given my familiarity with it. The excerpts in the following sections 

were translated into English following the analysis to exemplify the points examined. 
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Table 1: Codes utilised in the second reading 

    

 Ontology of the environment Elections in Brazil Previous electoral processes 

   Current electoral process  

   Proposals 

  Elections in other countries   

  Stories related to the elections Stories 

   Short associations 

Actors and Identifications Who represents Brazil I 

   Us/you 

   Brazil’s potential 

  Who is against Brazil/them Opposition 

   Other institutions 

   The press 

  International actors   

Norms and Ideals  How the elections should be   

  Values Democracy 

   Freedom 

   Religion 

   Military 

  Emotions Family 

    Threat  
     

 

1.6. Structure of the study 

The remaining part of the study is organised in the following manner. The subsequent 

chapters will discuss the three key themes identified in the speeches of Bolsonaro: political 

persecution, fraud allegations, and freedom. The final chapter discusses the main findings of the 

analysis and their implications. 
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2. A political career marked by persecution 

One key topic frequently taken up in the speeches of Bolsonaro is persecution. Bolsonaro 

claims he is under consistent attack from opponents in a morally unacceptable manner. The 

allegations involve persecution suffered in the past and in the present, not only for his personal and 

political views but also for doing what is right. The speeches also delve into the social division these 

attacks create and how this speaks of a society believed to be divided between those who defend the 

interests of Brazil and those who act against them.  

In this chapter, I concentrate on analysing how Bolsonaro constructs himself as a person who 

suffers from persecution and how he uses this topic to get followers and convince them that they must 

defend him with their support. By understanding how Bolsonaro articulates his discourse around the 

idea of persecution, we can explore what he considers relevant to his audience and believes will 

resonate with them. 

2.1. Stories of Bolsonaro 

Bolsonaro uses stories and facts about himself to orient the audience and construct a shared 

understanding of his situation as a persecuted politician. He presents events from different moments 

of his life to expose that. The way he presents these events also guides interpretations of the situation 

and relies on background understandings of the public sphere. The stories told by Bolsonaro are not 

limited to his time in office, with events dating back to the beginning of his political career. 

I was elected as a councilman. Then, two years later, I was elected as a federal deputy and 

went to our dear National Congress. Of course, it was the end of the military government, 

basically, almost a hundred amnestied people, former political prisoners, right? The guy 

would rob me, and he was a political prisoner. And it had a very big reaction within the 

Parliament. I became a rewarding target within the National Congress. I was subjected to 

almost 30 removals from office proceedings. Anyone who sees it thinks: “Wow, this guy must 

be a criminal”, right? But all of them were, without exception, for having taken the stand or 

having had heated confrontations in or out of plenary with left-wingers. (Speech nr. 2) 
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Recalling his political career, Bolsonaro highlights how many times opposing parties have 

asked for his removal from office. The high number of proceedings evidences the thorough political 

targeting he claims to have been subject to since the start of his political life. The initial reason for the 

targeting is framed upon the historical context of the end of the military dictatorship, presented by him 

as the “military government”. The lexical choice of the word “government” instead of “dictatorship”, 

along with the criticism of amnestied political prisoners from the period, indicate a right-wing 

ideological stance regarding that historical context. Although the facts presented refer to a relatively 

distant political past, they are being discursively constructed in the present.  

In the data extract presented above, the dispute between defenders and critics of the military 

government, or dictatorship, becomes a dispute between right and left. Bolsonaro presents that battle 

as the origin of his political persecution, bringing the ideological struggle to the centre of his 

discussions to a significant part of his electoral claims, with his opposers being placed on the left side 

of the political spectrum regardless of their ideological affiliations. According to his argument, he had 

been persecuted for taking an alternative stance, corroborated by similar claims throughout his 

speeches. In this sense, the almost 30 requests for his removal from office are no longer a bad trait but 

a source of pride, as they result from confronting the opponents persecuting him.   

The fateful 6 September arrived—when an element affiliated with PSOL stabbed me. ... When 

I arrived in Juiz de Fora, … I said it was the last time I would face the people like that, 

unarmed [in Portuguese, “de peito aberto”]. I said, “They are going to kill me”. Unfortunately, 

that was the last time. It happened, but thank God, by some miracle, according to the doctors, 

I survived. (Speech nr. 2) 

In the same speech, he mentions one of the most significant moments of his 2018 presidential 

election campaign: the stabbing. Bolsonaro presents 6 September as a fateful day, highlighting the 

importance of the events that took place while also carrying the ideas of forecasting and adversity. 

Those ideas are tied into the following assertion that he would eventually be assassinated. Initially 

associated with the day itself, those characteristics are transferred to the situation. That orients the 
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understanding of the whole event as predictive and adverse. As such, the stabbing is an adverse 

situation that Bolsonaro had already foreseen.  

The event shows that the persecution initiated in the past continues and gives it a sense of 

intensification. The reported aggression is now physical, an attempt to kill Bolsonaro. The reference 

to the authoritative figure of the medical staff at the hospital where he was treated supports the gravity 

of the situation. Additionally, by stressing the affiliation of his attacker to PSOL, a left-wing party, 

Bolsonaro once again draws attention to the political aspect of the event. The situation reinforces and 

expands the portrayal of political persecution being perpetrated by those who oppose him, and that 

continues after the election.  

A strong sense of religion is constant in his general discourse, which is not different from the 

claims of persecution. As he makes a point of mentioning in one of his speeches, Messiah [in 

Portuguese, Messias] is in his name: “my name Messias came more from my mother, because I had 

problems in the womb and, as it was almost a miracle that I was born alive, the name Messias came 

from there” (Speech nr. 2). By highlighting the origin of his middle name, Bolsonaro frames himself 

as a person that values religion and recognises its importance to his trajectory from the start. Mentions 

of miracles occur in other situations as well.  

So, this is our job. I ask God to give us the strength to keep doing it. It is not easy, but I have 

the satisfaction of leading this wonderful country called Brazil. … But I believe it is a miracle 

that has happened [the people choosing him over the opposition]. My life, our election too, 

and the strength I have at the moment not to give in. (Speech nr. 2) 

His birth is just one of the miracles Bolsonaro refers to in his speeches. In the quote above, 

not only his life but also his election and the “strength” he has “not to give in” are also described as 

miracles. The three elements are different from each other in the sense that they are, respectively, the 

existence of a person, a political event and a motivation, but they are connected through Bolsonaro. 

Moreover, as a miracle, especially with the association with constant references to God in speeches, it 

carries the idea of inexplicability, exceptionality and overcoming obstacles through divine 

intervention. Bolsonaro explains the exceptional aspects of his birth and his life as he labels them as 
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miracles, respectively the difficulties his mother went through during pregnancy and the severity of 

his stab wound discussed above. On the other hand, the election and the need for strength do not have 

an apparent exceptionality or inexplicability. Since the politician does not further explain their 

miraculous aspects, the listener is left to fill in the blanks of that vague characterisation.  

Although he did not explain directly why his election was a miracle, Bolsonaro gives the 

listener hints on how to fill those gaps. Put simply, elections have relatively straightforward 

explanations: the population votes for candidates, and, according to the electoral system in place, 

politicians are elected. When Bolsonaro implies that his election was a miracle, he is suggesting that 

there was an inexplicable aspect to it. The third miracle he mentions can orient the reader to interpret 

what was unusual about the election, unusual enough to require divine intervention through a miracle. 

Bolsonaro says he needs strength not to give in. The need for strength and the reference to a job that is 

not easy suggests that he is going through adversities and ties in with the idea of persecution that 

appears not only earlier in the same speech but in many of the ones that refer to the Brazilian electoral 

system.  

My whole family is being persecuted, even my wife is being prosecuted. Bastards. 

Prosecuting my wife? Come at me if you are men. I am biased to talk about relatives by my 

side. My wife, as far as I can see, as far as I know, is a discreet person who works for the least 

favoured, for people with disabilities, has learnt sign language, and sets an example. She was 

prosecuted because she appeared alongside the Minister for Women’s Affairs on Mother’s 

Day at 8.30 pm. What do they want with that? (Speech nr. 7) 

The quote illustrates how Bolsonaro discursively expands his persecution, making it even 

more personal, as he argues that his whole family is also targeted. By emphasising that persecution is 

not restricted to himself alone, his claim is more impactful. This way, he also highlights the 

indiscriminate character of persecution. He uses the example of his wife, who was being prosecuted, 

emphasising her positive traits and presenting her as a moral role model. When persecution goes 

beyond Bolsonaro and reaches his family, Bolsonaro can expose it under a moral frame. He presents 

his family as victims that are used to target him.  
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The idea of persecution marks the political career of Bolsonaro and is, in turn, evident in his 

speeches in a mutually affecting manner. It does not suffice, of course, to state that this persecution 

exists. The way Bolsonaro presents these facts is fundamental to creating an identification with other 

people, affecting how they interpret them, and constructing a shared view of the situation. 

Interestingly, Bolsonaro was able to reinforce the claim of political persecution in a way that 

highlights persecution but contests its basis so that he can position himself as not accountable for 

them.  

2.2. Us and Them: the division in political persecution 

Persecution suggests a clear division between Bolsonaro and other social actors that oppose 

him. On the one hand, we have politicians representing national interests. On the other, those who 

oppose him by engaging in persecution. To understand that division of the social world, we need to 

address how Bolsonaro presents those actors.  

