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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the speeches of four world leaders, organized into 

four distinct, yet interconnected analyses. My central purpose is to explore how 

“nationalism” is rhetorically constructed in different contemporary cultural and 

national contexts. By comparing and contrasting the rhetoric of four world leaders 

speaking about nationalism, I hope to illuminate what various international appeals to 

nationalism share in common as well as how they diverge. This, in turn, will allow for 

analysis of the role that nationalist rhetoric plays in both local and global political 

contexts. The analysis begins with an examination of Emmanuel Macron’s Armistice 

speech (2018) and proceeds chronologically to engage with Narendra Modi’s election 

victory speech (2019), Donald Trump’s speech at the 74th United Nations General 

Assembly (2019), and Jair Bolsonaro’s speech at the same event (2019).
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

On October 22, 2018, President Donald J. Trump addressed a rowdy crowd at 

one of his signature rallies. In a space charged with divisive and inharmonious affect, 

Trump declared himself a nationalist:  

You know what a globalist is? A globalist is a person that wants the globe to 

do well, frankly, not caring about our country so much. And you know what, 

we can’t have that. You know, they have a word. It sort of became old-

fashioned. It’s called a nationalist. And I say, ‘Really, we’re not supposed to 

use that word?’ You know what I am? I’m a nationalist. ... Use that word. 

(Samuels, 2018, para. 4)  

Trump’s rhetoric served to fuel anxiety that the US was withdrawing from its 

longstanding ole as a global leader (Samuels, 2018). This anxiety could be seen in 

various places around the globe. Barely a month after Trump’s speech, in what several 

critics and journalists viewed as a direct response to Trump’s nationalistic rhetoric, 

French President Emmanuel Macron -- in his November 11, 2018 Centenary 

Armistice speech -- denounced the style of nationalism that had been championed by 

President Trump (Sant, 2018, para. 2). Months after Macron’s Armistice speech, on 

September 24, 2019, Trump in a speech to the United Nations, persisted with his 

nationalistic rhetoric. Elsewhere, moving from West to East, the Prime Minister of the 

largest democracy in the world and close Trump-ally, India’s Narendra Modi, 

delivered his reelection/victory speech. On May 23, 2019, after winning the reelection 
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by a historic margin, Modi delivered a speech that invited a collective imagining of 

Hindu nationalism. 

Whether it is Macron’s anxiety over an increasing nationalistic affect across the 

world, Trump’s anti-globalist, exclusionary and arbitrary racial nationalism, or Modi’s 

religious nationalism, such themes of national identity manifest both universally and 

locally. That is, while modern consciousness of nationalism for an Indian leader is 

different from that of a European or a North American leader, the complex localized 

themes of nationalism from each of these contemporary speeches ironically have a 

“global” appeal to a wide range of cultures and societies. Their speeches, then, are a 

gateway into these complex localized and universal themes of national identity. In the 

dissertation that follows below, I treat the speeches of four different leaders as “texts” 

for rhetorical criticism, interrogating how the speeches construct, at once, similar and 

singular visions of national identity. Specifically, I seek to address the following two 

questions: 

1. How do various world leaders rhetorically construct the idea of nationalism in 

their speeches? 

2. How do those constructions intersect and diverge?  

To answer these questions, this dissertation examines the speeches of four world 

leaders, organized into four distinct, yet interconnected analyses. My central purpose 

is to explore how “nationalism” is rhetorically constructed in different contemporary 

cultural and national contexts. By comparing and contrasting the rhetoric of four world 

leaders speaking about nationalism, I hope to illuminate what various international 
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appeals to nationalism share in common as well as how they diverge. This, in turn, 

will allow for analysis of the role that nationalist rhetoric plays in both local and 

global political contexts. The dissertation begins with Macron’s anxiety over an 

increasing nationalism across the world and proceeds chronologically to look at the 

speeches of other world leaders. Below is a list of the specific speeches I analyze:  

• Chapter 5 -- The “Devil” of Nationalism: Emmanuel Macron’s 2018 Speech at 

the Centenary of the Armistice. Here, I argue that Emmanuel Macron’s 

Armistice Speech on November 11, 2018 invites listeners to reject the ideology 

of nationalism through its narrative construction, evocation of past nationalist-

inspired wars, and utilization of God/Devil terms. 

• Chapter 6 -- The “Religion” of Nationalism: Narendra Modi’s 2019 Election 

Victory Speech. In this chapter, I argue that the Indian Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi in his 2019 election victory speech constructs a grand narrative 

of Hindu nationalistic unification by positioning himself as a Hindu sanyasi 

(ascetic), and by alluding to Hindu mythologies. 

• Chapter 7 -- The Illusory “Race” of Nationalism: Donald Trump’s 2019 

Speech at the 74th United Nations General Assembly. In this chapter, I argue 

that Trump’s 2019 United Nations Speech creates an illusory right-wing 

populism through its utilization of God/Devil terms, and allusions to cultural 

anxieties of the White conservative base.  

• Chapter 8 -- The “Colonization” of Nationalism: Jair Bolsonaro’s 2019 Speech 

at the 74th United Nations General Assembly. In this chapter, I argue that the 
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Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro in his 2019 UN speech constructs a 

colonial-nationalist vision of Brazil by positioning himself as an authoritarian 

populist savior and by imposing a colonial narrative on the indigenous tribes of 

Amazon.  

The dissertation’s four analytic chapters focus on the speeches referenced above 

from Macron, Modi, Trump and Bolsonaro; they are treated in chronological order 

(from oldest to most recent). Each chapter will be written as stand-alone analysis -- 

with an introduction, relevant historical context, critique/analysis, 

implications/conclusion -- connected by a narrative thread integrated throughout the 

dissertation. However, as many theories/conceptualizations such as nationalism, 

religion, cultural elite, collective memory, collective trauma remain a common thread 

between the speeches, they are presented in separate chapters before the analytic 

section (the speech chapters). Ideally, I would examine contemporary nationalistic 

speeches, one year after Macron’s speech, from several world leaders. Although, I 

intend to do this over the course of my career, for this dissertation I conclude with four 

chapters that explore nationalism through its various manifestations (religious, racial, 

populist etc.) across different cultures. 

1.1 Contemporary Context 

Before I dive into the theories surrounding national identity and nationalism, I 

briefly explore the modern day resurgence of nationalism, and the challenges the 

world faces from this extreme affinity towards the nation state. The unshakable and 

unyielding affinity towards the nation state was responsible for two World Wars, 
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which ultimately led to the creation of the European Union (EU) by two political 

prisoners of World War II - Altiero Spinelli and Ernesto Rossi. For the founding 

members of the EU and the United Nations (UN), the goal was to counter toxic 

nationalism to enter a new era of liberalization and globalization (Judis, 2018). The 

leading countries in Europe embraced this discourse and followed suit, establishing a 

single free market system with a disparate parliament, commission and a common 

currency (Judis, 2018, p. 82). The union even directed the countries to be liberal 

democracies in their membership criteria: 

Membership required that candidate country has achieved stability of 

institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights, respect for 

and protection of minorities, the existence of a functioning market economy, as 

well as the capacity to cope with competitive pressure and market forces 

within the union. (Judis, 2018, p. 83) 

Germany was one of the first countries to join the EU. After World War II, 

West Germany repressed and mandated the removal of nationalist sentiment that bears 

any semblance to their Nazi past. There was a certain uneasiness among Germans 

towards any such reference to their nationalistic past. 

The rest of the world and Europe had not seen the end of nationalism after the 

two world wars; the quest for domination over nations transcended well into the Cold 

War era. Civil wars and genocides were rampant in countries like Rwanda and 

Yugoslavia (Bieber, 2018). Nonetheless, the world did witness a period of decline in 
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the nationalistic fervor with ideas, goods, and people flowing across the world, 

witnessing a peak in globalization.  

With globalization came large scale flows of ideas, goods, people and food, 

allowing for an interflow of various cultures. Appadurai (2006) also describes the 

flows of globalization as  “forces of social uncertainty that are allied to other fears 

about growing inequality, loss of national sovereignty, or threats to local sovereignty 

and livelihood in the modern nation-state” (p. 7). Appadurai (2006) further 

conceptualizes that the pressures of globalization had led to an “anxiety of 

incompletion” (p. 8). Essentially, Globalization renders national and religious identity 

“incomplete,” causing an anxiety that aids nationalism and ethnic conflict. Modern 

notions of categorizing a dichotomy of majority and minority communities enables 

quantification of group characteristics, where certain characteristics are said to be the 

generalized across the group for every individual, consequently making the differences 

(between the majority and minority groups) more prominent. (Appadurai, 2006). 

Nationalism, therefore, was far from seeing its end as emerging nuclear powers across 

the globe in the 21st century experienced unnerving insecurities, and a sense of passive 

threat was felt among major powers of the globe due to globalization.  

The initial signs of revolt appeared when Marine Le Pen’s National Front (in 

France) acquired over 15 percent of the vote in 1995 presidential elections and the 

People’s Party in Denmark led a surprisingly successful campaign -- one which began 

with protests against Muslim immigration -- with over 7.4 percent of the vote in the 

1998 elections (Judis, 2018, p. 93). Twelve terror attacks were carried out in EU 
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member countries from 2004 to 2017, essentially fueling a rise of far-right political 

activists across the EU. Seen in this context, Britain’s 2016 vote to leave the EU was a 

breaking point of this rising dissatisfaction. Macron, who is a strong advocate of the 

European Union’s vision, did not hide his displeasure over Britain’s exit: 

Who told the British the truth about the post-Brexit future? Who spoke to them 

about losing access to the European market? Who mentioned the risks for 

peace in Ireland of going back to the old border? The withdrawal into 

nationalism goes nowhere. It’s just a rejection without a plan. (Gotev, 2019, 

para. 8) 

Macron frequently embraces this anti-nationalistic rhetoric, and his speech at the 

Armistice invokes these fears of rising nationalism, not just in France and the EU but 

all across the globe.  

Since the early 2010s, issues surrounding terrorism and immigration were 

deemed to be a catalyst for right-wing populism, contributing to an increasing unrest 

and leading to exclusionary ideals and policies (Bieber, 2018). Britain’s exit of the 

European Union was an illustration of this revival in right wing populism (Judis, 

2018). Feffer (2019) affirms that right wing populism is a reactionary ideal towards 

globalization. This reactionary ideology has manifested in the form of political leaders 

across the world, where the election of right-wing populist leaders such as Donald 

Trump, Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, and Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro, the rise 

and ubiquity of Hindu-nationalism in India, and the nation-first policies of Japanese 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe are representative of a growing wave of nationalism 
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(along with its various connections to religious nationalism, racial nationalism, and 

reactionary right-wing populism) which Hobsbawm once thought to be in peril 

(Feffer, 2019; Hobsbawm, 1990).  

In the subsequent pages, I explore various theories that are frequently utilized 

during the course of the four analytic chapters: perspectives and conceptualizations on 

national identity and nationalism, religion, negotiation of power and authority, 

collective memory, collective trauma and political crises. Before I dive into the 

critique of speeches, I present my “method,” which in the case of rhetorical criticism 

is really better described as a humanistic art than scientific mode of inquiry. Lastly, I 

conclude the dissertation by attempting to conceptualize what I term as “circular 

exigency.” I use the term to describe the various rhetorical relationships between the 

rhetor, audience and situations that manifest in both physical (speeches) and virtual 

(social media) spaces.  
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CHAPTER II 

NATIONS, NATIONALISM AND CULTURAL ELITE  

What do we mean when we refer to a “nation”? Have we been habituated to 

perceive nations for their boundaries? Or as a sovereign state with a political system? 

Or simply as a homogenous group of people with shared language and ethnicities? A 

primordial view of nations and nationalism posits that affinity toward the nation state 

comes from the individual’s roots through factors such as place of birth, religion and 

ethnicity. Specifically, it 

stems from the givens ... of social existence. One is bound to one's kinsman, 

one's neighbor, one's fellow believer, ipso facto; as the result not merely of 

personal affection, practical necessity, common interest, or incurred obligation, 

but at least in great part by virtue of some unaccountable absolute import 

attributed to the very tie itself. (Dawisha, 2002, p. 3; Finkel, 2016) 

This ideology of contemporary nationalism is upheld through a conviction that these 

nations are essentially “natural” communities sharing a common “land, ethnicity, 

location, history, belief, language and economic interest that ‘naturally’ should enjoy 

political sovereignty in a ‘nation state’” (Collins, 1991, p. 157). The notion of 

motherland/fatherland too comes from this naturalistic proposition that a nation is 

defined by its land and physical boundaries, where people share common traits.  For 

the proponents of a primordial perspective, national identity cannot be created, 

modified or destroyed. It is entrenched in the conscious awakening of each individual, 

unshakable and unyielding (Sreepada, 2021).  
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In times where the assumption of a primordial nationalism is once again 

ascendant, it is prudent to synthesize and be cognizant of the constructed nature of 

nationalism; that is, that nationalism is not inherent but rather is a creation of the 

cultural elite. I use the term “cultural elite” in a very broad sense as incorporating 

political actors, the state, media and entertainment industries, carrier groups, 

“intellectuals” etc. (I further dive into the conception and negotiation of power in 

chapter 3). The speeches of world leaders, the “texts” for my dissertation, are a 

commanding manifestation of this cultural elite. Therefore, I first establish that the 

idea of a nation state is essentially a manufactured one. Nationalism, at its core, is an 

ideology that legitimizes power by promising an avenue greater than oneself, 

demanding an unyielding loyalty towards the nation. In other words, it is an ideology 

that is wielded by the political elite, taking attention away from other issues plaguing 

society (Fuchs, 2019, 2020). At the same time, these constructions are embraced by 

individuals who wield their agency to be part of an affective, collective exaltation of 

national identification.  

To describe these various constructions of national identity and nationalism, I 

begin with Benedict Anderson’s (1983) Imagined Communities, in which he asserts 

that nations are imagined and created. These communities are imagined in the sense 

that their presence is not realized until their “creation” is recognized. From a 

modernist perspective pertaining to new nationalism studies, Anderson (1983) 

explains that people in a country consider other people as their fellow citizens with a 

perception of a shared sense of commonality; this commonality among heterogenous 
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citizens, however, is imagined. Anderson (1983) affirms that the combination of 

capitalism and print media created an imagined geographical network that, along with 

technological developments in civil engineering (roads and routes), helped transport 

national newspapers with stories constructed by the political and media elite. People 

on the same routes would meet, read the same newspapers, acknowledge the political 

authority and eventually become an integral part creating an imagined community.  

Compared to Anderson, Gellner employs a much more critical view of the 

affinity towards the nation state ((Sreepada, 2021). While Anderson stops at 

“imaginary,” Gellner asserts that nations are “fabricated” entities and that nationalism 

is by no means is a rendering of a nation’s “self-conscious awakening.” Gellner 

conceptualizes the nation as “a modern linking of centralized political authority, mass 

education, and print capitalism” (Wiley, 2004, p. 82; Gellner, 1983). Here, it is 

important to note that mass media play a major role in perpetuating a discourse that 

caters to these in-group’s/nation’s ideologies (Montiel et al. 2014; Anderson, 1983). 

To illustrate, the print revolution -- as was Gellner’s (1983) argument -- played a 

major role in the creation of a common U.S national identity. The dawn of the printing 

press along with the advancement of civil engineering enabled the federal government 

to propagate a collective identity (through the transport of newspapers) that previously 

had not been possible (Carey, 1988). 

Operating from a Marxist perspective, Eric Hobsbawm (1990) is perhaps the 

most critical of the idea of nationhood (Sreepada, 2021). Hobsbawm (1990) asserts 

that a nationalist cannot be a “good” historian as they are stripped of any critical sense 
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while presenting a nation’s collective memories. He further states that nations are 

neither a natural entity nor an eternal construct: 

Nations as a natural, God-given way of classifying men, as an inherent ... 

political destiny, are a myth; nationalism, which sometimes takes preexisting 

cultures and turns them into nations, sometimes invents them, and often 

obliterates preexisting cultures: that is a reality. (Hobsbawm, 1990, p. 10) 

For Hobsbawm, national identity is an invention, with myths perpetuated by 

the elites (and subsequently by people in a society) through repetition of a past that 

eventually materializes, allowing a legitimization of the status quo. Statues, education 

and public holidays further provide a continuity for the society, constructing step by 

step a common past for the future generations. Nationalism for Hobsbawm is 

inherently linked to class and functions primarily to maintain authority. According to 

Hobsbawm, the creation of national identity is to legitimize power rather than to 

provide any affect of kinship or group affiliation (Sreepada, 2021).  

The views of Anderson, Gellner, and Hobsbawm could be positioned as a 

response to the fetishist primordial view of nationalism (Fuchs, 2020), but there is a 

certain distinction among these three constructivist scholars. Anderson’s Imagined 

Communities is comparatively less critical of nationalism, as can be seen from his 

categorization of nations as “imaginations” rather than sheer “fabrications.” Anderson 

largely seeks to understand the “why” behind the origins of and reasons for 

nationalism. Nevertheless, adopting a view of a nation state that is either “imagined,” 

“constructed,” or “fabricated” by a perceived sense of commonality rather than a 
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material commonality primes us to employ a much more critical view of the ideology 

compared to the primordial view (Sreepada, 2021). These views are a departure from a 

primordial perspective towards nationalism that unilaterally states that nationalism is 

manifested from one’s roots which can encompass place of birth, religion, culture and 

traditions. Nevertheless, the unification of primordial nationalism with religion plays a 

significant role in the resurgence of modern day nationalism.  

2.1 The Religious Manifestation of Nationalism 

Naturalistic or primordial attitudes towards nationalism are further 

strengthened with the union of religion. Several scholars explored nationalism through 

its religious manifestation. Spohn (2003), for example, writes, “religion, despite the 

various forms of secularization, remains a constitutive basis of national identity and 

nationalism” (p. 268). Nationalism in the current milieu is perceived as a response to 

an inescapable phenomenon of globalization across the world: 

the main features of the modern age in the form of nation states, national 

economies, cultures and societies are structurally transformed by the growing 

impact of economic global forces, transnational political structures and a 

global secular culture. Therefore, the present worldwide revival of ethnic 

nationalism and religion, religious fundamentalism, and religious nationalism 

is primarily seen as a defensive reaction against the forces of globalization or 

the emerging world system. (Spohn, 2003, p. 266) 

The forces of religious and ethnic nationalism have become an essential feature 

of politics in several countries around the world. Religious nationalists believe and 
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understand religion as interlinked and even inseparable from nationalism (Rieffer, 

2003). There is an inherent assumption with religious nationalism that people 

belonging to one religion must wield the power to obtain political influence, 

participate in political activity, and impact political change. At an extreme, the 

religious group becomes the ultimate and only political unit for the nation (Rieffer, 

2003; Friedland, 2011), and in such a scenario, the nation is constructed and run as an 

extension of religious beliefs. At the heart of religious nationalism is a grand narrative 

of absolute Truth. I use Truth with a capital “T” to point consciously to the 

construction of religious nationalism as the ultimate reality of both the individual and 

the nation’s collective consciousness. This narrative is in tandem with that of God and 

religion, an affinity towards “divine law and religious authority” (Juergensmeyer, 

2010, p. 468). 

Religious nationalism in its ideological form essentially religion-izes politics. 

Political issues, strategies, and rhetoric are placed in a sacred context and religion 

becomes a core of national politics (Juergensmeyer, 2010). Both religion and 

nationalism individually provide an avenue for transcending the mortality constrains 

of the human form. Consequently, the congregation of religion and nationalism 

provide a much stronger transcendence for the collective. Zedania (2011), examining 

the context of Georgia’s religious nationalism, suggests that religious nationalism 

provides a primordial transcendent narrative of the nation’s existence and future 

survival: 
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Religious nationalism offers a sustained narrative telling the story of the 

survival of the Georgian nation in almost biologizing terminology grounded in 

theological propositions. The kernel of this narrative is about Orthodoxy 

saving ‘Georgian blood’, ‘Georgian genes’, and Georgian identity as such. (p. 

125) 

If we consider the case of India, this nationalism manifests as increasingly 

conflicting and contentious religious hegemonies (Sreepada, 2021). The collective 

Indian identity was in a state of severe crisis during British colonial rule (Baber, 

2000). The Indian nationalist movements that finally led to independence were 

essentially the new beginning of India, giving a new lease on life to the country’s 

identity (Sreepada, 2021). A conflict remained, concerning the substance of Indian 

national identity: 

Secular Indian nationalism has been characterized by ideas of syncretism, 

pluralism, and tolerance. In contrast, in Hindu nationalism, Hinduism or 

Hindutva is the source of Indian identity. Muslims are the principal adversary; 

Hindu extremists believe Muslims should be excluded while more moderate 

Hindu nationalists believe they must be assimilated, which involves accepting 

the central importance of Hinduism to Indian civilization (Charnysh, Lucas, & 

Singh, 2015, pp. 276-277). 

This conflict between the secular Indian and Hindu consciousnesses of the 

nation is not surprising if one considers their respective psychological appeals; both 

invite individuals to position themselves as higher and greater than their constraining 
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mortalities (Sreepada, 2021). In other words, embracing these concepts provide the 

“imagined communities” a deeper meaning of a divine order, while “claiming to 

provide identity for their followers and demand various degrees of loyalty in return; 

finally, both seek to provide the authority that gives social and political order a reason 

for being” (Baber, p. 64; Anderson, 1983, Sreepada, 2021).  

2.2 A Totemic perspective on Religion and Nationalism 

At the core of Anderson’s Imagined Communities is the notion that 

nationalism is akin to religion and kinship. Nationalism provides a transcendence, an 

affect that is similar to religion in many ways. In the same light, Durkheim (2008) 

[1912], provides a much more nuanced notion of individual and group agency that 

involves embracing religion and nationalism. Particularly significant is Durkheim’s 

(2008) [1912], work on totemic religions. Focusing on Australian aboriginal tribes 

with totemic beliefs, Durkheim writes that individuals of the tribe assemble in a group 

to worship the “totem,” a material that is divine and celestial. A totem can be “a 

person, object, plant or an animal” (Duffet, 2017, p. 150). The totem is nevertheless 

beatific in that it evokes an exalted state by inviting concentration from a collective 

consciousness. 

The assembly and worship of the totem, Durkheim (2008) [1912] writes, “ is an 

exceptionally powerful stimulant. Once individuals are assembled, their proximity 

generates a certain kind of electricity that quickly transports them to an extraordinary 

degree of exaltation” (p. 166).  
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Certainly, this group activity transforms individual consciousness into a 

collective consciousness with shared ideals, beliefs and behaviors. Individuals wield 

their agency to be part of this totem-worshipping assembly, which, for them, provides 

individual satisfaction that transcends into group exaltation. Worshipping a symbol as 

part of an assembly is commonplace in many religions. Whether it is an idol of a deity 

(in Hinduism), mantra chanting (in Buddhism), Namaz (in Islam), or congregation in a 

church (in Christianity), the group assembly in temples, mosques and churches 

provide an exaltation for the individuals, allowing them to transcend material 

mortalities. People remain in the state of exaltation long after the gathering, wanting 

and waiting to be part of the gathering again.  

Furthermore, totems are not necessarily religious. They can also be national 

totems such as the national flag, statues, or monuments of historical significance. 

Commemorative days and events illustrate the totemic assembly that Durkheim 

describes, echoing Anderson’s (1983) perspective on viewing nationalism as akin to 

religion and kinship. The congregation of religion and nationalism is ubiquitous in 

many modern societies. Religious nationalism manifests as the highest Truth not just 

in the form of a higher power (as God in religion), but also community as a higher 

power (as in national consciousness). Durkheim’s conceptualization allows us not to 

reduce nation and religion to merely a practice of the elite. While religious and 

nationalistic discourses are maintained by the cultural elite, individuals often use their 

agency to embrace the exalted affect of collective consciousness and assembly. 

Nationalism and religion would not exist without the collective embracing the 
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affectual transcendence that they provide: “It is only by uttering the same cry, 

pronouncing the same word, or performing the same gesture that they [people] feel 

themselves in unison” (Durkheim, 1912, p. 230). This affect of unison is 

psychologically desired by the individual, allowing for the existence and survival of 

religion and nation. This psychological process is further delineated in the next 

section.  

2.3 Group Affiliation and Social Identity Theory 

Looking at these concepts from a social psychological perspective – one that 

has been utilized by political and social science (including media and communication) 

scholars alike – brings other approaches, such as Social Identity Theory (SIT), into the 

conversation. Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) Social Identity Theory (SIT) explains 

individuals’ affinity towards certain groups based on their way of life, choices, social 

identities, and experiences. Essentially, the group with which one aligns becomes the 

in-group, while simultaneously “the others” are defined as members of the out-group. 