What is the system? What is the establishment? It is a group of people who often barely know 

each other but have similar interests. And when there is interest—right? —they get together 

and work against you. Look at the difficulties we often have in nominating someone for one 

position or another. (Speech nr. 5) 

Although Bolsonaro has been a politician for over three decades, throughout his speeches, he 

presents himself as an outsider to politics. Bolsonaro introduces two concepts in parallel, the system 

and the establishment, defining them in a vague manner based on the interest of the people behind it 

but focusing on one point: the establishment works against “you”. By using a generic “you” while he 

is talking about himself, he becomes more relatable, implying that anyone could also be that “you”. 

The example Bolsonaro presents to illustrate how the establishment operates, specifically the 

appointment of people to public positions, orients how that social actor should be understood, as it 

selfishly brings “difficulties” to the government in favour of their own goals. Through such a vague 

definition, the notion of establishment can account for any political actor as long as it fits the criteria 

of bringing difficulties to the government led by Bolsonaro. 
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The definition of establishment relies on a stark division evidenced by using pronouns that 

define and distance different groups. In Portuguese, Bolsonaro uses the pronominal phrase “a gente”, 

a colloquial form semantically equivalent to “we” with no specific English parallel, to denote those 

who face difficulties brought on by the establishment. By using the idea of “us”, he makes room for 

the listener to also be part of the group, participating and embodying that “us”. “They”, on the other 

hand, refers to the group of people that form the establishment. It distances the “establishment” both 

from Bolsonaro and from the listener. Bolsonaro constructs the opposition between “us” and “them” 

by situating those two groups in the argument. Although the opposition is a common discourse 

strategy, the antiestablishment theme is typical of populist reason and points at the discursive 

construction of the division between “us” and an antagonistic frontier, reproduced in the other 

speeches analysed. 

When are we going to open our eyes? We are the princess that the whole world has its eye on, 

given what we have. When are we going to put an end to certain intrigues? I spend half my 

time worrying about undoing stumbling blocks, traps and slanders. We cannot engage in the 

way I thought we should for the good of Brazil. (Speech nr. 5) 

Bolsonaro constantly mentions Brazil’s assets, potential and interests. In the data extract 

above, he metaphorically refers to the country as the “princess” that “the whole world has its eye on” 

due to those assets. As in a traditional fairy tale, the princess—in this case, Brazil—evokes the need to 

be protected and has great value to those related to it. As the president, Bolsonaro encompasses the 

representation of Brazil. However, by utilising the pronoun “we”, he includes the people to whom he 

potentially speaks in the group associated with the country. However, “the good of Brazil” is 

hampered by political persecution depicted by “certain intrigues”, indicating that he is the one 

defending the interests of the country for “the good of Brazil”. Persecution, therefore, comes in the 

way of national interest, and so do the ones who promote the persecution. 

Against that matter of national interest, in which is it necessary to defend the “wonderful 

land” (Speech nr. 2) of Brazil, are the opponents of Bolsonaro. It is worth noting that the opposition is 
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not limited to the left-right dichotomy. The press is one of the prominent opposers named by him, 

featured in all but two of the speeches analysed: 

Governments in the past bought the media, with more than 1 billion Brazilian reais a year. 

This money came from state-owned companies, official banks and the federal budget itself. 

That has fallen to less than 10% and, obviously, that big television network - do not say trash, 

because trash can be recycled. Every day, basically, it is criticism. Just like that newspaper 

called Folha-I-don’t-know-what. All the time, it is criticism, criticism, criticism. All the time. 

(Speech nr. 2) 

In the data extract above, Bolsonaro claims that the criticism of him is excessive, an idea that 

is reinforced by the repetition of the word “criticism” as well as the expression “all the time”. The 

emphasis on that excess takes the focus away from the reason for the criticism and puts it onto the act 

itself. The excessiveness becomes further evidence of the persecution Bolsonaro claims to be facing. 

On a parallel move, Bolsonaro attempts to downplay the criticisms in the extract. First, there 

is a disqualification of the press based on the framing of the advertising campaigns by previous 

governments in the media, which are presented as a way to buy the press. We can infer that since 

Bolsonaro has limited the budget for that, the media is now seeking revenge. He also ridicules the 

largest TV network in the country, TV Globo, by symbolically associating it with trash and the most 

prominent Brazilian newspaper, Folha de São Paulo, by saying he does not know the name of the 

newspaper. In disqualifying both the criticisms and those behind them, Bolsonaro simultaneously 

reinforces the idea of persecution while dismissing the relevance of the criticism. 

Despite the mainstream media accusing me of provoking and attacking them, there is no 

attack on my part. I get shot fifty times with a 762; when I shoot a 22, I am provoking. For 

me, it is much, much easier to be on the other side. That is not what I want because if I am on 

the other side, do you know who will pay the price? It is you; it is the Brazilian population. 

(Speech nr. 5) 
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When mentioning the press, Bolsonaro frequently associates it with persecution, as illustrated 

by the quote above. He claims he does not attack the press but later admits he only responds to their 

attacks. To symbolise the discrepancy in the intensity of the attacks, Bolsonaro uses a metaphor in 

which he says that the press shoots him with 50 shots from a 762 rifle, and he responds with just one, 

from a 22 calibre. The metaphor includes another symbolism in addition to the calibre of the weapons. 

22 is the campaign number of Bolsonaro’s party, which he would adopt as his number in the 2022 

elections. In this way, the response Bolsonaro gives to the press is also a response from those who 

support him. 

Bolsonaro concedes that he attacks the press but at a much lower degree than the reported 

constant attacks and persecution he suffers. He highlights, however, that the population is the one that 

will be paying the price if he does not get involved and fight the press back. He explicitly includes his 

listeners in the attacked group when he creates a parallelism between the clauses “it is you” and “it is 

the Brazilian population”. When he emphasises that it is the population that pays the price, he implies 

that by attacking him, the press is attacking Brazil and, therefore, the listeners, calling on the audience 

to be against his persecution. 

Who filed these [removal from office] processes? The folks from PT, PCdoB, then PSOL, the 

ones who talk the most about democracy, the ones who talk the most about freedom, shooting 

their mouths off. Now, things do not happen or are not done by chance, so why is there a 

restriction on freedom of speech? (Speech nr. 7) 

Similarly to what happens to the press, as the left opposes Bolsonaro, they are discursively 

constructed in their speeches as opposers to the country. He details the parties that oppose him by 

naming the ones who filed removal from office processes against him, who are known to belong to the 

other side of the ideological spectrum in Brazilian politics. Thus, these parties are also associated with 

being against the country since Bolsonaro is discursively presented as the defender of the national 

interest. He also creates an opposition between these parties and democracy, saying that although they 

are the ones that talk most about the value, they do so by “shooting their mouths off”. In Portuguese, 

Bolsonaro uses an idiomatic expression with a similar meaning to the one chosen for the translation, 
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indicating that concern for democracy is said copiously, stressing the meaningless aspect of it. He 

delegitimises the opposition by questioning its commitment to democracy, implying that this 

commitment is non-existent. 

Bolsonaro mentions diverse social actors in his speeches, which have a discursive relevance 

to his arguments for political persecution. Despite presenting himself as the actor on the receiving end 

of persecution, he does not take on the role of victim but of defender of the country. Bolsonaro invites 

his listeners to join him in defending the national interests that his opponents are said to be attacking. 

He claims to be suffering persecution, and that also helps delegitimise his opponents. Moreover, when 

focusing on social actors, the speeches by Bolsonaro construct an idea of a collective “us” headed by 

Bolsonaro himself and an antagonistic frontier comprised of those who oppose him. The listeners of 

the speeches are discursively oriented to position themselves in the “us” group, representing the 

national interest of Brazil. 

2.3. Discussion 

This chapter aimed to examine how Bolsonaro constructed a claim of persecution in his 

speeches that correlates to the questioning of the electoral system in Brazil. The speeches refer to 

Bolsonaro as a political figure who is gradually more targeted for speaking his mind on the electoral 

process. It leads the audience to assume that having views that differ from the majority is precisely the 

cause of the persecution of Bolsonaro. As he describes it, political persecution divides the public 

sphere into two extremes: the persecuted and the persecutors. That aligns with the division into two 

antagonistic groups, “us” and “them”, characteristic of populist discourse. Bolsonaro leads the “us” 

group and includes a general conceptualisation of the people. That is the group that represents the 

national interests, according to the speeches. The politician relegates to the “them” group those 

antagonising him: the opposition, represented by the left, the press, and an imprecise establishment. In 

his discourse, Bolsonaro defines social actors throughout the speeches analysed in an effort for like-

minded listeners to identify with his claims and what he represents. That expands and strengthens his 

claims.  
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3. Fraud accusations 

Clean, transparent, and auditable elections became a cornerstone of Bolsonaro’s speeches on 

electoral systems. These features became a political demand for him, representing the claims he brings 

forward. Although general criticisms of electoral systems have been present throughout the career of 

Bolsonaro, fraud accusations were a recent call, mainly prominent during his presidential mandate. 

The suspicion regarding the electoral process in his speeches at first distrusts the results of electronic 

ballot boxes. However, it evolves into questioning the whole electoral system, including other 

institutions involved in it. It is worth noting that Bolsonaro questions the results of his election, an 

unexpected move that strengthens his claims.   

This chapter discusses the specific strategies through which Bolsonaro shares his distrust of 

the electoral system. It focuses on how he presents those claims in a way that resonates with the 

public, primarily through ontological claims. By resorting to particular interpretations of the facts he 

presents, Bolsonaro can make allegations that resonate with the public, discursively creating an aura 

of suspicion around the process and the institutions behind it that gives him support for the claim of 

electoral fraud. 