SIT explains the bias that individuals in an in-group have with an aim to enhance their 

self-esteem (both individual and group). Self-enhancement of the groups is an 

essential process for individuals considering themselves closely affiliated with their 

groups. Here groups can be forms of different affiliations such as religion, nation, 

caste and class. Self-esteem is closely linked to frequent comparison of in-groups with 

the members of the out-groups. Enhancing the in-group status eventually comes by 

diminishing the status of the out-group (Druckman, 1994).  



  Texas Tech University, Nihar Sri Naga Ganesh Sreepada, December 2021 

  

 

19 

 
 

Constructions such as national and religious identities provide individuals an 

avenue for aligning themselves with the higher Truth. Psychological theories further 

explain that this provides a sense of immortality for individuals, eventually reducing 

anxiety towards uncertainties of life (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1997, p. 

3). Individuals utilize their agency to closely align themselves with a strong 

ideological affinity towards a nation or religion. Consequently, individuals believe that 

they provide value to their nation and religion through their in-group affiliation 

(Dimmock & Gucciardi, 2008). Further, some of the exclusionary behaviors exhibited 

by individuals within the in-groups toward out-groups are explained through SIT. This 

group affinity however, is susceptible to extremism. Extreme affinity towards nation, 

religion and even “religious nationalism” can lead to conflict among the groups: 

In-group identification enables collective action on behalf of the ingroup and 

thus lay[s] the groundwork for violent conflict, pogroms and ethnic cleansing. 

Ethnic conflict and even genocide can then be seen as an extreme result of 

normal group identification processes. (Charnysh, Lucas, & Singh, 2015, p. 

268) 

In essence, while individuals wield their agency to acquire many benefits that a 

collective consciousness provides, an extreme manifestation of this collective 

consciousness leads to conflict and unrest in a society.  

Reviewing the many debates and perspectives on nationalism, across various 

fields and scholars, I was fascinated by the complexities of national identities and the 

dissection of texts that convey complex power structures behind the constructed 



  Texas Tech University, Nihar Sri Naga Ganesh Sreepada, December 2021 

  

 

20 

 
 

phenomena of national identity. I, therefore, adhere to the critical constructivist 

perspectives towards my texts to examine the various ways the power is created and 

negotiated through a construction of nationalistic ideologies. Nationalist ideologies 

have significant consequences that encompass the exclusion of certain communities, 

create civic/political unrest, and influence domestic and foreign policy making. With 

the modern ascendance of nationalism across several nations and its various 

manifestations, it becomes even more necessary to examine the ways power is 

negotiated through a critical dissection of various nationalist texts, including the 

speeches of political leaders, who I consider as the cultural elite.  

2.4 Cultural Elite: The Negotiation of Power in a Society 

I am cognizant of my several usages of the term “cultural elite”. I use this 

space to not only clarify my usage of the term, but also to build a nuanced discourse 

on the negotiation of power in a society. As my critique focuses on world leader’s 

speeches, manifestations of a cultural elite are an integral part of my dissertation. 

Political world leaders wield a considerable amount of power. However, while power 

is centrally located with the presence of the cultural elite, it is also dispersed, dissected 

and negotiated through agents in a society. Shils (1961) presents a spatial model to 

describe power dispersion and negotiation. The “‘centre’ of the society encompasses 

symbols, values and beliefs that govern the society” (p. 117) The centre is not 

necessarily a geographical entity but rather a belief system that runs through the 

society. Those located at the centre of this spatial structure hold several power 

positions, allowing them to devise and aide in the dispersion of common symbols, 
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values and beliefs. A society, therefore, irrespective of its pluralistic and secular 

considerations, has an official religion/belief system that the centre preserves. 

Essentially “the centre is a phenomenon of the realm of action. It is a structure of 

activities, of roles and persons, within the network of institutions. It is in these roles 

that the values and beliefs which are central are embodied and propounded” (Shils, 

1961, p.117). Therefore, the centre of a society is primarily defined by its beliefs and 

those who preserve the status quo.  

The centre consists of systems that are interspersed across the spatial 

arrangement. Economic, status, and class systems and institutions that preserve and 

cultivate the cultural values (e.g., education, church, etc.) are all part of the central 

system. There is a network connecting these sub systems with each of the 

organizations helmed by agents of power, and it is these agents I call the cultural elite:  

Each of these organizations has an authority, an elite, which might be either a 

single individual or a group of individuals, loosely or closely organized. Each 

of these elites makes decisions, sometimes in consultation with other elites and 

sometimes, largely on its own initiative, with the intention of maintaining the 

organization, controlling the conduct of its members and fulfilling its goals. 

(Shils, 1961, p. 118) 

These are people who hold authority, enjoy personal relations with other 

influential people, have common interests, and believe in similar societal goals. 

Needless to say, the elites do not always work in conjunction and neither do they 

always have the same ideals. In fact, there might be occasional rejection of the 
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dominant system or dissent among the elites, as with political leaders opposing news 

media. Nevertheless, the dominant common values (and laws) calcify into core belief 

systems of a society, eventually forming a “central value system.” Shils (1961) writes: 

“The central value system is central because of its intimate connexion with what the 

society holds to be sacred; it is central because it is espoused by the ruling authorities 

of the society” (p. 118). The central value system is neither a whole or an absolute 

value system of the society; it is, however, the most valued. This value system is 

frequently endorsed by the cultural elite and materialized as the norm: the status quo. 

Central to preserving the status quo is the acknowledgment and regard of authority: 

There is a minimum of appreciation of authority in every society, however 

liberal that society might be. Authority enjoys appreciation because it arouses 

sentiments of sacredness. Sacredness by its nature is authoritative. Those 

persons, offices or symbols endowed with it, however indirectly and remotely, 

are therewith endowed with some measure of authoritativeness. (Shils, 1961, p. 

119) 

This authority is preserved and maintained not only through elite constructions 

but also through human need for order (Burke, 1966). In fact, the human need to 

conform is fundamental and necessary to achieve transcendence of individual selves. 

Shils (1961) writes: “people have a need to be in contact with symbols of an order 

which is larger in its dimensions than their own bodies and more central in the 

‘ultimate’ structure of reality than is their routine everyday life” (p. 121). People’s 

inherent need to be part of the order preserves the status quo, cultivating and 
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upholding shared value systems. Again, by no means do I indicate that there is only 

one status quo and that each and every member upholds the status quo for a need of 

order and transcendence. There are individuals that rail against the status quo, 

sometimes referred to as the avant-gardes, who may in some cases become so popular 

that their ideas are integrated into the central belief system, eventually becoming part 

of the norm.  

Power is not equally distributed even in the most modern of societies (Shils, 

1961). Modern societies, with their unified and integrated political, economic, 

educational, and mediational systems bring different classes and sections of the 

society into a network of interdependent groups (Shils, 1961). Consequently, more 

people in the “periphery” are brought under the central value system through this 

network of institutions. Examples that are central to this dissertation include print 

capitalism and civil engineering, each of which connected many who were in the 

periphery to the central value system of national identity. Sustaining a common 

national identity involves pulling those on the periphery into the centre (when people 

in the periphery adopt the central value system), thus creating order. Through common 

national identity, the central value system in the modern world found a greater 

acceptance.  

While the connective systems of mass media bring in people who were 

previously in the periphery and felt disconnected and disregarded, proximity to the 

central value system can also occasion the rejection of central values. Those who feel 

that their values and welfare are neglected by those in power may feel excluded from 
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the system and consequently reject the central value system. Nevertheless, the ones 

with the “more intelligence,” as Shils (1961) terms it, find ways to integrate and 

infiltrate into the systems and contest for change:  

They become school-teachers, priests, administrators. Thus they have entered 

into a more intimate and more affirmative relationship with the ‘centre’. They 

have not in such instances, however, always overcome the grievance of 

exclusion from the most central zones of the central institutional and value 

systems. They have often continued to perceive themselves as ‘outsiders’, 

while continuing to be intensely attracted and influenced by the outlook and 

style of life of the centre. (p. 127) 

Modern democracies are not solely defined by the few people rejecting the 

central value system or by a small group of elites, but rather involve an interconnected 

and dispersed network of power systems, where people with agency become active 

citizens choosing to either enhance or undermine the central belief system. Max 

Weber identifies these networks and refers to them as “carrier groups”:  

Carrier groups are situated in particular places in the social structure, and they 

have particular discursive talents for articulating their claims—for what might 

be called “meaning making”—in the public sphere. Carrier groups maybe 

elites, but they may also be denigrated and marginalized classes. They may be 

prestigious religious leaders or groups whom the majority has designated as 

spiritual pariahs. (Weber, 1968, 468-517, as quoted in Alexander, p. 11) 
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Weber’s (1968) conceptualization of carrier groups provides nuance to our 

conceptualization of not only how power is negotiated or dispersed in a society, but 

also how collective consciousness and memory (a significant point of discourse 

throughout this dissertation) transform continuously in society. Another way to look at 

the notion of carrier groups is through Gramsci’s (1971) conceptualization of the 

“intellectuals”: 

 Every social group, coming into existence on the original terrain of an 

essential function in the world of economic production, creates together with 

itself, organically, one or more strata of intellectuals which give it 

homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not only in the economic 

but also in the social and political fields. (p. 5) 

These intellectuals, similar to carrier groups, are essentially the most resourced 

(intellectually and materially). They are the ones upholding the existence and carrying 

the legacy of a group. This is not to say that rest of the people in the society do not 

have an “intellect,” but rather, they do not have the social function of an intellectual. 

Though unequally, power is dispersed among several intellectuals in various sub-

systems that are part of the society. These intellectuals, just as the political state, are 

responsible for carrying a society’s culture, embedding and calcifying the values into 

the groups they represent.  

Regardless, this does not necessarily indicate a total power shift from the 

centre to periphery. Shils (1961) too, attempts to clarify:  
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There is much empirical truth in the common observations that rulers ‘look 

after their own’, that they are only interested in remaining in authority, in 

reinforcing their possession of authority and in enhancing their security of 

tenure through the establishment of a consensus built around their own values 

and beliefs. (p. 123) 

However, merely stopping at this assumption provides only a surface level 

understanding of the dynamic nature of power and societal operation. My 

incorporation of the “cultural elite” is both broad and fluid, involving agents that are 

carrier groups and/or the “intellectuals,” along with the political, media, and 

institutional elite. My critique, then, is primarily focused on one particular 

manifestation of the cultural elite: political leaders.  
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CHAPTER III 

NATIONAL IDENTITY: POLITICAL LEADERSHIP, COLLECTIVE 

MEMORY AND COLLECTIVE TRAUMA/CRISIS 

 

3.1 Political Leadership and Evoking Nationalism in Times of Crisis 

Political leadership and communication have long been at the center of crisis 

management. Kahn (2020) writes: “questions about leaders and leadership have 

intrigued scholars in both Western and Eastern civilizations for centuries. Plato, 

Confucius, and Machiavelli all speculated about leaders… and the qualities of 

leadership” (p. 8). An ideal leader, Kahn (2020) states “should possess knowledge, 

wisdom, and ability. They should lead by example and demonstrate moral and ethical 

behavior to retain their power and position” (p .8). Kahn (2020) goes on to categorize 

leadership as either transactional or transformational. Transactional, as the name 

suggests, is simply providing leadership for something in exchange. To illustrate, the 

leader and the people can have a transactional relationship, which can be attributed to 

some political leaders who seek to keep certain promises in return for votes from 

people. Transformational leadership on the other hand, does not confine itself to a 

transactional exchange; rather, the leader constantly engages the people and manifests 

as a transformational figure. People who follow transformational leaders are motivated 

by their personality. Through the two definitions (transactional and transformational), 

Kahn (2020) conceptualizes a leader as “someone who can make something happen 
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that would not happen otherwise” (p. 8); a leader is in a position of power to make 

something happen. Power is a significant factor in the subsequent discourse on crises.  

Boin, Stern, and Sundelius (2016) define crisis as: 

an undesirable and unexpected situation: when we talk about crisis, we usually 

mean that something bad is to befall a person, group, organization, culture, 

society, or, when we think really big, the world at large. Something must be 

done, urgently, to make sure that this threat will not materialize. (p. 2) 

Boin, Stern, and Sundelius (2016) state that a crisis can change the course of collective 

identity and memory (of a group), eventually marking a new, post-crisis era. The 

authors frequently use the term “collective stress,” especially when explaining major 

international crises such as 9/11. 

Here, I make an intervention and extend the definition of crisis to not just 

undesirable or unexpected “real” events but also undesirable events that are “illusory.” 