3.1. Questioning the machine 

Since becoming president, Bolsonaro has made increasingly frequent claims of fraud in 

electoral systems. To add weight to his accusations, he resorted to reports of fraud in previous and 

current elections in Brazil and abroad. He also focused on standard procedures in an electoral process, 

favouring an interpretation that put them under suspicion. Altogether, the facts presented by 

Bolsonaro regarding electronic ballot boxes make the accusations of the past echo in the 2022 

elections, giving strength to proposals and projects against electronic votes.  

I continued my public life, and then, in 2014, with the election of Dilma Rousseff, I thought 

to myself: “Wow, where is Brazil going? How can it be that these people are elected and re-

elected in Brazil?” We had just finished eight years of Lula with all those accusations of 

corruption. How is it? Where are we going? What have these people been doing in the minds 
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of the Brazilian people to convince them to vote for them? Although I have always been 

suspicious of our electronic voting in Brazil. (Speech nr. 2) 

Bolsonaro questions the results of the 2014 elections based on ideological positions and 

personal suspicions, as illustrated by the quotation above. He uses rhetorical questions to emphasise 

his scepticism regarding the election of his opposition, raising suspicion. The questions discursively 

suggest that the re-election of Dilma Rousseff was not natural and must have been attributable to a 

hidden strategy. By mentioning corruption, Bolsonaro already associates the opposition with 

fraudulent conduct. Finally, Bolsonaro mentions his suspicions on electronic voting, associating the 

suspicions he raised about the 2014 elections and the suspicions about the electronic ballot box, 

implying that the election was frauded. Through such rhetorical questions, Bolsonaro reinforces his 

personal views while encouraging the listener to consider the issue based on them. 

And I will say more: I think I was only elected because I had many votes because our 

electronic system is completely fragile and susceptible to fraud. … Certain ideologies [in 

South America] have discovered that the way to power is through the vote, possibly subject to 

fraud through this system that we still have there. (Speech nr. 1) 

Conversely, when discussing the 2018 elections, Bolsonaro is more assertive than when 

discussing the 2014 elections. In the quote above, although initiating his claim tentatively, he finishes 

the first sentence with an emphatic claim on the fragility of the Brazilian electronic voting system. It 

is an unexpected claim since Bolsonaro is questioning his own election. The opposition is also central 

here, as “certain ideologies” imply a disregard for the referred ideological standpoint, namely the left, 

which would be responsible for committing election fraud. By having his elections as his most 

substantial argument, Bolsonaro conveys more legitimacy and authority. It creates a sense of urgency 

and fraud that, according to his speech, almost happened but did not succeed. He also highlights the 

importance of people who oppose the left to support him, as the amount of support he had in 2018 

was, according to him, what ensured that the fraud exposed by him failed. 
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Here [in South America], a little further to the left, the vote was on paper; everyone is a slave 

to their decisions, but up north, it is an electronic vote. That leaves a question. Further south, 

there is another country that I will not name, but it rivals us, especially in football, and we see 

the difficulties that country is going through. It would be great for these three countries, along 

with eight others that border us, to be prosperous, but here in South America, it is like [there 

is] a donkey’s head forcing us to the left. (Speech nr. 10) 

The fraud allegations made by Bolsonaro are not limited to the Brazilian case, as he relates 

the political and economic situation in other countries based on their voting methods. In those 

allegations, he often omits the names of the countries, but based on what he said previously, he refers 

to Chile, Venezuela and Argentina. Bolsonaro discursively ties the economic hardship these countries 

are going through to the voting method utilised in each country. We can also see him criticising the 

left insofar as he associates leftwing tendencies in the region with the buried head of a donkey. The 

expression is a popular saying in Brazil, used when things are not progressing as they should or are 

not happening for seemingly inexplicable reasons. He briefly denounces electoral fraud when he 

associates electronic voting with whether or not the population is responsible for the situation. Herein, 

it is possible to infer that if Brazil continues to use paper ballots, the country may follow the example 

of its South American neighbours of left-leaning and economic hardship, encouraging listeners to join 

him in questioning electronic voting. 

I believe from the evidence I have in my hands, which I will show you shortly, that I was 

elected in the first round, but in my understanding, there was fraud. And we do not just have 

someone’s word for it; we have proof, which I want to show you shortly because we need to 

approve a secure system for counting votes in Brazil. Otherwise, it is open to manipulation 

and fraud. So, I believe that I was elected because there were many more votes in the second 

round than you might expect. And it would have been very difficult to commit fraud at that 

time. (Speech nr. 2) 
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The quote above further illustrates how Bolsonaro used the 2018 elections to call people for 

action. He initially approaches the subject from the perspective of a personal belief in the likelihood 

of fraud. Then, after mentioning the proof he has of the fraud claims, he expresses a higher degree of 

certainty in his argument through the necessity of changing the electoral system to ensure its 

reliability. As evidenced by the pronoun usage in the passage, belief is presented as an individual 

stance, while the need for change is related to the collective “us”. Hence, Bolsonaro constructs a 

discursive shift from personal assumptions to a collective need for action that, if not taken, will lead to 

manipulation and fraud in the elections. 

Although Bolsonaro seeks to strengthen his claims by promising to present proof of the fraud 

that happened in the 2018 elections against him, his argument is at times vague and unspecific. The 

proof stays as a promise, but the politician argues that he was elected despite the fraud, given the more 

substantial number of votes he received in the second term. However, a larger number of votes is 

expected in the second round of an election, as the votes to other candidates from the first round are 

redistributed among the two candidates that advance into the second round. As such, Bolsonaro 

presents a distorted interpretation of a regular aspect of elections on two-round majority systems to 

affect the shared understanding of the situation.   

What he said in the livestream, I also said to everyone: that there was fraud going on in the 

2018 elections. When the number 1 was pressed, 13 would appear on the screen, and the vote 

would be finalised. There were dozens of videos. Dozens of people called me throughout the 

night of the first round of voting in 2018. That is the truth. (Speech nr. 6) 

Bolsonaro never presented the concrete proof mentioned in speech number 2 regarding the 

2018 elections, but he brought up third-party accounts on multiple occasions throughout his speeches. 

The anecdotal evidence provided by Bolsonaro is specific, which conveys credibility. It implies the 

opposition, since 13 is the number of the left-wing candidate who went to the second round with him. 

This time, the opposition is explicitly linked to the accusation. Bolsonaro replaces the vague suspicion 

of electronic votes in earlier speeches with specific allegations involving the opposition, which, 

according to Bolsonaro, are known to him since the night of the first round of the elections. 
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We go around, and people talk a lot about the printed ballot. ... Since I and the Brazilian 

Parliament embody the will of the people, that will be done next year. I have always heard 

that democracy is priceless. We have the resources to buy the zones their respective printers. 

What we want is for people, after voting, to be sure that their vote goes to that president, 

governor, senator or deputy. And for that person to be able to represent them effectively in 

Parliament. (Speech nr. 4) 

Over time, Bolsonaro shifted the focus to the following elections, to happen in 2022. Still 

questioning the trustworthiness of the electronic ballot boxes in his speeches, he becomes invested in 

supporting a printed ballot bill. The bill proposed the adoption of printouts on electronic ballot boxes 

to audit the elections, reinforcing the accusations of fraud in the ballot box through the need for 

auditions. He begins his argument in the above quotation by saying that he has been hearing from 

people that they want the printed ballot to be implemented. By doing so, he presents the situation as a 

demand from people, not himself. Bolsonaro also expands the possible targets of electoral fraud by 

suggesting that vote tampering may occur not only in presidential elections but for all elected 

positions. Therefore, he discursively constructs a collective demand in two different ways: it is 

collective both in the sense of emanating from the people and representing a predicament that could 

impact various political actors. 

In the speeches discussed in this section, Bolsonaro went from a vaguely defined suspicion of 

the electronic ballot boxes to factual questioning of the electronic vote. The allegations, however, 

have something in common: they all show a distrust specifically of the results of elections. At this 

moment, his main enemy is the left-wing opposition, which is pointed out to have benefited from the 

fraud Bolsonaro claimed throughout his speeches. Overall, it is possible to note an intriguing 

development in the argument of Bolsonaro, as the individual belief of fraud starts being presented as a 

collective demand, a claim with which his listeners can identify themselves. 
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3.2. Questioning those behind the machines 

The electronic ballot box, however, was not the only focus of Bolsonaro for long. In mid-

2021, his questioning of the electoral system expanded fraud allegations to an institutional level. The 

printed ballots demand is less significant than in previous speeches, and the focus gradually moves to 

other aspects of the voting process in Brazil, namely other branches of power and their role in the 

electoral process. Bolsonaro even goes on to say that he trusts the electronic ballot boxes: “we trust 

the machines, and I trust the machines. I do not trust those behind the machines” (Speech nr. 8). He 

positions himself as someone who is exposing the electoral fraud, while also confronting political 

actors that could be responsible for it. 

And there [at the TSE], there is a safe room that nobody enters. The vote count is a public act. 