This intervention is in line with the definitions and understanding of “collective 

trauma.” If Boin, Stern, and Sundelius’s (2016) usage of words such as “collective 

stress” are any indication, in many ways crises and traumas are part of the same 

“stressful” phenomena. Collective crises or traumas such as 9/11 shape collective 

identities, eventually changing the course of the culture. Alexander (2004) writes 

“sometimes, in fact, events that are deeply traumatizing may not actually have 

occurred at all; such imagined events, however, can be as traumatizing as events that 

have actually occurred” (p. 8). I do not wish to insinuate that all crises or traumas that 

have a collective character are caused by imaginary events, but rather to point out that 
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the “experience” or “the feeling” of crisis/trauma can be real irrespective of whether 

the said “undesirable/ unexpected” events have transpired or not. 

Therefore, I evoke the socially constructed nature of crises, where the reaction 

from a leader is not always a response to the crisis, but rather a creation of an illusory 

crisis that is nevertheless perceived as “real” by the audience. This construction is 

deployed by the most powerful, the most influential, and the most resourceful of the 

society. Krzyżanowski (2019), for example, writes that the constructed nature of crises 

and responses to them “opened crisis to a strongly ideological use in particular as part 

of top-down projections of various formats of social and political action that 

could/should result in a change -- and hopefully an improvement -- of the social 

reality” (p. 468). In such a scenario, “crisis has often effectively ceased to be a 

description of the ‘real’ and became to a  large extent, an idea invented for ‘political’ 

motives” (Sum & Jessop, 2013, p. 396). This is also in line with Boin, Stern, and 

Sundelius’s (2016) assertions regarding the sway of some of these social and political 

agents: 

Crisis management in political systems provides direction even in the most 

difficult circumstances. So do the journalists who produce the stories that help 

to shape the crisis in the minds of the public. And so do members of 

parliament, public interest groups, institutional watchdogs, and other voices on 

the political stage. (p. 8) 

It is evident that Boin, Stern, and Sundelius (2016) are conceptualizing crisis 

as an actual concrete event that has transpired; nevertheless, the authors are aware of 
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the sway of several elite social actors in the process of handling the crisis. They also 

write: “When events or episodes are widely experienced as a crisis, leadership is 

expected. If incumbent elites fail to step forward, others might well seize the 

opportunity to fill the gap” (p. 8). The words “experience” and “opportunity” provide 

a glimpse into the rhetorical dimensions of crisis management. For the people, the 

crisis is “experienced” and the experience is real even when the crisis is constructed. 

For the leaders, a crisis is an opportunity to present their leadership agenda. If they do 

not take up the opportunity, they risk other potential leaders taking away their moment 

of power.  

The closest Boin, Stern, and Sundelius (2016) come to illustrating a potentially 

illusory aspect of crisis is when they write on the time constraints leaders face before 

providing a response to the public: “there is time pressure – regardless of whether it is 

real, perceived, or self-imposed – which means that some of the tried-and-tested 

methods of preparing, delaying, and politically anchoring difficult decisions cannot be 

applied” (pp. 43-44). The authors thus reference the potentially or partially illusory 

nature of how the leader perceives the crisis, but never question the nature of the crisis 

itself. 

I further illustrate the concept of an “illusory crisis” through the political 

constructions behind the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq and the ensuing conflict. The 

possession of weapons of mass destruction with which the U.S. government charged 

Iraq bore no fruit: none were ever found (Hiebert, 2003). However, the constructed 

crisis -- after the real and concrete crisis of 9/11 -- drove the perceptions of people in 
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the U.S. during the Iraq War. From a public relations point of view, Hiebert (2003) 

states that the “U.S. won the PR war in the country but lost everywhere else” (pp. 245-

246), especially when they attempted to “create” information on Iraq’s nuclear power 

program: 

Faked and forged documents alleged a transfer of uranium from Niger to Iraq. 

In Hersh’s words, “one member of the U.N. inspection team who supported the 

American and British position arranged for dozens of unverified and 

unverifiable intelligence reports and tips—data known as inactionable 

intelligence—to be funneled to M16 operatives and quietly passed along to 

newspapers in London and elsewhere. (p. 246) 

The news outlets across U.K. and U.S. passed over these fabricated documents, 

eventually allowing the Bush administration to further crystallize the crisis. As 

Hiebert, 2003, states, “the Weapons of Mass Destruction story line, nuclear, chemical, 

and biological, probably worked in the U.S. because mainstream mass media raised 

few questions about it, even though media in most of the rest of the world remained 

highly skeptical” (p. 247). 

Media played an important role in propagating the government’s strategic 

message to the American people, who were still reeling from the collective crisis of 

9/11 two years earlier. The Iraq invasion was thus constructed to be a response to the 

collective crisis/trauma of 9/11, terming it as the “War on Terror.” The crisis 

surrounding “weapons of mass destruction” that Iraq had allegedly possessed (and 

Iraq’s ostensible plan to attack the U.S.) was a construction. Nevertheless, the impact 
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of the constructed crisis (created by the elite establishment of the Bush administration 

and supported by the news media) was real.  

As mentioned, power plays a significant role in the negotiation of crisis (Kahn, 

2020). Not all crises are illusory, but the power of elite political leadership often 

manifests through rhetorics that deal in illusion. In the case of India, on February 14, 

2019, a convoy carrying 40 members of the “Indian Army’s Central Reserve Police 

Force (CRPF) was attacked by a suicide bomber in the Pulwama district of the Indian 

state of Jammu and Kashmir” (Ashiq, 2019, para. 1). The suicide bomber rammed his 

vehicle, which was stacked with explosives, into the convoy, killing all 40 CRPF 

personnel. A Pakistan-based militant group Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM) was reported to 

have claimed responsibility for that attack (Ashiq, 2019). Reacting to this crisis of a 

terrorist attack, Prime Minister Narendra Modi addressed a large gathering, 

emphatically stating: “to the large number of people who have gathered here, I would 

like to say the fire that is raging within you is in my heart as well” (The Times of 

India, 2019, para. 4).  

In both scenarios, whether it was the crisis response to 9/11 by the Bush 

administration or Modi government’s response to the Pulwama terror attack, the 

leadership adopted either an explicit or implicit narrative of “revenge.” The aspect of 

“revenge” then acts as a catharsis for the “collective stress” that is endured among the 

people. These responses to crises by the political elite are, in essence, a strategy to 

divert attention from the crisis while at the same time calling for a collective action of 

revenge from the common people. Hiebert (2003) writes, “the story always has a hero, 



  Texas Tech University, Nihar Sri Naga Ganesh Sreepada, December 2021 

  

 

33 

 
 

a crime, and a villain. The villain is inherently evil and irrational. If the hero can’t 

reason with the irrational villain, he has to defeat him” (p. 245). Such narratives, 

encompassing themes of good/evil, hero/villain, are frequent tropes used by world 

leaders during major international crises such as terrorist attacks.  

Boin, Stern, and Sundelius (2016) further write: “Crises occur when core 

values or life-sustaining systems of a community come under threat” (p. 2). Therefore, 

for the political elite, a substantial disruption manifests as an opportunity to either 

create a crisis that is supposedly threatening the national collective consciousness or 

respond to a threatening event such as a terrorist attack to further attribute binaries of 

good/evil to divert attention and public anger. In both scenarios, the aspect of revenge 

plays a significant role in the diversion process. I further dive into this notion of 

“revenge” during the discourse on collective memory and trauma. Boin, Stern, and 

Sundelius (2016) state that threat, uncertainty and urgency are the important elements 

of a crisis and its response. All three of these elements can be wielded by the political 

elite and may eventually manifest into real experiences for citizens, irrespective of 

whether a crisis is created or not. This notion of crisis is particularly important for my 

dissertation as the illusory elements feed into nationalistic calls by political leaders 

(particularly in Trump and Bolsonaro’s speeches). 

3.2 Collective Memory, Trauma and National Identity 

Dickinson, Blair, and Ott (2010) theorize public/collective memory as 

narrating a common identity of a group. Such memories are fluid, contested, revised, 

and constantly undergoing a recursive process of remembering and forgetting. The 
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contestation of collective memory is inherently a rhetorical process. Phillips (2004) 

writes: “The ways in which memories attain meaning, compel others to accept them, 

and are themselves contested, subverted, and supplanted by other memories are 

essentially rhetorical” (pp. 2-3). At the heart of this rhetorical process is the discourse 

of remembering and forgetting:  

Memory is life, always embodied in living societies and as such in permanent 

evolution, subject to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting, unconscious 

of the distortions to which it is subject, vulnerable in various ways to 

appropriation and manipulation, and capable of lying dormant for long periods 

only to be suddenly reawakened. (Nora, 1989. p. 3) 

Nora’s (1989) description of memory has several implications that I consider 

necessary for my dissertation. First, collective memory is a contested process, 

oscillating between remembering and forgetting. There is no remembering without 

forgetting, since remembering a certain event is forgetting another.  The dialectic of 

remembering and forgetting presents an intersection rather than a dichotomous 

affectual processes. Second, memory is vulnerable, as Nora (1989) says, to 

“appropriation and manipulation” (p. 3). Memories can be framed and manipulated to 

fall on the either side of the “dialectic of remembering and forgetting” (p.3). Third, 

memories that have seemingly been forgotten or ones that are “capable of lying 

dormant for long periods” can be suddenly reinvigorated and reactivated. As 

Dickinson, Blair and Ott (2010) point out, “memory is activated by present concerns, 

issues, or anxieties” (p. 8).  
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Through each of these three characteristics, I further seek to strengthen the 

notion that collective memory is a construction. Whether a group choses to remember 

or forget a certain memory, whether these memories are manipulated or appropriated, 

or whether these memories are reactivated or diminished, there is a construction 

involved. This construction is deployed and negotiated by the most powerful, the most 

influential, and the most resourceful of the society: the cultural elite. The cultural elite, 

as discussed above, encompasses a broad group of carrier agents and intellectuals 

who, in an ongoing rhetorical process, appropriate or manipulate the dialectic of 

remembering/forgetting and the (re)activation of memories and, as a result, have a 

disproportionate role in the telling and retelling of stories about the past.  

I further my argument below by focusing on the role of news media in this 

process of constant contestation. News media practitioners’ usage of certain symbols 

and discursive frames for recollecting particular events are constantly being contested, 

manipulated, and appropriated through a process of remembering and forgetting. 

Relatedly, Kuypers (2009) writes on media’s selective process of discursive frames:  

Frames are so powerful because they induce us to filter our perceptions of the 

world in particular ways, essentially making some aspects of our multi-

dimensional reality more noticeable than other aspects. They operate by 

making some information more salient than other information; therefore, they 

highlight some features of reality while omitting others. We rarely notice this 

process, especially the omission of information, because our public attention is 

highly selective; we too often rely upon and accept information that is easily 
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accessible. Our judgments about the world are in part due to what standards 

come to our minds, but also are related to information that is easily accessible. 

(p. 181) 

The aspect of “highlighting some features of reality while omitting others” is 

in close relation to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting. News media 

practitioners’ selection of specific aspects makes certain issues more prominent, and 

media further shape ways to promote or demote within the popular consciousness 

particular issues, representations, moral implications and recommendations (Entman, 

1993). The processes through which media promote or demote a specific attribute or 

aspect of an issue through visuals, symbols, texts, language is, again, inherently 

rhetorical. Mediated application of oppositional frames (within and among 

themselves) essentially render memory even more fluid than it already was, further 

enhanced by capitalism, transforming the ways memories are stored, reactivated and 

remembered/forgotten.  

The late capitalist period across the world has further accentuated competition 

among media, with several competing versions of one event being projected across 

various channels (Linke, 2015). The print revolution, a manifestation of late 

capitalism, has transformed the dominant memories of societies while also 

legitimizing a hierarchical system of elites (Lipsitz, 1990). Political leaders and 

powerful media organizations have the authority and the means to dominate the 

shaping of collective memories of a society. The cultural elite, of which news media 

are a part, have the ability to impose memories over the population by articulating a 
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dominant discourse surrounding the popular culture, even as other news media might 

provide oppositional readings and frames of events. Furthermore, capitalist 

competition among various outlets further renders memory fluid. Power and authority 

become major factors in capitalism, aiding in this contestation and negotiation of a 

society’s collective memory.  

Lipsitz (1990) and Linke (2015) follow Adorno and Horkheimer (2007 [1944]) 

in their conceptualizations of collective memory and its transformation through 

capitalism. For Adorno and Horkheimer, the culture industry is essentially a product 

of late capitalism that encompasses all fields of entertainment, including film and 

music. According to Adorno and Horkheimer, while the productions of the 

entertainment industry seem to represent and shape art, they are ultimately subject to 

the powers of economic gain. Essentially, art becomes a product of consumerism. This 

phenomena eventually strips the collective human consciousness from any critical 

discourse and independent thought. The culture industry takes over the reality of life 

and manifests as a filtered screen through which humans construct, experience and 

negotiate memory; the culture industry is a powerful manifestation of the cultural elite.  

Gramsci (1971;1985) provides a more nuanced perspective on the way mass 

media uphold the hegemonic structures of the society. Gramsci’s (1971,1985) 

conceptualization of cultural hegemony in a capitalist society emphasizes that the 

ruling class stays in power not through domination or force but rather though the 

spread of dominant cultural values, beliefs and ideals. The dominant ideology in a 

capitalist society, according to Gramsci (1971,1985), is disseminated by the mass 
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media and other institutions such as church, schools, courts, etc. Particularly, cultural 

hegemony manifests when people believe that their social and economic conditions 

are inherently materialized. In essence, capitalist hegemony manifests not through a 

singular ruling class, but rather through the sustenance of the dominant culture, beliefs 

and ideals mass media play a significant role in sustaining. These ideals are influential 

enough to lead media practitioners and journalists to consistently select, produce and 

disseminate content in line with the central belief system. While it is important to note 

that media may criticize the political elite, the criticism remains within the boundaries 

of the central value system, furthering calcifying the capitalist establishment. Here, I 

revert back to my discussion on the negotiation of power in a society, with carrier 

groups and intellectuals playing a major role in the preservation of the central value 

system (Shils, 1961; Weber, 1968; Gramsci, 1971). Mass media in a neo-liberal 

society, along with the political elite, carrier groups and intellectuals, remain a 

commanding manifestation of cultural elite.  

Late capitalism has also transformed the way we capture, record and relive 

memories. Assmann (2001) refers to the transformation in storing memory as the 

“history of changing media from orality and writing to ever more mechanical 

technologies of storing information” (p. 6822). The author further articulates “that 

there are two types of media in which memory of a group can be stabilized or 

transformed -- performative media and material media” (Assmann, 2001, p. 6822). 

Performative media are essentially categorized as festivals, rites, and ceremonies that 

connect to a symbolic date in a specific day of an year. These ceremonies, festivals, or 
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traditions recur regularly and revitalize the collective memories of the group 

(Assmann, 2001). Material media, on the other hand, such as films, photographs, 

books, and monuments, serve as forms of remembering the past. Commemorations, 

for example, incorporate a form of both material and performative media to provide an 

avenue for revitalizing and reconstructing memories of significant events.  

Material forms of storing memories were further transformed through the print 

revolution, since the events could now be stored as archives: “Modern memory is, 

above all, archival. It relies entirely on the materiality of the trace, the immediacy of 

the recording, the visibility of the image’’ (Nora, 1989, p. 13). In a similar note, Blair, 

Dickinson and Ott (2010) state that collective memory is often comprehended from its 

reliance on artefacts that “can be both material and symbolic -- language, ritual 

performances, communication technologies, objects, and places, film, memoirs, 

poetry, art and architecture -- all of which work in various ways to consummate 

individuals’ attachment to the group” (p. 10). The maturation of the internet showed 

how collective memories are further constituted through archives (Linke, 2015), since 

it provides both individuals and collectives with huge amounts of data that can be 

accessed at any point of time in the current milieu. Linke (2015, p. 186) writes that 

memories in the globalized world are portable and events from the past can be 

accessed from various people at the same time. The “portability” of memory, as Linke 

(2015) terms it, is further enhanced by the ubiquity of smartphones. Linke (2015) 

writes “the planetary proliferation of electronic media has altered the possibilities of 

memory recall and input across the globe: moments in time can be recorded, stored, 
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then brought back to life, restaged, or replayed” (p. 186). Consequently, the process of 

remediation further acts as a catalyst in rendering memory fluid. Older dusty archives 

in libraries can now be “remediated” to digital platforms available through the 

internet. Novels can be remediated to films. 2-D films can be remediated to 3-D films 

with more audience engagement. Archives, films and several other contents from other 

media forms are now available in digital media over the internet. Digital media 

manifest as a remediation of traditional media sources (Bolter & Grusin, 2000). 

“Digital” is seen not as a separate media category of its own but in fact as a process, 

constantly seeking to remediate other forms of media and reinvigorating the collective 

memory processes of manipulation, appropriation and reactivation.   

Part of a fluid collective memory is the narrativization of cultural trauma. 

While I briefly mentioned collective trauma during my previous discussion on crisis 

formations by political leadership, I now consider the conceptualization of collective 

trauma in crystallizing a collective national identity. Alexander (2004) defines cultural 

trauma as “occurring when members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to 

a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, 

marking their memories forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and 

irrevocable ways” (p. 1). Alexander maintains that it is not the events by themselves 

that cause trauma; rather, it is the meanings that are given to them: 

Trauma is a socially mediated attribution. The attribution may be made in real 

time, as an event unfolds; it may also be made before the event occurs, as an 

adumbration, or after the event has concluded, as a post-hoc reconstruction. 
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Sometimes, in fact, events that are deeply traumatizing may not actually have 

occurred at all; such imagined events, however, can be as traumatizing as 

events that have actually occurred. (p. 8) 

This is not to say that all collective trauma is caused by imaginary events, but rather to 

point out that the aspect of trauma can be real irrespective of whether the events have 

transpired or not (similar to my discussion on crisis), or even (perhaps even especially) 

if they were manipulated, appropriated and filtered through a process of 

remembering/forgetting.  

It is imperative to link trauma to the social agents of power– the cultural elite. 

Alexander (2004) identifies this connection by utilizing Weber’s conceptualization of 

carrier groups (defined and discussed earlier). Political leaders and traditional news 

mass media are the most conspicuous carrier groups, ones that mediate and negotiate 

the experiences of collective traumas filtered through a commercial and ideological 

screen. How many of us remember the collective trauma of the events of 9/11 through 

the lens of our TV? The haunting replays of the planes crashing into the buildings is 

the frame through which most of us remember the event. Traditional news media 

essentially framed the collective trauma of this event. Consequently, media 

representations are the primary avenue through which the collective remembers these 

events. Mass media then become an apparatus to shape collective traumas, eventually 

shaping collective memories by foregrounding certain issues and forgetting others.  

The events of 9/11 are real and not imaginary -- even though we are 

increasingly seeing online communities and conspiracy theorists such as those in 
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QAnon disputing the reality of several monumental events (including 9/11). 

Nevertheless, the cultural trauma is negotiated, appropriated and manipulated through 

media “melodrama” as explored by Anker (2014), who terms the coverage as 

“melodramatic.” For Anker, media coverage of the events presented a binary 

dichotomy of good and bad, hero versus villain, and victim versus perpetrator. As 

Alexander (2004) points out, “it is the meanings that provide the sense of shock and 

fear, not the events in themselves” (p. 10). Through media outlets’ melodramatic, 

dichotomous coverage of the events of 9/11, the collective trauma is framed and 

represented as a quest for a feeling of “freedom” of American people that has been 

diminished through the collective trauma of 9/11. “Freedom” becomes an emotion that 

is enhanced through political and media discourse (Anker, 2014). The melodramatic, 

emotional aspect to the concept of “freedom” transforms the word into a nationalistic 

marker of an American culture that has been lost due to an external threat (Anker, 

2014). Revenge then becomes a cathartic avenue to reclaim the lost U.S. culture as a 

response to the collective trauma. 

I began this section by defining collective memory as narrating a common 

identity of a group (Dickinson, Blair, & Ott, 2010). Calhoun asserts that the 

construction of a common identity aides in “creating group solidarity and cohesion by 

suggesting that memories and history are shared between past, present, and future 

members of a nation” (qtd. in Hoberlander, par.1). This is the point of intersection 

between collective memory, trauma and national identity. Essentially, the discourse 

surrounding national identity is interlinked with the constituting memories of the 
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nation. The rhetorical processes of construction, contestation, appropriation, 

manipulation and remembering/forgetting of collective memories contribute to the 

construction of a common national identity. The fluidity of national identity is further 

exposed and wielded by the cultural elite, who are the agents of telling and retelling of 

stories of the past in order to construct a common identity of a nation. To further 

illustrate, the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in his 2019 election victory 

speech constructs a grand narrative for India based on Hindu nationalistic unification 

by positioning himself as a Hindu sannyasi (ascetic) and by alluding to Hindu 

mythologies. This elite agent/carrier group of memory (the political speech) builds a 

national collective imagining through an ideological formation of nationalism.  

Here, I bring back attention to the relevance of Anderson’s (2006) influential 

book Imagined Communities. Anderson’s (2006) idea that nations are “imagined” and 

people “perceive” a shared sense of commonality often involves collective memory 

and trauma at work. Alexander (2004), too, evokes Anderson when writing on the 

intersection of memory, trauma and national identity by focusing on the constructed 

aspect: 

The notion of an “imagined” traumatic event seems to suggest the kind of 

process that Benedict Anderson describes in Imagined Communities. 

Anderson’s concern, of course, is not with trauma per se, but with the kinds of 

self-consciously ideological narratives of nationalist history. Yet these 

collective beliefs often assert the existence of some national trauma. In the 
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course of defining national identity, national histories are constructed around 

injuries that cry out for revenge. (p. 8) 

Alexander (2004) thus identifies revenge as a significant construction behind 

modern day nationalistic ideologies. The key here is to understand that “collective 

identity” is built through collective memory and the cultural trauma (imaginary or 

real), all of which is often deployed at the service of the cultural elite. Further, the 

material and performative media (Assmann, 2001), working within and on each other, 

at the same time working over the collective consciousness, further leads to a fluid and 

imagined national identity. The evocation of togetherness through religion, race, or 

even “revenge as a catharsis” deployed by the cultural elite essentially negotiates the 

construction of a modern day national identity through various 

appropriations/manipulations of collective memories and cultural traumas.  

While collective memories construct and support nationalistic identities, a 

country’s collective memories also influence the perception and interpretation of a 

nationalistic ideology. For example, when Macron makes an antithetical articulation of 

patriotism and nationalism and expresses his anxiety regarding past world wars being 

caused by nationalism, it is important to acknowledge that for France, and to a large 

extent, Europe, embracing nationalism becomes a radical principle. I by no means 

suggest that Europe is rejecting nationalism. However, it essentially becomes 

ingrained and instinctive among these nations that a nationalistic ideology is not ideal. 

It was earlier discussed how Germany dismissed any element that portrays, preaches 

or even employs a nationalistic ideology. The collective memories of German society 
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do not allow them to embrace nationalism as fully as other nations might. Nations that 

have been under colonial rule, for example, may to look to nationalism as the vehicle 

that ushered in their freedom, and is henceforth easier to embrace enthusiastically (as 

in India, from a Hindu-nationalistic standpoint). It is necessary to acknowledge that 

the collective memories of each nation invite a different principle of nationalism.  
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CHAPTER IV 

METHODS: THE ART OF RHETORICAL CRITICISM 

As previously noted, my dissertation features four analytic chapters, each of 

which includes an introduction, theoretical framework/literature, context, 

critique/analysis, implications/conclusion section. It is not a common practice in 

rhetorical criticism to have a separate methods section, primarily because the 

theoretical framework itself acts as the method. In other words, the perspective is the 

method. However, I see the value in outlining the practice of rhetorical criticism that I 

intend to utilize for the dissertation. Therefore, I dive into the ontology and 

epistemology of rhetorical criticism and argue for the positioning of rhetorical 

criticism as an “artistic” mode and not as a scientific inquiry. I then explain the notion 

of “text” in rhetorical criticism and conclude the chapter by addressing some issues on 

objectivity, validity and reliability.  

Outside the realm of social science, critical/interpretive methods in humanities 

incorporate rhetorical criticism, where the critic and “text” are in a constant interplay. 

If quantitative methods necessitate a fully objective standpoint, rhetorical criticism, as 

Black (1978) points out, presents “methods that require personal choices at every step, 

methods that are pervaded by contingencies” (p. x). Rhetorical criticism encompasses 

the identity of the critic, and the resulting work is a materialization of the critic 

themselves. The results of critique then range from a certain level of objectivity, or, as 

Black (1978) suggests, “an illusion of objectivity,” (p. xi) that the critic choses to 

practice, to a highly personal voice that represents a crystallization of the “critic’s 
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perceiving mind” (p. xi). In this sense, the critical/interpretive method in general, and 

rhetorical criticism specifically, are much closer to the belief systems of qualitative 

(critical/constructivist) than quantitative (positivist) methodologies. The object of 

study is not “quantified,” nor is this the aim.  