Any of you must understand how the votes are counted. It does not matter if you know about 

technology or not. And how is it done? Nobody knows. Could it be that it is done correctly? It 

could, but we cannot have the suspicion. We cannot end an election where one side will not be 

satisfied with the result. And look, I am the chief of the Executive. The normal thing would be 

for the chief of the Executive to conspire to remain in power. I will never do that. I will give 

the [presidential] sash to anyone, but they have to win in a transparent vote. (Speech nt. 7) 

Bolsonaro discursively constructs measures to ensure the security of the process under a 

suspicion frame by claiming that no one can enter the room where votes are counted and that the 

population does not know how the voting takes place. With that, Bolsonaro implies that specific parts 

of the process are being kept from people. Moreover, Bolsonaro puts himself in the position of 

guardian of the process by making recognising the electoral results a choice. By putting himself as the 

subject of an active voice sentence, he puts himself and the person who does that action, meaning he 

is the one who decides on which terms he will accept the results. Any opposition is referred to here as 

“they”, and Bolsonaro confidently challenges them to win the elections in a “transparent” manner, that 

is, in a straightforward process that every citizen can understand, that is to say, without fraud. This 

reference further supports a populist division of social actors discursively constructed by Bolsonaro, 
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with the politician protecting the people, who are being deceived, from an antagonistic enemy. As a 

result, people are encouraged to side with Bolsonaro, who is defending their interests. 

But I would add that the vote has to be counted; we cannot run in an election with the slightest 

suspicion that something is wrong. And you can be sure that I believe that the elections will be 

clean and trustworthy this year, that we can only participate in the elections in this way. We 

cannot accept it. Because look who is talking, many accused me of being a dictator, of wanting 

to carry out a coup, etc. We are doing exactly the opposite of what we were accused of; we want 

clean elections. And you can be sure that we have ways of collaborating with our dear TSE, 

with our dear Alexandre de Moraes, our dear Barroso, and Fachin to make this happen. (Speech 

nr. 6) 

According to Bolsonaro, Brazilian elections ought to be more reliable. As he says that the 

process will be “clean” and “trustworthy”, he implies that the process does not possess those 

characteristics at the time. In addition, he ensures his participation in the elections but conditions it to 

its trustworthiness—which, according to him, is not the case. Bolsonaro makes a logical-rhetorical 

appeal: saying that he is refusing to participate in the elections or accusing him of creating the 

conditions for a coup, in his logic, means agreeing with the suspicions he raises about the electoral 

process.  

The quotation above also illustrates how Bolsonaro introduces a new enemy to the 

discussions on electoral systems. He frames his plea for clean and trustworthy elections as direct 

proof that he is not aiming for a coup, contrary to what is expected. In parallel, Bolsonaro explicitly 

mentions the Superior Electoral Cout and three of its presiding ministers. When referring to them, the 

term “dear” is out of place, as at the time, Bolsonaro had been particularly critical of the magistrates 

and the institution they represent. As such, by saying that he is doing the opposite of what is expected 

and drawing attention to those who accuse him, he suggests that his accusers are the ones 

undermining the electoral process. 
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We will have clean, trustworthy and auditable elections. Is that too much to ask? Certain 

things are obviously underway. What did the TSE do at the end of last year? They invited the 

Armed Forces to take part in an electoral transparency commission; the Armed Forces were 

invited. Well, we were invited. I think they forgot that the head of the Armed Forces is me. ... 

We went inside the TSE and raised more than 500 vulnerabilities; you did not hear wrong, 

more than 500 vulnerabilities. We presented them with a dozen suggestions that could solve 

many things, still not perfect, but it was what we could present. What did the TSE do? They 

started ignoring the Armed Forces, implying that we should withdraw. I am not going to 

retreat. We are going until the end. (Speech nr. 11) 

The inspections of the electronic ballot boxes and following suggestions made by technicians 

from the Armed Forces became a tool in which Bolsonaro would criticise the reliability of the 

electoral system. He appeals to the Armed Forces as an authoritative institution that adds credibility to 

his claim. As the quote illustrates, they are on the same side as Bolsonaro since the president is, as he 

highlights, their commander. Bolsonaro invites the listener to reflect on the actions carried out by the 

TSE regarding the elections with his rhetorical questions. The final inquiry, however, is set so that he 

can orient the understanding of his listeners of the situation. According to Bolsonaro, the TSE ignores 

the numerous vulnerabilities pointed out in the inspection, which suggests corruption on their side. By 

contrasting the invitation for the Armed Forces to participate and subsequent obstruction of their 

participation, Bolsonaro creates an aura of suspicion around the TSE. He also positions himself as a 

fighter who will not retreat in the face of adversity and who will fight for his country. 

And finally, one of the suggestions made by the Armed Forces—suggestions that have 

nothing to do with election secrecy—is that, at the end of the day, after 5 pm, when the 

elections are over, the data comes here via the internet, and there is a cable at the end that 

feeds the secret room of the Superior Electoral Court. Can you believe that? A secret room 

where half a dozen technicians say at the end: “look, that is who won”. One of the suggestions 

is that this same cable that feeds the secret room, the computers, be branched off a little to the 
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right so that we also have a computer on the side, from the Armed Forces, to count Brazil’s 

votes. (Speech nr. 7) 

The ideological dispute between right and left also featured in the criticisms Bolsonaro 

levelled at the electoral system. In the above quote, Bolsonaro initially delegitimates how the vote 

count occurs when he describes what he calls the “secret room” and the technicians involved in the 

process. Then, he mentions a suggestion that would allegedly improve the security of the process by 

reviewing the count to validate it and two aspects of how Bolsonaro expresses the recommendation 

stand out. The first one is the direction of the branched cable, “a little to the right”, in which 

Bolsonaro aligns the political right with the verification of an allegedly fraudulent process. The 

second one is the lexical choice of specifying that the right would count the votes of Brazil. The 

specification is unusual, as no other votes could be counted. It suggests that these votes of Brazil are 

votes aligned with the national interest he claims to defend, and those are precisely the ones being 

frauded. In his argument, Bolsonaro then delegitimises how the vote counting is done and asks for the 

process to be overseen by trustworthy actors, namely the Armed Forces and the right, to ensure the 

interests of the people on the side of Brazil. The discursive move puts his opposition, symbolised here 

by the idea of a political left, as those trying to fraud the elections, and the TSE becomes the 

facilitator of the fraud. 

Why does Fachin hold meetings with ambassadors? When I do it, I get prosecuted, and I am 

the one who deals with the Federal Police, according to the Constitution, not anyone. He has 

committed a crime, and he commits it thinking of what? What did he say at that meeting? He 

said, “75 ambassadors, when the result is in on Sunday night, your head of state must 

immediately recognise the winner of the elections”. Can you understand the Datafolha? 

Datafolha is right, ok, that is it, or not? Is that clear? (Speech nr. 12) 

Another way Bolsonaro addressed the 2022 elections under a fraudulent frame was the 

meeting between the TSE and foreign ambassadors. The argument in the previous quote is explicitly 

consistent with the claims of political persecution made by Bolsonaro. The politician criticises the 
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then president of the TSE, Luiz Edson Fachin, for asking the ambassadors to recognise the results of 

the elections as soon as they are released. Immediately after, he asks two rhetorical questions about 

Datafolha, a polling institute, and the implied answers relate to the situation presented before. 

Electoral surveys, especially Datafolha, were also constantly criticised by Bolsonaro. The argument 

he constructs casts doubt on both the meeting and the surveys conducted by Datafolha, suggesting that 

the TSE is interested in his defeat and that Datafolha is misrepresentative of the vote intention of the 

population. 

Some say, the press [says], that I am saying this because I am afraid of losing. I will hand it in 

without any problem. As it is said: “clean elections”. As the saying goes: “in a democracy, it 

is common to lose an election, but you cannot lose a democracy in an election”. (Speech nr. 

11) 

A significant aspect that can be noted in the speeches of Bolsonaro is how he manages to turn 

personal claims into collective ones. That is true for the previous quotations analysed and is the core 

idea of the extract above. He turns his usual remark on clean elections and an association between 

democracy and elections into collective claims, presenting them as maxims common to discussions on 

electoral systems. This makes his convictions appear to be demands from others, to which he is giving 

voice. Moreover, it can bring the audience closer to his interpretations of the facts he presents as 

fraud. 

3.3. Discussion 

In this chapter, I focused on how Bolsonaro makes fraud allegations in his speeches. 

Bolsonaro claims to be “just showing facts, reality; this is the Brazil of each and every one of us” 

(Speech nr. 5). He presents facts and situations as truthful accounts of reality. What emerges from the 

data extracts reported here, as well as from the overall analysis, is a gradual change in how fraud is 

constructed in the speeches of Bolsonaro. Initially, the focus is on the machines, with the former 

president contesting previous results in Brazil and other countries. Suspicion becomes the grounds for 

discrediting future electoral results, with Bolsonaro questioning how the electronic ballot boxes 
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operate. Here, the focus shifts to those behind the machines, namely the TSE, which, according to 

Bolsonaro, not only does not act to make the elections more trustworthy but also seems to be 

interfering with the process, conspiring with the left. As Bolsonaro expands fraud accusations in his 

speeches, so do the groups he claims to promote it. The enemy is, at first, restricted to the political 

opposition frequently represented by the left but grows to include the ones responsible for 

operationalising the electoral process and polling institutes. Throughout that change, suspicion gives 

way to conviction, and the certainty of fraud puts democracy at risk. As the nature of fraud in the 

speeches of Bolsonaro changes from just tampering with the results to a complex scheme, he presents 

himself as the defender of the electoral process in a battle against those who want to manipulate the 

process and, consequently, jeopardise the country. As such, people are invited to join him in the 

defence of the interests of Brazil.  
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4. Freedom as a counterforce 

Freedom is a common theme in political speeches all around the world. Being a universal 

ideal, it can be mobilised by diverse groups. Bolsonaro evokes the idea of freedom from an 

independence and free speech perspective, especially within the political context of discussions on the 

Brazilian electoral system. As, according to Bolsonaro, the elections are shown to be increasingly 

compromised, freedom is presented in his speeches as a counterforce to the persecution and to the 

fraud he argues that there is. The idea that emerges from his speeches is that people should fight to 

make elections free. 