The seemingly blurred distinction between a qualitative and rhetorical 

perspectives is essentially due to this constant interaction between the critic and the 

“text.” My usage of the word “critic” instead of “researcher” and “text” instead of 

“object/subject” to describe rhetorical criticism constitutes a major underlying 

assumption of rhetorical criticism that differentiates itself from qualitative research:  

Even within a single culture, a text will usually have many different meanings. 

We have noted how contradictions in meaning occur for many artifacts. 

Opposing meanings might be found in texts that are sites of struggle. All of 

this means that few people who are not accustomed to thinking about wide 

ranges of meaning will be able to say, comprehensively, what a text or artifact 

means. Texts usually have many more meanings than most people are able to 

see. (Brummett, 2017, p. 98) 

Brummett (2017) asserts that texts are complex elements that require a trained eye -- 

that of the critic -- to explore the many performances they present. The assumption is 

that those who are unaccustomed to frequently exploring the complex structures of 

meaning present in various social constructions may not be critically articulate enough 

to express their own insertions, experiences and the critical discourse surrounding the 

object. The critic is simultaneously an integral part of and somewhat separated from 
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the broader boundaries of the cultural elite, variously undermining or upholding the 

central value system depending on their perspective.  

Moreover, the complex processes of meaning making entails that people may 

not be fully aware of what the text, object or the particular phenomena entails: 

Most people do not go through the kind of conscious introspection and probing 

of meaning. So for many people, artifacts may have meanings of which they 

are unaware, and therefore meanings that they could not report. (Brummett, 

2017, p. 99) 

Accordingly, a rhetorical critic, unlike a qualitative scholar, is not necessarily 

concerned with how the audience perceives a specific text or a particular phenomenon. 

They are instead concerned with the text itself, for they are the experts with a trained 

analytic mind and possess the vocabulary required to dissect the text. The critic’s job, 

therefore, is not only to explain the complex meanings of the text, but also the various 

performances it presents:  

Critics are showing how to experience life by demonstrating how texts and 

artifacts might be understood, the meanings that can be found in them. When 

we can see a different set of meanings in a conversation, or a film, or some 

music, we can experience that little part of life in a new way. (Brummett, 2017, 

p. 99) 

Essentially, while a qualitative scholar is in constant engagement with the “subjects” 

(other human participants in the study), the critic is in a constant interplay with the 

“text.” Therefore, through the critique of the speeches, at no point do I make 
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assumptions on the “effect” of the speeches on the audience, and neither am I 

necessarily concerned with the audience’s opinion of the speech. My texts are the 

speeches and I am in a constant interplay with these speeches that manifest as 

contemporary illustrations of modern nationalism across different cultures. .  

4.1 The “Text”  

 “Text” is central to the practice of critical/interpretive scholarship. Brummett 

(2017) suggests that a text can be “a textbook, a newspaper article or editorial, a letter, 

a poem or a novel” (p. 28). This process of meaning making that the critic embarks on 

is not just confined to written pieces but also elements and aspects of an image, a 

speech, a film, a game, or even a classroom. The critic creates and dissects the text 

that has already manifested through several social constructions. In other words, a text 

is an object of communication that requires a dissection of its various performances 

through a process of meaning making. 

While Leff (1993) categorizes and identifies this process of meaning making 

and text construction of rhetorical criticism as part of the humanities instead of social 

sciences, Dow (2001) goes further by constituting the process as an “art”: 

I suggest that we discard the vocabulary of discovery and science still present 

in several of these essays, and embrace the vocabulary of creation and art, that 

we think of ourselves not as investigators of rhetoric but as creators of it. (p. 

339) 

Recognizing rhetorical criticism as an art renders it an inventive, creative act and, at 

the same time, an imperative one. The existence of the text is contingent upon the 
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artistic decisions of the critic to distinguish it as a text. Texts, as explained previously, 

exist in several forms, but the critic’s interpretation of the text is what deems it a 

performance of certain functions, essentially introducing it as a “text” to the world: 

When we “take up” a text, it becomes something new and different: the 

production of the experiences we have with it, the language we use to talk 

about it, and significantly, the argument we wish to make about it. (Dow, 2001, 

p. 341) 

The rhetorical critic, therefore, does not engage in the process of evaluation 

through validation of the text but rather an evaluation through a creation of a text. It is 

then imperative to note that, similar to art, there is not one certain (or “right”) way of 

evaluating a specific text. The evaluation through creation is a personal experience, 

with the critic’s voice being perceived in the output - just like a painter’s voice is 

perceived from a painting. Therefore, there can be a multitude of critical analysis of a 

single text, emerging from the deeper creative discourses of the critics. This 

assumption is another departure from that of qualitative methods, since it suggests that 

the audience of the text ultimately resides in the “creative mind of the critic” (Dow, 

2011, p. 344). There is no constant engagement with an external audience (as in 

qualitative research) but a constant engagement with the created text and the audience 

present in the creative mind of the critic. In such a scenario, the “method” manifests as 

an authorization of the critic. Dow (2001) presents this idea beautifully by referencing 

critics as “artists”: “it is the artist, not the subject, who determines the vision, and it is 

the critic, not the text or the audience or the method, who authorizes the 
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interpretation” (p. 345). The method, therefore, materializes from a perspective. In the 

case of the chapters in this dissertation, the theories and conceptualizations discussed 

in the previous sections manifest as method through the course of the critique. The 

“texts” are the four speeches in each of the chapters.  

The adoption of rhetorical criticism as an art further lends itself to the 

discussion of what would be an ideal text construction. Barthes (1974) proposes what 

he calls writerly texts: 

the writerly text is ourselves writing, before the infinite play of the world (the 

world as function) is traversed, intersected, stopped, plasticized by some 

singular system (Ideology, Genus, Criticism) which reduces the plurality of 

entrances, the opening of networks, the infinity of languages. (p. 5) 

Barthes (1974) is proposing a complex text that has no beginning and no end, or one 

that has multiple beginnings and multiple ends. The metanarratives are stripped away 

to incorporate and highlight counter narratives, producing a rich analysis of the 

underlying ideological performances of the text. The underlying counter narratives are 

present for the subjective reader to uncover and make sense of. Consequentially, the 

reader becomes a “writer” placing themselves in the critique of a constellation of 

beginnings and endings (Barthes, 1974): 

the networks are many and interact, without any one of them being able to 

surpass the rest; this text is a galaxy of signifiers, not a structure of signified; it 

has no beginning; it is reversible; we gain access to it by several entrances, 

none of which can be authoritatively declared to be the main one. (p. 5) 
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Barthes (1974) proposal of writerly texts is essentially an attack on the 

dominant mode of passive consumerism that offers no agency to the reader. The 

reader is simply another product of the several manufactured elite structures. This is 

particularly comprehendible from his lines:  

the goal of literary work (of literature as work) [which] is to make the reader 

no longer a consumer, but a producer of the text. Our literature is characterized 

by the pitiless divorce which the literary institution maintains between the 

producer of the text and its user, between its owner and its consumer, between 

its author and its reader. (p. 4) 

Barthes’s (1974) critique places the reader at the beginning, end and the middle 

of text, allowing an “open/writerly” denouncement of metanarratives by creating 

counter narratives and consequently, bring in an ideological interpretation richer than 

that of a “closed/readerly” disposition. The author, who materializes a critique, is not 

closed off to one meaning but open to the possibilities of several meanings interwoven 

in the details of the text. It is important that critiques must take a responsibility of 

deconstructing and constructing various narratives from texts that are seemingly 

closed. The critique renders the text “open/writerly,” further initiating a creative 

process where the critique is not merely another reactionary node of consumerism but 

a writer/creator of several narrative structures.  

4.2 Issues of Validity and Replicability  

The several conscious choices that the critic makes in the creation of the text 

further confuse the aspect of testability and replicability: concepts that are at the core 
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of the sciences. Wander and Jenkins (1972) write: “most confusing in the matter of 

replication is the fact that the world of human action, the world we live in, is a good 

deal more unruly than the popularly conceived world of the physicist” (p. 442). This 

goes back to the fundamental differences in the assumptions of critical/interpretive 

methods that the methods applied to natural sciences cannot be replicated towards 

humans who are complex in their experiences and meaning making processes. 

Influential scholars took up efforts to explain criticism vis-à-vis the scientific methods. 

Black (1978) writes: “At his best, [the critic, like the scientist] tries to become for a 

time, a pure perceiver, an distorting slate on which an object or an event external to 

him can leave a faithful impression of itself, omitting nothing” (p. 4).  

In exploring the idea of the science behind rhetorical criticism, Wander and 

Jenkins (1972) ultimately concluded that: “the ultimate test of criticism is not whether 

it is true or false, but whether it is adequate or inadequate, useful or useless, 

misleading or helpful for you or for us” (p. 444). This essentially leads to the 

conclusion that testability of a critique in a quintessentially scientific sense, is both not 

possible and not a requirement of rhetorical criticism. The critic’s interpretations and 

meaning-making process are up for debate among those who read and re-write the 

textual interpretations. The critique is a rhetorical text by itself in which critics attempt 

to persuade or create an identification with the readers, calling them to accept (or even 

debate) their conclusions of the text. The scientific testability of natural sciences and 

social scientific methods gives way, in rhetorical criticism, to a discourse on the 

subjective meaning making process of the critic. Therefore, as a critique, allow me to 
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make my positionality clear. The dissertation involves discussion of several themes 

including religion and populism. The reader will notice a critical approach on 

discourse surrounding God and religion. However, I do not approach the analytic 

chapters from a completely atheistic perspective, in fact, far from it. My beliefs on 

God and a higher power are more “spiritual” than “religious.” What I am critical of is 

the political construction of God and religion wielded by the political elite to maintain 

power. Furthermore, I also do not intend to present a completely anti-capitalist view -- 

an aspect that the reader might observe from my critique on neoliberal systems. 

Instead, what I intend to work on is a society that does not concentrate power in any 

element – whether it is the corporations or government. I am critical of any system 

that perpetuates an unequal concentration of power.  

In the following chapters, I analyze the four speeches in a chronological order. 

I begin with the critique of Macron’s Armistice speech, and utilize it is an opening for 

following three (Modi, Trump and Bolsonaro) analytic chapters. Macron’s speech 

performs an important function of inviting listeners to contemplate on the differences 

between patriotism and nationalism. Macron’s speech is a segue to the following 

speeches of Modi, Trump and Bolsonaro, delivered in this order of time. By analyzing 

these speeches in a chronological order, I aim to bring about a narrative that 

incorporates the evolving themes and complexities of national identity in this zeitgeist. 

These contemporary speeches are an illustration of localized and universal themes of 

national identity that invite debates on colonialism, populism, authoritarianism, 

religion and race. Nationalism is not constructed purely by itself, but is rather a 
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combination of other material and ideological factors that aid in the rhetorical 

activation of national identity. The political elite wield these factors (populism, 

religion, race etc.)  to activate a nationalism that is complex in its construction.  
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CHAPTER V 

THE “DEVIL” OF NATIONALISM: EMMANUEL MACRON’S 2018 

SPEECH AT THE CENTENARY OF THE ARMISTICE 

 

French president Emmanuel Macron’s meteoric rise in the year of 2017, after a 

successful and uplifting center-left, pro-European campaign provided resistance to and 

contrasted a rising wave of nationalism on the Continent and beyond. He began as a 

political rebel with his “En Marche” (“On the Move”) grassroots movement surging 

his popularity and eventually culminating with his winning of the presidency. A 

globalist, Macron espoused a pro-European Union ideology that clashed with the 

rising nationalism across the world, incidentally stoking his concerns for the same. In 

what was considered a momentous event, on November 11, 2018, the commemoration 

of the centenary of the WWI Armistice provided the French president an opportunity 

to address nations across the world in the presence of world leaders from several 

countries. Macron’s speech on that day, the focus of this chapter, collectively 

addressed his concerns over the rise of affinity towards the nation state and its 

consequent exclusionary ideals.  

In this chapter, I argue that Emmanuel Macron’s Armistice Speech on 

November 11, 2018 invites listeners to reject the ideology of nationalism through its 

narrative construction, evocation of past nationalist-inspired wars, and utilization of 

God/Devil terms. First, I provide a brief background of Macron and introduce 

scholarly work that distinguishes between patriotism and nationalism. Second, I 
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provide a background on the historical significance of Armistice Day and the Arc De 

Triomphe, the location chosen for the speech. Third, I analyze how Macron’s speech 

invites listeners to reject the ideology of nationalism. Fourth, I reflect on the 

implications of collective memory on nationalism by employing a constructivist lens 

of the ideology, leading to a discussion on the distinction between patriotism and 

nationalism. 1 

5.1 Emmanuel Macron – A Background 

I use this space to briefly dive into the background of Macron, acquainting the 

reader to his politics before the analysis of the speech.  

After a brief stint as an inspector in the Finance Ministry, Macron quit the 

government to become an investment banker at Rothschild & Cie Banque  (Noyon, 

2016). As an investment banker, Macron became the Managing Director of Nestlé 

where he was tasked to handle the company’s acquisition of Pfizer’s subsidiary. The 

share from the acquisition made Macron a millionaire. Macron ended his investment 

banker career after four years (from 2009 – 2012) and reportedly earned over 3 million 

Euros from this position (Bensoussan, 2012).    

Macron’s next stint in politics (in 2012) involved working as a Deputy 

Secretary General of the Élysée. This was an important role under then President 

François Hollande. During this time, Macron was responsible for putting forth several 

pro-business policies, including a proposal that would increase work hours from 35 to 

 
1 Macron’s speech is delivered in French and henceforth, I work through an official English 
translation of the speech, available on the Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs website. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nestl%C3%A9
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89lys%C3%A9e_Palace
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37 hours (Prissette, 2016). He also introduced a proposal that would not allow the 

government to increase tax rate on the richest corporates and citizens of France 

(Prissette, 2016). Macron rose in ranks and became the Minister of Economy and 

Industry, where he was identified as a moderate, pro-EU candidate compared to the 

previous minister who was on the left and quite skeptical of the EU (Corbet and 

Ganley, 2014).  

On May 14, 2017, Macron sworn in as the president of France, after winning a 

landslide election against the far-right candidate Marine Le Pen. Macron’s election, 

however, should not be mistaken as a rise of the far-left.  Macron, as mentioned, is a 

moderate-left leaning, pro-EU candidate and has been frequently criticized by the far-

right and far-left (BBC, 2016). French and international media had extensively 

covered Macron’s En Marche movement, allowing for his political rivals to coin the 

term “Macronite” (La macronite de l’Express, 2016).  The term was used as a 

derogatory reference to supportive media coverage for Macron and his political party. 

This term also became popular in both far-right and far-left scale of the politics, used 

to criticize corporations, and people for supporting Macron (La macronite de 

l’Express, 2016).  

Macron’s political background explains many of his policies and rhetorical 

maneuvers. Macron adopts a neo-liberal perspective to politics as evidenced by his 

background. His career as an investment banker career calcified his free-market ideals. 

During his presidential tenure, Macron had scrapped the existing wealth tax and also 

took aggressive measures to reduce corporate tax from 33.3% to 25% (Lomas, 2017).  



  Texas Tech University, Nihar Sri Naga Ganesh Sreepada, December 2021 

  

 

59 

 
 

His frequent resistance to increasing taxes on the rich, attempts to increase working 

hours, and unbridled support to the EU, had led to an increasing unrest among the 

middle and lower classes of the French population -- eventually leading to the  yellow 

vest movement (Petrequin, 2018). The movement involved mass demonstrations and 

protests, where the protestors wore yellow vests signifying a working class uprising. 

The yellow vests were a symbol that the working class can unite against the neo-

liberal cultural elite, particularly against President Macron. The grassroots populist 

movement primarily sought to achieve economic justice for the working class by 

increasing taxes on the rich and lowering fuel tax (Petrequin, 2018). This also 

involved agitations against the economic regulations of the EU (McKay, 2018). 

Essentially, the movement was a resistance to Macron’s neo-liberal vision (Petrequin, 

2018).  

The yellow vest populist movement was gathering steam before and during 

Macron’s Armistice speech. While the movement officially began on November 17, 

2017, only few days after the speech (on November 11) (McKay, 2018), the issues and 

anxieties surrounding the movement were already looming on France’s political 

environment. Macron needed to respond to these exigencies along with the exigencies 

caused by the right-wing conservative anxieties of Trump and other world leaders.  

5.2 Patriotism vs. Nationalism 

A factor of contention in nationalist scholarship is the discourse surrounding 

its distinction with patriotism. Patriotism involves love for country while nationalism 

“involves blind attachment to certain national cultural values, uncritical conformity 
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with the prevailing group ways, and the rejection of other nations as out-groups” 

(Latcheva, 2009, p. 1177). It is important to note that this distinction varies culturally, 

as it is much more common among US scholars to distinguish the two terms compared 

to scholars in Australia or Europe, who are inclined to use the two words 

interchangeably (Fozdar, Spittles, & Hartley, 2015, p. 32). Social psychologists 

supported this differentiation between patriotism and nationalism, suggesting that 

patriotism is a positive avenue for group members that increases in-group stability and 

produces a sense of identity and self-esteem, while nationalism induces negative 

feelings for the out-groups and consequently is a negative avenue (Billig, 1995, p. 56). 

Billig (1995), however, disagrees with the idea of a mutually exclusive approach to 

patriotism and nationalism, arguing instead that it becomes extremely hard to analyze 

the two without finding some form of intersection; patriotic feelings, in other words, 

feed into nationalistic ones. This discourse on either correlation or a dichotomous 

relation between patriotism and nationalism will be further explored in the critique of 

Macron’s speech.  

5.3 The Commemoration of the Centenary of the Armistice 

On November 11, 1918, the allies and Germany signed the armistice signaling 

the end of hostilities of the World War I. Although hostilities continued on sides other 

than the western front, the day of the Armistice evokes a certain significance in France 

and around the world. Since 1922, the day of the Armistice has been declared as 

public holiday in France, Belgium and Canada (Edwards, 2015). France 

commemorates the day with a 60-second silence to remember and ponder over the 
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lives lost and sacrifices committed over the wars (Edwards, 2015). Around the world, 

countries commemorated the centenary of the Armistice, with a 100 gun salute in New 

Zealand, bagpipers lamenting across the U.K., and planes dropping paper flowers in 

Australia (Sant, 2018). At the center of this commemoration lies the Arc de Triomphe.  

On its own, the Arc de Triomphe has an illustrious past that constitutes several 

memories of France’s cardinal moments. Considering I have not visited the Arc, I 

forgo presenting any personal account of the monument. However, practicing an 

indifference towards the symbolism of the arc by discretely analyzing the speech 

would not make the analysis complete. Henceforth, I present a factual history of Arc 

de Triomphe and its representation of France’s collective past as part of the context for 

the analysis. 

The Arc was initially commissioned by Napoleon Bonaparte in the year 1805, 

after his victory at Austerlitz with the first stone being laid to celebrate the 37th 

birthday of Napoleon. The construction of the Arc was eventually put on hold with the 

death of Napoleon (McQueen, 2017). It was only during the final years of construction 

that sculptures were carved over the arc: 

The four pillars are each adorned with a relief: Resistance of 1814 and Peace 

of 1815 by Antoine Etex, Napoleon’s Triumph of 1810 by Jean-Pierre Cortot, 

and, the pièce de résistance, The Departure of the Volunteers in 1792 (aka La 

Marseillaise) by François Rude. (McQueen, 2017, para. 5) 

A total of 128 battles were fought since the first French Republic and the 

culmination of Napoleon’s Empire (McQueen, 2017). All of the battle names, along 
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with those of the 558 generals who fought in these wars, are engraved as form of 

remembrance on the white walls. The names of soldiers who died in battles were 

underlined as an aspect of significance (McQueen, 2017).  

In 1916, during the grim hostilities and widespread casualties of World War I, 

the concept of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier was initialized, coming to existence 

only 5 years later, with the remains of an “unnamed” soldier entombed right at the 

base of Arc de Triomphe (McQueen, 2017). Soon after, a Memorial Flame was 

commissioned and on November 11, on Armistice Day 1923, an eternal flame was lit, 

which has since never been extinguished (McQueen, 2017).  

For Macron, the Armistice speech was an opportunity – a moment of power 

and statesmanship. He was on his turf; his podium was placed right beneath the 

celebratory but sombre Arc de Triomphe, invoking the power to call upon world 

leaders and people around the globe to ponder on the destructive potentials of 

nationalistic ideologies and the virtues of inclusivity.  

5.3.1 Narrative Construction of the Speech 

Throughout the speech, spanning over 19 minutes, Macron performs a solemn, 

serious tone. The grey skies and rain-drenched space around the Arc produced an 

unmistakably melancholic affect. The commemoration itself compelled attendees to 

behave in a certain way: all the world leaders were dressed in black – in what possibly 

is a universal symbol of mourning – accompanied by a sobriety mirroring Macron’s. 

Public memory is essentially “understood as activated by concerns, issues, or anxieties 

of the present” (Blair, Dickinson, & Ott, 2010, p. 6). The centenary commemoration 
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of the Armistice too, performs a vital function of remembering the past through a filter 

of ascendant nationalism in the present. 

When I refer to the narrative construction of the speech, I  refer to the way 

words are presented in a certain selective sequence and how this sequence creates 

rhetorical meaning for listeners.. The narrative paradigm, according to Walter Fisher, 

“has two traditional strands in rhetoric: 1) the argumentative, persuasive theme and 2) 

the literary and aesthetic theme” (Fisher, 2010, p. 291). I am more inclined towards 

looking at the argumentative narrative theme utilized in the speech’s construction. 

Macron’s narrative construction encompasses an activation of collective memories to 

support his argument. Macron’s elite status essentially evokes power in the continuous 

process of contesting and recreating memories. With well-articulated pauses after 

every sentence, the speech utilizes a narrative that begins with the ceasefire bells on 

the day of the Armistice: 

On 7 November 1918, when Bugle Corporal Pierre Sellier sounded the first 

ceasefire at around 10 a.m., many soldiers couldn’t believe it; they then 

emerged slowly from their positions while, in the distance, the same bugle 

calls repeated the ceasefire and then the notes of the Last Post, before church 

bells spread the news throughout the country. On 11 November 1918, at 11 

a.m., 100 years ago to the day and the hour, in Paris and throughout France, the 

bugles sounded and the bells of every church rang out. It was the Armistice. 

(“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 2018, para. 1) 
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Macron choses to deliver his speech through a narrative mode of storytelling.  . 

Fisher (2010) states that “the world constitutes of several stories”  and out of these, the 

stories that are chosen -- are remembered, while the rest forgotten  (p. 297)  The 

speech is tightly woven around its central narrative --  the travails of a nationalistic 

ideology. The stories that Macron choses (and bring to public memory) are the ones 

that focus on the destruction caused by a nationalistic ideology. Macron further 

formulates this narrative of remembering the fallen soldiers: 

We should take a moment to remember that huge procession of soldiers from 

metropolitan France and the empire, legionnaires and Garibaldians, and 

foreigners who had come from all over the world because, for them, France 

represented everything decent in the world. (“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 

2018, para. 6) 

Macron proceeds to list several legionnaires who had sacrificed their lives. A 

strong element of the speech’s narration is the choice of words utilized to describe the 

loss of lives. Macron uses words such as “the grim count began of the dead”  and that  

“the world discovered the scale of the wounds concealed by the fervor of fighting.” 

Through this type of rhetoric, the narrative frequently encompasses a story of 

“horrors,” that  constructs an anxiety  around past trauma that has left traces in the 

present. Macron continues his grim rhetoric by further listing out the casualties of the 

war: “Ten million dead. Six million wounded and maimed. Three million widows. Six 

million orphans. Millions of civilian victims. A million shells fired on French soil 
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alone” (“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 2018, para. 11). The speech’s narrative of 

horrors, invites its listeners to ponder the enormous destruction of the wars.  

A major shift in the narrative structure occurs when Macron articulates his own 

travels across the French soil that were once lands of battle: 

I’ve travelled the length and breadth of French lands where the harshest battles 

took place. In my country I’ve seen the still grey and sterile earth of the 

battlefields! I’ve seen the destroyed villages which had no more inhabitants to 

rebuild them and which now only bear witness, stone by stone, to the folly of 

man! (“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 2018, para. 20)  

This shift in Macron’s rhetorical approach marks a perspectival pivot from a third-

person to a first-person narrative on the horrors of war. By locating himself in the 

story, Macron’s rhetoric further invites listeners to acknowledge the credibility of his 

views. The argumentative/persuasive elements of the speech transcend the shifts in 

narrative  to delineating  the current issues in the world:  

Let’s combine our hopes instead of pitting our fears against each other! 