This chapter assesses how Bolsonaro discursively mobilises the idea of freedom and how that 

is connected to the systematic delegitimisation of the Brazilian electoral system. The concept is 

vaguely defined throughout the speeches, being more relevant as a fundamental right that is being 

threatened and needs to be protected. Bolsonaro stands as such a protector of freedom and asks the 

people not just to support him but to join him in this fight. The value proves to be an essential aspect 

of his argument, as the analysis provides a better understanding of how the former president utilised it 

under different lights to influence the shared view on the electoral system in Brazil. 

 

4.1. Freedom and the risk of losing it  

Bolsonaro uses the idea of freedom to orient interpretations of the social world, justifying a 

specific understanding of the electoral system in Brazil. Alongside this, being such a universal 

concept, freedom has a myriad of meanings. To understand the relevance of freedom to the 

questioning of the elections in 2022, we need to look into how Bonsonaro constructs it and what this 

discursive approach reveals. One of the ways in which Bolsonaro defines the concept is by associating 

it with different situations used to suggest what freedom is. He outlines the idea by associating it with 

various situations to respond to the persecution and fraud constructed in his speeches. As central in the 

speeches as the idea of freedom itself is the possibility of losing it. 

Freedom is not clearly defined in the analysed speeches, which is made possible by it being a 

universal concept. While discussing attacks he had been suffering from mainstream media and on 
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social media, Bolsonaro mentions “freedom, our greatest good” (Speech nr. 5). He employs a short 

and general apposition to highlight the relevance of his persecution argument. Here, choosing the term 

“good” gives not only the idea of an asset but also of something desired. Similarly, when commenting 

on the rejection of the printed ballot bill, he underlines: “I am a democrat, I value freedom, and I want 

the right thing” (Speech nr. 10). Although again undefined, Bolsonaro deems freedom as a value 

worth connecting to his personal image, equated to democracy and, similarly to the previous quote, 

something desired. Likewise, when discussing the approval of a regulatory framework for the internet, 

freedom “is not dissociated from the oxygen we breathe, and we will do this so that our Brazil can be 

free” (Speech nr. 3). The then president again uses the term without a precise definition, as a wildcard 

for situations that he considers relevant and for desired outcomes. As Bolsonaro extensively employs 

the term freedom in his speeches, its meaning becomes blurred. Together, these quotes illustrate how 

the lack of definition is beneficial, as it allows the concept to be utilised in different contexts and with 

different aims. 

In the streets, people are already asking the government to issue a decree, and if it issues a 

decree, it will be complied with. It will not be challenged by any court because it will be 

complied with. And what would be in the text of this decree? It would contain the clauses of 

the fifth article of the constitution. (Speech nr. 3) 

On different occasions, Bolsonaro refers to Article 5 in the Brazilian constitution, which 

ensures “the right to life, to liberty, to equality, to security and to property” (Constitution of the 

Federative Republic of Brazil, 2013, p. 13). As illustrated by the quote above, he promotes a decree 

that, according to him, would restate it. By doing so, he suggests that Article 5 has not been enforced. 

As Bolsonaro discusses the issue of freedom immediately before and after the quote, it is clear that he 

is not referring to all the rights under the article but specifically to freedom. He also claims that the 

demand for freedom comes from the streets, from the people. A lawful account of such value, coming 

from an authoritative social institution such as the Constitution and requested by the people, adds 

significance to the claim of freedom. 



56 

 

Sometimes, we do not have the power to solve things, but you have to show which side you 

are on. Are you on the side of democracy, or are you not? Do we have freedom of expression, 

or do we not? (Speech nr. 5) 

A significant perspective in the speeches of Bolsonaro is the freedom of speech, with the 

politician stressing his right to unrestrictedly speak his mind, a prerogative that is also extended to his 

allies. In the previous extract, Bolsonaro presents a division of reality into two sides. The parallelism 

suggests that, on one side, we have democracy and freedom of expression, and on the other, the 

absence of both. Bolsonaro also mentions a need for the audience to choose a side. Based on the 

constructed argument, however, there is only one side that could morally be chosen: the side of 

democracy and freedom. Both are rather universal values, not specific to any side of the political 

spectrum. Although it would be unusual for a political actor to be against such a comprehensive idea, 

in the speeches of Bolsonaro, the concept is associated only with specific social actors. From the way 

he presents them, it is implied that only Bolsonaro and his allies are on the side of democracy and 

freedom, and any groups that antagonise him are also against those values. 

But the occasional interference of a few gets in the way of everyone's well-being. And I say 

that getting in the way of everyone’s well-being, the greatest good I think I have—each 

person can make their own judgement—is not my life. It is my freedom. A person without 

freedom cannot live. (Speech nr. 5) 

Within a discursive logic of opposition between an “us” group and an antagonistic frontier, 

the generic “them” is constructed in the speeches of Bolsonaro in such a way as to oppose the 

freedom defended by the “us” group. Bolsonaro argues that the other side, as illustrated by the above 

quotation, hinders the well-being of everyone, of the people. He also refers to that interference as 

occasional and only carried out by some as a way of downplaying it. This way, he exposes and 

counters the other side while making his opposers seem weak. His image, by contrast, is strengthened 

by the apparent support of most people.  
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Another interesting aspect observed in the previous extract is the association Bolsonaro 

makes between freedom and life. This connection is another instance in which he refers to freedom as 

the most significant asset a person can have. He compares freedom with life, nearly equating the two 

in importance, but states that freedom is more important for him. To conclude the argument, he 

expands his personal view, asserting that without freedom, as well as without oxygen, as stated in 

speech nr. 3, a person cannot live. By making his point a general statement, Bolsonaro orients the 

listeners to share a view of freedom that starts individual but becomes collective through discourse. 

Where is Brazil heading? To talk about God, you must have freedom, to talk about the 

electronic ballot box, you do not have freedom to criticise a vote by a Supreme Federal Court 

you do not have freedom, you could be arrested. Where are they going? This car is going 

downhill. Can one still pull the handbrake? I think so, even considering the behaviour of 

people. (Speech nr. 11) 

Bolsonaro presents his opponents as opposers of freedom as well. Institutions within the 

judiciary branch are also discursively portrayed by Bolsonaro as opposed to freedom, as evident 

above. Through his questions, Bolsonaro invites the audience to reflect on the situation he presented 

and orients that reflection by listing aspects within the public sphere that he claims are being 

constrained, associating all with a lack of freedom. He starts from a general element, religion, and 

proceeds to more specific claims, such as the questioning of EVMs and the Superior Electoral Court 

(STF). Although the claims become more specific than in previous examples, Bolsonaro uses the 

generic “you”, which makes his statements more relatable. Finally, he explicitly assesses the situation 

as undesirable by using the car metaphor, which suggests that Brazil is decaying but leaves room for 

hope and action. Bolsonaro presents a negatively framed situation that suggests an increasing loss of 

freedom as they are gradually presented in a gradually more specific manner, maintaining a sense of 

shared responsibility with his audience. 

I am sorry, for God’s sake, I do not want to be the guy, but if the other guy had been in my 

place, I do not think we would be living in freedom anymore. Nowadays, we have exactly 
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those people who are supposed to uphold the Constitution, but they do exactly the opposite. 

Just now, when he said here that they did this to such and such a person, imagine what they 

would do to me if they imprisoned a deputy for eight months, let alone with you. (Speech nr. 

12)  

The social actors classified in the “them” group by Bolsonaro in the claims of persecution and 

electoral fraud also oppose freedom. Another example is the political opposition, synecdochically 

represented by “the other guy”, the candidate who disputed the 2018 elections with him. By claiming 

that the opposition does not uphold the constitution, Bolsonaro emphasises their role in persecution 

and the advantage they would get from manipulating the electoral process. He ends his argument by 

extending the threat of persecution and loss of freedom, suggesting the political opposition could 

target anyone, including people in the audience.  

The fraud claims promoted by Bolsonaro also relate to how he wants the elections to happen 

ideally. When talking about the 2019 Argentinian elections, Bolsonaro said: “may one vote—I ask 

God, right? —may one vote with reason and not emotion. Let populism not speak louder than the real 

needs that everyone has here” (Speech nr. 1). Although Bolsonaro asks people to act on reason, he 

tends to rely heavily on emotions when building his claims, as illustrated by the following quote: 

You have met prototype dictators in Brazil, not only many governors but also many mayors, 

like, for example, in Araraquara, where dogs and cats were consumed so that they would not 

starve to death—and the mayor there has a name, and he is from the PT, coincidentally. (...) 

Imagine if the PT guy had been in my place; you would not be here. Maybe there would not 

be any more dogs and cats in Brazil, like in Venezuela. (...) What is at stake here, folks, is not 

whether we are going to eat dogs or cats, which is a natural consequence. It is whether we are 

going to live in freedom or not. (Speech nr. 6) 

Bolsonaro resorts to moral panic to portray a hypothetical scenario in which the Workers’ 

Party would have won the 2018 elections. He associates the opposition with fake news of people 

starving and resorting to eating cats and dogs in Venezuela and in a city in Brazil governed by PT. 
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That is later presented in the quote as a “natural consequence” of losing freedom. Bolsonaro frames 

the opposition and consequential loss of freedom as a moral crisis, evoking strong emotional reactions 

that intensify the undesirability of such a situation. 

I remember when I was a kid. Sorry here; I am going to wrap it up. I trapped a little bird once, 

there were lots of curió in Vale do Ribeira, and my father scolded me. Bird trapped. I said, 

Dad, but there is birdseed, there is water. He said, “I am going to lock you in a room with a 

guitar”. I wet my trousers. I learnt there what freedom is. I cannot understand a legislator 

being locked up for seven months. If he made a mistake, we can all make mistakes; that 

would never be the punishment. What is the limit of certain people in Brazil? What is the 

limit of these people? (Speech nr. 5) 

Bolsonaro frequently tells stories of his childhood in his speeches, offering the audience cues 

on how to interpret given situations. In this story about the curió, he presents his father as the 

authoritative figure who teaches his son a lesson about freedom, which is passed on to the audience by 

Bolsonaro. Then, the politician associates the story with the political persecution of his allies, again 

highlighting that it could happen to any in the “us” group. Curió is a bird known for its beautiful voice 

and is an endangered species, much sought after for its song. By associating the two stories, 

Bolsonaro attaches the symbolism of the curió to the people who are persecuted. According to him, 

they, too, are being trapped because of their voice and losing their freedom. 

I remember a phase that marked my youth, as well as many of my age. Kids would make a 

fuss and throw rubbish into the well, into the cistern, and in addition to a beating, Dad would 

say to us, “you only value the water in the well after it is dried up”. And with freedom, it is 

the same; you only value freedom after you have lost it, but to get it back, excuse the 

swearing, folks, it is going to be fucking hard; it is going to take 50, 60, 70 years to get it 

back. (Speech nr. 6) 

Another story from the youth of Bolsonaro emphasises the danger of losing freedom. His 

father is again the teaching figure, and Bolsonaro passes on that knowledge to the audience. With this 
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story, he denounces the difficulty of regaining freedom once it is lost. As with the water in the well, he 

claims, people will only value freedom once it is lost. Unlike the water in the well, though, freedom 

can be recovered, but he emphasises how difficult that would be. His argument suggests that the best 

course of action would be never to lose it, calling on his audience to join forces to safeguard freedom 

and ensure they never run out of it.  

Freedom is evidenced as a core value on which Bolsonaro bases his claims. Although not 

clearly defined, the ideal is praised throughout his speeches, connected to other values that support 

and complement it. The “us” and “them” dichotomy also orients the understanding of freedom in the 

speeches, as the conceptual emptiness of the value allows it to become a general demand for the “us” 

group and a tool to antagonise the “them” group. Another relevant aspect in the discursive 

construction of freedom in the speeches is the risk of losing it, and the scenarios marked by the lack of 

freedom demonstrate its importance in the argument presented by Bolsonaro. Ultimately, Bolsonaro 

uses those aspects to give credibility to his claims and bring cohesion to his supporters. 

 

4.2. Fight for freedom 

The risk of losing freedom creates a need for it to be defended, and those in favour of it 

should join the fight—that is a frequent argument in the speeches of Bolsonaro that focus on that 

value. The battle emerges from the division between two groups, “us”, the people aligned with 

national interests, and the antagonistic frontier “them”, who pose a risk to the country. As Bolsonaro 

discursively constructs a threat to freedom and other values associated with it, he sets the ground to 

urge the “us” group to join the fight to defend them.  

Nowadays, what we see is that we are one of the few countries in the world that can say that 

we are still democratic, that we still have freedom, even though there are centres of corrosion 

on this issue. (Speech nr. 12) 

Democracy is a concept associated by Bolsonaro with the idea of freedom. It is used as a 

value in the above quotation, losing its meaning as a system of government and being held up as an 
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ideal, something desired and, according to Bolsonaro, rare. When he uses the pronoun “we”, he claims 

that the lack of democracy around the world, as well as of freedom, is not just his reading of the 

situation but a collective one. That brings Bolsonaro closer to the audience and extends the point of 

view presented by the politician to the “us” group, reinforcing its collective identity.  

In another speech, Bolsonaro directly addresses the importance of that group in defending 

freedom: “and your presence here strengthens us. I say ‘we’, plural, to all of us: we cannot give up 

what is most sacred to our lives, our freedom” (Speech nr. 17). There is already an established “us” 

group, that does not necessarily include the listeners. Through his speech, Bolsonaro brings the 

audience from the second person to the first person, including them in the concept of “us”. From then 

onwards, he uses the pronoun “we”. With that collective identity established, Bolsonaro presents 

freedom as the most crucial demand of the group he claims to speak for.  

That is what, in my opinion, a large part of the Brazilian population wants. This is not a 

football championship, where we see a big crowd saying: “Look, it was a handball, but it is 

more enjoyable with a handball”. For elections, this is not worth it; what is worth is 

seriousness, and what is worth is transparency. And we are going to lose or win inside the four 

lines [of the constitution], now those who are inside the four lines will not admit to stepping 

out of it, there is an obligation, an obligation to make those outside the four lines come onto 

the playing field. And that is being Brazilian, that is being patriotic, that is being a democrat, 

that is safeguarding freedom. (Speech nr. 6) 

When discussing democracy, Bolsonaro often mentions the four lines of the Constitution. It is 

one of various references to football in his speeches, as the sport is a critical element of how he 

connects and engages with his audience. In the quotation above, the reference to football is deepened 

by the metaphor of a handball. Bolsonaro makes a parallel between the elections as they are and a 

football offence that aims at gaining an illegal advantage and that nullifies any goal that comes from 

it. Thus, as in handballs, any elections under suspicion of unlawful advantage by the other side should 

be deemed invalid. Bolsonaro urges people to join him in defending the polls. However, while 

claiming to protect it, he simultaneously attacks its grounds by invalidating how they occur in Brazil.  



62 

 

I have one more request than Solomon had in the past, which was wisdom. I also ask for the 

strength to resist and the courage to decide. The world faces serious problems in economic 

terms, with the aftermath of the pandemic and a war that will affect us all. But I understand 

that there is something more important than this, that we are living through the first moment, 

the second is more complex. I understand that in many countries, there is a fight between 

good and evil. We have something very important to defend: we have principles, we have a 

tradition, and we have freedom. We are against abortion, against gender ideology, against the 

legalisation of drugs; we defend the family, private property and the freedom to arm 

ourselves. We are normal people. We can live without oxygen but never without freedom. It is 

in this spirit that I have fought for 28 years in Parliament and for the last three years ahead of 

the Federal Executive. (Speech nr. 9) 

In this extract, Bolsonaro works on a discursive division between good and evil. That division 

is based on principles, traditions and freedom, suggesting that one side defends them and the other 

endangers them. The politician divides those sides based on principles and moral agendas relevant to 

him and his supporters. Bolsonaro speaks from an “us” perspective, defining “us” as regular people, 

the good side. In his speeches and general argument, freedom is not extensive to everyone but 

constricted by what is good and desirable for a specific group: “us”.  

The division mentioned above is referred to as a fight: a fight between good and evil. 

Bolsonaro takes this battle upon himself, claiming to be fighting it throughout his political career. 

Moreover, he includes the whole group in that fight by claiming that the “us” group has essential 

values to protect and cannot live without their freedom. In another synecdoche, in which oxygen 

represents life, Bolsonaro suggests that there is no life without freedom, an idea that foreshadows a 

biblical reference at the end of the same speech: “fear nothing, not even death, except eternal death.” 

(Speech nr. 9). Death is not to be feared, but a life without freedom is. This suggests that the 

unspecified decision at the beginning of the quote associated with the idea of resistance echoed in 

three other speeches (Speeches nr. 8, 9 and 12) might be a decision to rally people to fight alongside 

him.  
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What am I doing here? I am showing you something I did not need to show you. It is much 

easier for me to be on the other side of the counter. Which president would tell you this and 

with clarity, with great detail and with truth? What do I want with this? I do not want to be 

enslaved. I do not want to see my family, which is my patrimony, as much as your family is 

your patrimony, have their freedom castrated. To be enslaved, to be turned into vegetables 

here in this rich, marvellous country. (Speech nr. 11) 

In the extract above, family is presented as one of the motivations to join the fight for 

freedom. Having the “us” and “them” division as a background evoked by mentioning sides of a 

counter, Bolsonaro resorts to moral panic to amplify the threat of losing freedom through emotion. 

The motivation to fight is intensified by evoking the idea of enslavement not only of oneself but also 

of their family. Just as freedom is a universally accepted value, its opposite, enslavement, is generally 

deemed undesirable and immoral. As such, the sides presented are framed under an even stronger 

right and wrong dichotomy, where those who oppose Bolsonaro are discursively presented as 

advocators for enslaving and castrating the “us” group. The politician relies heavily on affect to 

convey the idea of urgency in defending freedom. 

The military, when they take up arms, swear to give their lives for their Homeland. Those 

who took to the streets this past First of May, as well as the many other millions who could 

not make it to the streets, I am sure will give their lives for freedom. Nobody can be happy if 

they do not have freedom. ... I am a citizen, and I fight for freedom. I am also a captain in the 

Army; I swore to give my life for the Homeland. I thank God for the honourable and difficult 

mission of being here. He alone can explain the survival and election. (Speech nr. 3) 

The fight for freedom in the speeches of Bolsonaro evokes imageries often associated with 

war. The politician frequently mentions the Armed Forces and his military rank, offering more 

credibility to his arguments through authority. Patriotism often escalates to giving your life for your 

Homeland in his speeches. These two notions, especially when presented alongside each other, evoke 

an imaginary of war. As such, Bolsonaro puts himself as a central actor in that fight, highlighting his 
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role as captain in the Army, oriented by God. As the self-proclaimed leader of the proposed battle for 

freedom, Bolsonaro asserts that, as he is ready to give his life for freedom and join the battle, millions 

of others would do the same, validating and normalising more extreme reactions from his audience in 

defending freedom by protecting the electoral system from the antagonistic group.  

Will they want to block my social media, the social media with the most interactions in the 

world, will they want to break one of my legs? Is that democracy? It is not. It is playing 

outside the four lines. Nobody wants to play outside the four lines. We want respect; more 

than that, we demand it. Please do not go too far. I swore to give my life for my country, and I 

will give it for freedom, too. (Speech nr. 5) 

The fight for freedom is constantly framed in the speeches of Bolsonaro as a fight for 

democracy as well. However, the constant delegitimisation of the opposition, the press, other 

institutions and, in general, the electoral system in Brazil suggests otherwise. In this final quotation, 

Bolsonaro claims that his opposers are not following the Constitution. He indicates that, as in football, 

one cannot play outside the lines; all players within this political match must abide by the rules of the 

game. By saying that no one wants to play outside the lines, Bolsonaro is not only referring to the 

claims of his opposers that sustain they are playing by the rules, but he also refers to himself. When he 

pleads that others do not go too far, an implicit threat is suggested in the last line of the quotation: the 

fight in which he would give his life for freedom. Through implicit threats such as the above, 

Bolsonaro invites his audience to join him in an alleged defence of freedom by attacking the electoral 

system, giving them hope.  

4.3. Discussion 

In this chapter, I examined how Bolsonaro employs the idea of freedom as a political demand. 

The value, in his speeches, operates as a response to the persecution and the fraud allegations also 

made throughout his time in office. Overall, he does not define the concept of freedom, treating it in 

general terms as a fundamental right. However, Bolsonaro makes his position clear regarding which 

claims are to be accepted under the banner of freedom he proposes, who are the ones who speak on 
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behalf of freedom, and who is not entitled to do so. Lacking a fixed meaning, freedom is invoked as 

an empty signifier to help Bolsonaro articulate distinct aspects of his claims and bring people together 

around the same ideal. Moreover, freedom and the other values associated with it are presented in the 

speeches as a desired approach. At the same time, their loss is conveyed through affect to convince the 

audience of the need to act in a particular way. Taken together, the speeches suggest that through 

implicit threats of not accepting the lack of freedom, Bolsonaro urges his supporters to engage in 

action to stop an electoral process that has been delegitimised for years by himself, his political allies 

and supporters. 
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5. Discussions and conclusion  

The present study set out to assess how political actors convincingly question established 

institutions. More specifically, the main question in this thesis sought to determine how Bolsonaro 

discursively used the questioning of the Brazilian electoral system to influence others into supporting 

him. To understand that, I looked at how the electoral process is depicted and criticised in official 

presidential speeches and how it is articulated as a demand by Bolsonaro. The analysis of the speeches 

indicated three overarching themes through which Bolsonaro depicts the institution: persecution, 

fraud and freedom. These approaches provide relevant insights into how populist discourse is 

constructed. The findings are further elaborated in the first two sections of this chapter, along with a 

broader contextualisation of the analysed phenomenon and possibilities for further research.  

5.1. Delegitimation of the electoral system  

Throughout the four years in which Bolsonaro was in office, he has claimed to be subject to 

non-stop political persecution. Initially, he was the sole target of the reported persecution, but as time 

went by, he started arguing that his pursuers were not harming just him. As persecutors attempted to 

fraud the Brazilian elections, the target was then the whole country. The threat to democracy, the 

speeches suggest, was a threat to the constitutional right to freedom of every citizen in Brazil. 

Evidence presented in this thesis indicates that Bolsonaro gathered support through the expansion of 

individual opinions on the electoral system, making his individual claims a collective one. Persecution 

became collective as it was framed as an accusation of fraud, and he gathered his supporters around 

the idea of freedom to motivate action. This way, I argue, Bolsonaro could criticise the electoral 

process to rally his followers.  

The most elementary criticism Bolsonaro makes regarding the electoral process frames it as 

political persecution. The politician presents himself in the speeches as a social actor targeted because 

of his beliefs, specifically how he assesses the election situation in Brazil. Bolsonaro, however, does 

not take the role of victim but defender. The victims in his speeches are the people, whom he protects 

and ensures the well-being of at the expense of his own. The analysis evidences that Bolsonaro 

legitimises himself mainly through altruism, making others more likely to approve of him, agree with 
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his ideas and strengthen their identification with him as a political figure. That is one of the ways in 

which criticising the electoral system brings Bolsonaro closer to his supporters and offers room for 

identification with him. 

Allegations of fraud are discursively constructed as a collective version of that persecution, 

meaning it is a way of targeting not only him but the entire population. Here, the ontological claims in 

which Bolsonaro gives particular interpretations to stories and facts are crucial to constructing his 

argument. Legitimation of the fraud claims in the speeches relies significantly on a hypothetical 

future, as past accusations of fraud may repeat themselves, and new fraud may occur. Therefore, 

actions taken now are crucial to future developments. As fraud goes from suspicion to certainty in his 

speeches, Bolsonaro creates an urgency that evokes a collective need for action to prevent the threat 

posed to the whole country, strengthening the bonds with others who have the same suspicion as he 

does.  

Freedom is deeply connected to both the previously discussed themes in the speeches 

analysed in this study. Bolsonaro relies on the value to articulate the individual persecution he claims 

to suffer and the collective danger posed by the electoral fraud he presents. He utilises freedom as a 

core value with no particular meaning except freedom of speech. That meaning ties in with the idea of 

persecution by being the reason why the persecution he claims to suffer is morally wrong, and to fraud 

as it is the right he claims to be exercising to fight this danger. The way freedom goes from an 

individual value to a collective one also resembles how persecution becomes collective through fraud. 

Claims related to the risk of losing freedom and the need to fight for it are legitimised through 

emotion, specifically fear, triggering people into action. As fear is a powerful emotion, the discursive 

focus of freedom and the risk of losing it can be explained by its power to persuade people, as in war 

situations, to give their lives for what is good and virtuous. Bolsonaro asks his supporters precisely for 

that—to give their lives for freedom.  

Persecution, fraud, and freedom are guiding threads of the argument developed by Bolsonaro 

to question the Brazilian electoral system. They are used to legitimise his ideological stance and the 

actions he suggests people should take while delegitimising the electoral process as it is and those 

who defend its continuity. His discourse strategies aim to secure popular support as president and, 
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later, as a presidential candidate. Furthermore, the intense criticism also provides him with grounds to 

question the electoral process and for his supporters to question the outcome of the elections, as seen 

on 8 January 2023. 

 

5.2. Populist discourse in electoral systems  

The impossibility of reducing the constitutive heterogeneity of discontentment, demands, and 

identities in Brazilian society to a singular group or claim makes articulation crucial to any politician, 

which is no different from Bolsonaro. Evidence presented in this thesis supports the view of 

Bolsonaro as part of a broader populist trend in which political actors around the globe resort 

increasingly to this political articulation that discursively constructs identities. To question the 

Brazilian electoral system, Bolsonaro constructs a discourse from which emerges an idea of a 

“people”, so typical when discussing populism, based on articulating demands, antagonism and 

heterogeneity, potentialised by affect. These efforts are evidenced throughout the speeches and seem 

particularly relevant to how he persuades his audience. Each of those aspects upholds an overall 

broader support base that provides him political capital and that the former president has mobilised 

during his time in office, in his electoral campaign and after his defeat in the ballots, culminating with 

the insurrection of 8 January 2023.  

The speeches of Bolsonaro show a variety of uses of the concept of freedom despite a need 

for a specific definition. Generally, that is crucial to construct a cohesive group. Freedom is used in 

different contexts, seemingly aiming at wide-ranging goals, such as, but not restricted to, a response to 

both persecution and fraud claims. The flexibility of meaning and the range of interpretations it 

receives throughout the speeches indicates that freedom is an empty signifier frequently utilised by 

Bolsonaro in countering the discursive hegemonic regime. Emptied of meaning, freedom can resonate 

with distinct groups, which gather around the same idea of freedom that Bolsonaro, as the leader, 

unifies. As such, the concept has the power to articulate collective identification by connecting 

different segments of the population and their diverse demands, i.e., moral agendas, democracy, 

national interest and fulfilment of the potential of the country. The empty signifier equates those 
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demands with fraud allegations through chains of equivalence, making it a stronger demand to his 

audience. Such a versatile signifier is crucial for the formation and cohesion of the “us” group and 

essential in securing broad-based support for the politician.  

Similarly, electoral systems are detached from a specific meaning in the analysed material. Its 

framing varies from a technology susceptible to fraud to a process run by corrupt social actors. 

However, unlike freedom, the idea of the electoral system has a meaning in the speeches of Bolsonaro 

that differs from how other groups understand it, as it is articulated to other demands that are not 

characteristic of the group represented by Bolsonaro. Those different meanings are hinted at by the 

argument of the politician when he says that other groups should be defending the electoral process, 

but act in the opposite way. As they have different meanings for different and often antagonistic 

groups, the electoral system becomes a floating signifier in the speeches of Bolsonaro, as they do not 

have a shared space within the chains of equivalence of the signifier in different social groups. That 

signifier can reinforce the ties between Bolsonaro and his supporters through its flexibility as a 

constructed shared demand. Additionally, it reinforces their collective identity by evidencing the 

opposition between them and other groups through these distinct meanings.  

The “us” group constructed in the speeches is not only based on the demands represented by 

empty and floating signifiers such as freedom and the electoral system. The discursive construct of the 

“people” needs to be named, and Bolsonaro did so on multiple occasions in the material analysed. Not 

only did he explicitly name the “us” group as the people, but he also claimed all legitimacy in 

representing the country for that group. Bolsonaro discursively centres the group around himself 

while including his interlocutors as possible supporters through references to “us”, inclusively 

encompassing the heterogeneity of identities he aims to aggregate. An overview of how Bolsonaro 

refers to that group, represented as persecuted, working against fraud, and defenders of freedom, is 

shown in Figure 4. The image shows how those references are open and unspecific, with only one 

group that is explicitly mentioned when Bolsonaro refers to the “us” group. The very idea of “us” in 

the speeches is, as shown, empty, and that is useful to make it more appealing to the distinct groups 

that constitute the supporter base of Bolsonaro. By representing the “us” group, Bolsonaro represents 

the people, constructed through articulating identities and demands equivalently linked to freedom 



70 

 

and the electoral system. Consequently, the constructed idea of the “people” and the aggregation of 

particular demands of the “us” group, especially in empty signifiers, bond Bolsonaro and his 

supporters discursively in political unity.  

Figure 4: Social actors identified in “us” and “them” groups 

 

Simultaneously to constructing the “us” group, the study also observed the relevance of an 

antagonistic group that is constantly delegitimised. When Bolsonaro frames the electoral process 

signifier as tainted by opposing forces and stresses the need for change, the speeches reveal other 

opposing interests and groups, generally referred to as an exclusive, all-encompassing “them”. Those 

heterogeneous views on the electoral system from the “us” and the “them” groups discursively create 

a political frontier that distinguishes those two groups through antagonism. Bolsonaro refers to the 

“them” group as the persecutors, corrupt social actors that work to fraud the elections and aim to 

destroy freedom—the exact opposite of how he depicts the “us” group. The “us” versus “them” 

dispute, evident in all the 12 speeches analysed, starts as an opposition to PT but grows to encompass 

different actors as they oppose Bolsonaro in his claims. Figure 4 also illustrates the groups portrayed 

by Bolsonaro as antagonists to the people in a more specific way than the “us” group. As antagonistic 

frontiers are unstable and constantly being displaced, the group Bolsonaro defines as the enemies of 

the people grows to include more social actors. It is also worth noting that those values mainly depend 

on opposition to values associated with the “us” group. In the speeches, as the “them” group tends to 

be portrayed as fundamentally opposed to the “us” group, one likely outcome is polarisation. The 
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antagonistic relationship creates a clear division that discursively and symbolically separates the 

people from the perceived common enemies, who threaten the rightful “people”, intensifying the 

growing polarisation observed in Brazil since 2013. That binary opposition simplifies the 

complexities of the political sphere. It reinforces a sense of collective identity among supporters who 

come together to oppose the threat to the electoral system and freedom.  

The role of affect is also crucial to comprehend how populist rhetoric can trigger responses in 

social actors. The analysis confirms that affect plays a big part in the discursive construction of 

demands and identifications in the speeches. Bolsonaro resorts to emotional framings to convince his 

interlocutors to identify with the “us” group and oppose the other side. Freedom is significantly 

heightened by affect in the material analysed. The politician resorts to emotionally charged stories and 

horrific future scenarios that resonate with his audience and guide them on what is right and what 

actions should be taken. Not only does group identification rely heavily on affect, but the articulation 

of demands is also constructed through it. Bolsonaro asks his supporters to give their lives for 

freedom as if summoning people to war. He depicts the possibility of losing that fundamental right in 

such an undesirable light that the situation feels powerful enough to instigate people to give their lives 

to protect it—and one possible implication of that is the behaviour of supporters of Bolsonaro after 

the 2022 elections. In his speeches, he says that his interlocutors can help him through vote and fight. 

A bombing attempt, encampments in front of military headquarters and the attack on the Congress, the 

Supreme Court and the presidential palace on 8 January are examples of situations that can be 

explained by such emotionally charged pleas from Bolsonaro to his audience. To different extents, 

these seem to be ways in which his supporters have offered their lives to protect the ideals defended 

by their leader to reject the election results and bring Bolsonaro back into power. Thus, the importance 

of affect is evident in the effectiveness of delegitimising elections in Brazil, but also in the 

mobilisation of supporters regarding an electoral outcome that was not favourable to Bolsonaro.  

There is convincing evidence to suggest that Bolsonaro was able to identify social discontents 

and aggregate emerging demands that responded to it, discursively creating a social division that 

intensified political polarisation and granted his group of supporters the status and representativeness 

of “the people”. His speeches encourage mobilisation and action through populist discursive 
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strategies, constructing a collective identity and generating broad-based support. Through a populist 

discourse, Bolsonaro turned his claims of electoral fraud and the need for change in the electoral 

system into a collective demand capable of questioning a trusted institution, raising support and 

mobilising his followers. Overall, the analysis suggests that even in the speeches delivered in the year 

of his re-election campaign, which would be expected to be broader to resonate with more people and 

get him more voters, Bolsonaro seems to have kept mainly his followers in mind when addressing the 

electoral system to the public. A possible explanation for the focus on his existing supporters and not 

on expanding his support base can be that Bolsonaro was creating the conditions for seemingly 

grassroots initiatives that would question the election results in the case of a possible defeat. His 

silence after the results were published, unusual in the Brazilian context, and the refusal to address the 

growing unrest in his final months in office support that assumption arising from the speeches 

analysed. Another point worth noting is that, unlike other accounts on populism in which studies 

identify an appeal to a grandiose past, in Brazil, the future is more relevant than the past. Despite 

eventually praising the military government, Bolsonaro instead appeals to the potential of the nation 

and a promising future. 

5.3. Conclusion 

The study of the discursive strategies employed by Bolsonaro to transform the questioning of 

electoral systems into a collective political demand adds to existing knowledge of present-day 

populism. Bolsonaro is inscribed in a global populist trend, being influenced and influencing other 

politicians around the world in their strategies. The findings of this study are timely and relevant to 

current political discussions, providing insight into the potential impacts of populist discourse on 

electoral systems and drawing attention to the challenges that such political articulation can present to 

democratic institutions. More specifically, populist discourse in the Global South context offers new 

possibilities compared to the Global North, as most of the previous research is focused on such 

countries. The study lays the groundwork for comparative analyses by providing a detailed 

examination of analyses of populist discourse. This work also contributes to a growing body of 

literature on populism by approaching the matter through the lens of epistemic governance 
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scholarship. Epistemic work was significant in unfolding the populist discourse in the speeches of 

Bolsonaro, as it helped unveil the strategies through which political actors influence others and their 

perceptions of the world. Populist studies can benefit from understanding how knowledge claims are 

articulated, unpacking how several aspects of populist discourse are constructed, specifically through 

facts, identifications and values. The framework complements the path drawn by Laclau and is further 

elaborated upon by following researchers to understand the discursive formation of an idea of a 

“people” as a specific social actor.   

Although this study has successfully demonstrated the use of populist discourse in the 

speeches of Bolsonaro, uncovering the approaches he chose to build identification with his supporters, 

it has certain limitations in terms of scope. Since the study utilised the official speeches publicly 

available by the government, it did not include either official speeches during the electoral period for 

the 2022 elections due to the Brazilian electoral law or public addresses in unofficial events. An 

additional uncontrolled factor is the social media presence of Jair Bolsonaro, a relevant aspect of his 

communication strategy, with a significance that was, indeed, referred to in some of the speeches 

analysed. The present investigation, however, was designed to assess the construction of discourse in 

the general communication of Bolsonaro with the public. Based on the literature on the symbiosis of 

populism and social media, I believe the affective dimension would be even more prominent than 

what was found in this study, and, therefore, the power of affect on populism could be better 

understood through such lenses. However, had the scope of this study been extended to incorporate 

such data, it would misconstrue different target audiences, which might make the results less clear. 

Evidently, a comparison of the ways in which political articulation differs based on the target audience 

could be an interesting research problem but would implicate a different focus to this study than the 

one I set out to explore. 

On that note, other investigation possibilities have emerged throughout my study. In terms of 

directions for future research, I suggest further work to be conducted on how actors on different sides 

of the ideological political spectrum construct their discourse through populism. Understanding the 

phenomenon as a type of articulation, not so much content-based, provides an opportunity to 

understand how opposing discourses compete for space in the public sphere. In this sense, it becomes 
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particularly pertinent to analyse how various antagonistic groups articulate the same floating signifiers 

within a given national context. Furthermore, a natural progression of this work would be to establish 

whether the epistemic claims of Bolsonaro resonate with his audience. It would be interesting to 

compare the claims made by different social actors, assessing how similar they are and their agenda-

setting role in the public sphere. Another possibility is a comparative study between Jair Bolsonaro 

and Donald Trump since there is an outspoken admiration and inspiration from the Brazilian 

politician. The social contexts of Brazil and the United States differ in many ways, making typically 

populist American references seem out of place in Brazil. Another exciting investigation would be to 

explore narratives that populist political articulations convey, examining, for example, how populist 

right-wing discourses in colonised countries integrate inclusion and exclusion in the construction of 

the people and the antagonist frontier, as most studies on populism in Latin American countries, for 

example, are focused on inclusionary perspectives that are generally put forward by left-wing 

discourse. Overall, populist studies are on the rise, but most research focuses on the Global North or 

frames other manifestations as adaptations of previous models. I hope this work can contribute to a 

more critical understanding of how examinations of the Global South can point out new trends and 

paths for the phenomenon beyond the simplistic explanation of a mere reproduction of models from 

the United States and Europe.  
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