Together, we can keep at bay these threats – global warming, poverty, hunger, 

disease, inequality and ignorance. We’ve begun this battle and can win it: let’s 

continue with it, because victory is possible! (“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 

2018, para. 37) 

Macron - widely known to be a liberal globalist - alludes to his anxieties by 

referring to the global rise of nationalism as “old demons reappearing.”: 
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Let’s remember: let’s take away none of the purity, the idealism, the higher 

principles that existed in the patriotism of our elders. In those dark hours, that 

vision of France as a generous nation, of France as a project, of France 

promoting universal values, was the exact opposite of the egotism of a people 

who look after only their interests. (“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 2018, para. 

24) 

Macron’s language and narrative suggests that liberal values of purism and 

idealism are the higher “principles” that convey patriotism. With the proliferation of 

the yellow vest protests along with increasing pressure from the far-right, nationalist 

approach of the National Rally Political party of Marine Le Pen and other right-wing 

world leaders, it is perhaps not surprising that Macron saw an urgent need for recalling 

the “true” collective identities of France that held higher “principles” that promoted 

“universal values.” The context of the yellow vest movement situated against the 

cultural elite of France, does raise certain questions on Macron’s implications of 

“universal values”.  Are the “universal values” essentially the values of a neo-liberal, 

pro-EU France? Surely, the words “France as a project, of France promoting universal 

values, as the exact opposite of the egotism of a people who look after only their 

interests” is a critique on exclusionary nationalism. But it is also a critique on the 

working class anxieties over EU’s economic sanctions and a neo-liberalism that 

increased wealth inequality. Macron’s anxieties stem not only from the rise of far-right 

nationalism across the world, but also a populism that threatens the power structures 

constructed by a neo-liberal cultural elite.    
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In essence, the narrative – originating from the sound of the Armistice bells, 

reflecting on the destruction/anguish incited by the wars, incorporating a shift from a 

third-person to first-person, and culminating in the reveal of the “devil of nationalism” 

– converges at a point of warning against nationalism and also a point a of warning 

against a populism that threatens capitalist structures.  

5.3.2 Evocation of Past-Nationalist Inspired Wars 

There has always been an uneasy connection between nationalism and war, 

one which presses us to further contemplate on how a feeling of belonging to a nation-

state can inspire killing fellow human beings. Benedict Anderson delves into this 

discourse by suggesting that while nationalism comes from an imagined construct, it 

also entails a certain sense of “horizontal comradeship” (Anderson, 1983, p. 7). 

Essentially, this ties back to his argument that there is an indisputable communion 

between people (in a nation) even though they have not met each other. According to 

Anderson, the “reality” that nations are “imagined” does not mean that the political 

and psychological effect of this nation is any less real: 

Ultimately it is this fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two 

centuries, for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly to 

die for such limited imaginings. These deaths bring us abruptly face to face 

with the central problem posed by nationalism: what makes the shrunken 

imaginings of recent history generate such colossal sacrifices? (Anderson, 

1983, p. 7). 

            To answer this question, Anderson examines the cultural roots of nationalism  
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through, perhaps, a romantic interpretation. In Western Europe, the eighteenth century, 

he suggests, marked the “dusk of religion” but also a “dawn of nationalism” 

(Anderson, 1983, p. 11). Anderson says that “for people the magic of nationalism was 

an opportunity to turn “chance” into “destiny” synonymous with religion” (Anderson, 

1983, p. 12). Macron’s speech, too, has glimpses of this romantic interpretation of 

France as a noble, generous nation. He does not disregard the soldiers who gave their 

lives defending their nations and preserves an admiration for every fallen soldier in the 

wars. However, he does allude to a reality that that blind faith or pride either in the 

nation is harmful and even catastrophic.  

In context, the trigger for World War I was attributed to several issues, with 

nationalism being the primary driving force. Gavrilo Princip, a Bosnian-Serb 

nationalist, carried out the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand of Austria, triggering 

a crisis that was further escalated by the involvement of Germany, Russia, France, 

Belgium and Britain (Ruth, 2006). Hitler’s Nazi nationalism fueled World War II 

(Judis, 2018). Macron is clearly wary of these radical roots behind the colossal 

destruction incited by the wars. The commemoration of the centenary of the 

Armistice, therefore, provided a strong platform for Macron in evoking the two world 

wars kindled by nationalistic ideology.  

Together, the grim weather, the black umbrellas, and the speech marked not so 

much a celebration of victory of allied powers in world wars, but rather, a 

remembrance of the tragedy of wars: 
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During those four years, Europe very nearly committed suicide. Mankind was 

plunged into a hideous maze of ruthless battles, a hell that swallowed up every 

soldier, whatever side they were on and whatever their nationality. 

(“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 2018, para. 9) 

The speech calls for a sense of imagination among the listeners, through a description 

of destruction incited by the wars on people and on the lands: 

The stench of the trenches, the desolation of the battlefields, the cries of the 

wounded in the night, and the destruction of lush landscapes until all that 

remained were the charred silhouettes of trees. Many of those who returned 

had lost their youth, their ideals, the joy of living. Many were disfigured, blind, 

amputated. For a long time, winners and losers mourned equally. (“Emmanuel 

Macron’s speech,” 2018, para. 18) 

The speech does not by any means soften the anguish dealt to humanity by the 

wars and never embraces a celebratory tone in remembering the peace signs after the 

war. There is rarely an articulation of hope through the duration of the speech. 

Macron’s rhetoric invites listeners to think, however uncomfortable it may be, of the 

brutality of the wars. Suffering is an integral element of the speech. Further, there is a 

certain melancholic affect about the speech. The “truth” of nationalist-inspired world 

wars is uncomfortable and the traces of these horrors have “never been erased” 

(“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 2018, para. 22). The speech provides a glimmer of 

hope by extolling extra-national bodies such as the European Union which Macron 

states “was instrumental in avoiding “civil wars” in the continent” and the United 
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Nations which “defended the “common goods” of world nations:” (“Emmanuel 

Macron’s speech,” 2018, para. 32). Macron’s advocacy for these extra-national bodies 

reiterate his policies and ideals of globalism as a counter to a rising notion of “nation 

first” ideology. Further, this also invites concerns among France’s working class (both 

on the left and right of the political spectrum) over the neo-liberal worldview of their 

president. The yellow vest populist movement was a product of working class 

anxieties from both left and right that wanted an increase in minimum wage, reduce 

working hours, lower fuel tax and increase taxes on the rich (Petrequin, 2018). The 

working class population saw the EU as a capitalist elite organization that promotes 

the same policies that Macron espouses (Gallagher, 2019). Macron doubling down on 

his support for these extra-national bodies and everything they stand for, further 

incites the economic anxieties of France’s working class population.   

The speech also connects the past world wars to the present and then to the 

future through hopeful references to the arts, education, science, trade and free 

ambitions, concluding with a sign of warning against nationalist ideologies that fueled 

the wars: 

The lesson of the Great War cannot be that of resentment by one people 

against others, any more than it can be to forget the past. It’s a rootedness that 

forces us to think about the future and what is essential (“Emmanuel Macron’s 

speech,” 2018, para. 27) 

Today, on 11 November 2018, 100 years after a massacre whose scar is still 

visible on the face of the world, I thank you for this gathering which renews 



  Texas Tech University, Nihar Sri Naga Ganesh Sreepada, December 2021 

  

 

71 

 
 

the fraternity of 11 November 1918. (“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 2018, 

para. 45) 

Essentially, the speech makes a call to the collective memories of the “horrors” 

of past nationalist-inspired wars through the filter and anxieties of the present rise in 

nationalism, culminating with a warning against nationalism and populism.  

5.3.3 Utilization of God/Devil Terms 

Kenneth Burke in his book, A Grammar of Motives, articulates God terms as 

names that trigger positive motivation (Kperogi, 2016). These words are inspirational 

and drive a community to positive action. Essentially, God-terms are the ultimate good 

and all other terms are subordinate to them. Richard Weaver further expands on this 

terminology by associating them with affirmative attributes coining words like 

“democracy,” “progress,” “transparency,” “justice” etc. as universally positive that 

have no implicit negative connotations (Kperogi, 2016). Weaver also expands on the 

terms that are explicitly “evil,” categorizing them as “Devil” terms that invariably 

evoke a sense of detestation and negative feelings among the readers/listeners. Words 

like “terrorists,” “unpatriotic,” and “fear” are so categorized (Kperogi, 2016). 

Antithetical by nature, God/Devil terms can be used to distinguish right from wrong 

and good from bad.  

Macron’s Armistice speech makes this distinction between the “good” and 

“bad” by an effective utilization of God/Devil terms. The speech alludes to Macron’s 

anxieties by referring to the global rise of nationalism as “old demons reappearing 

ready to do their work of spreading chaos and death” (“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 
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2018, para. 34). The utilization of Devil terms are conspicuous with words like 

“demons,” “chaos” and “death.” 

The speech itself, however, is not bereft of elements that one might refer to as 

nationalist. Often times during the speech, Macron places France’s ideals, values and 

people on a pedestal. He frequently reminds the listeners of the anguish experienced 

by the people “from all classes and regions” of France. Macron also concludes his 

speech with “Vive le France,” a call synonymous with “God Bless America.” Further, 

there is an explicit reference to the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier under the Arc de 

Triomphe: 

Here today, peoples of the whole world, see just how many of your leaders are 

gathered on this sacred slab, the burial place of our Unknown Soldier, the poilu 

[First World War infantryman] who is the anonymous symbol of all those who 

die for their homeland! (“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 2018, para. 30) 

Interestingly, Benedict Anderson begins his illustration of a “constructed” 

Western nationalism through a reflection on tombs of unknown soldiers. He describes 

these tombs as “arresting emblems of the modern culture of nationalism” (Anderson, 

1983, p. 9). Anderson calls it a modern phenomenon by stating that public’s reverence 

of these monuments -- that are either deliberately empty, or which purport to have no 

notion of who lies inside -- represents “ghostly national imaginings” (Anderson, 1983, 

p. 9). Essentially, people in each nation that host these monuments assume the 

unknown soldier as their own. Commemoration of fallen soldiers within itself is an 

illustration of nationalist emotions, where citizens formulate strong sentiments with 
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the martyrs (Danilova, 2015). For Macron these elements do not fall under a 

nationalistic ideology; rather, he sees an intelligible contrast between the concepts of 

“patriotism” and “nationalism” in line with Clemenceau.  

In perhaps the heart of the speech, Macron makes this distinction evident to his 

listeners:  

In those dark hours, that vision of France as a generous nation, of France as a 

project, of France promoting universal values, was the exact opposite of the 

egotism of a people who look after only their interests, because patriotism is 

the exact opposite of nationalism: nationalism is a betrayal of it. In saying “our 

interests first and who cares about the rest!” you wipe out what’s most 

valuable about a nation, what brings it alive, what leads it to greatness and 

what is most important: its moral values. (“Emmanuel Macron’s speech,” 

2018, para. 24) 

 “Egotism,” another devil term, contributes to “the” principal devil term of the 

speech - “nationalism,” while “patriotism” is the God term that precedes everything 

else. While, popular definitions of nationalism do incorporate elements of patriotism, 

Macron sees it only through a black or white lens, effectively manifesting into an 

absolute distinction between good/bad or God/Devil. Patriotism and nationalism are 

not intertwined by any means. Nationalism for Macron only has one meaning: it is a 

vice that incites violence and sorrow. Patriotism, on the other hand, encompasses 

disentangling not just domestic predicaments but also international issues of climate 

change, radical ideologies and misinformation. 
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5.4 Nationalism and collective memory 

War commemoration often associates itself with expressions of nationalism. 

Anderson’s modernist take on the tomb of unknown soldiers, as an illustration of a 

“constructed” nation-state, can be linked to the collective memory of that nation. 

Danilova (2015) draws her argument on war commemoration from Maurice 

Halbwachs, according to whom collective memory is a social fact and is constructed 

by the society and primarily influenced by the power of social groups. The modernist 

approach of Anderson, Hobsbawm and Gellner of a “constructed” nation  are formed 

from the “constructed” calcified collective memories of the society. If collective 

memories are social constructs then so is nationalism, and therefore national identity is 

a successful construction of national memory. National identities are continuously 

constructed, contested and conceived by the collective memories of the society and 

Macron’s speech is an illustration of this constructed identity of nations.  

Macron’s utilization of God/Devil terms essentially distinguishes 

“nationalism” from “patriotism.” Further, his evocation of past memories of wars that 

were inspired by a nationalistic ideology convey a very significant implication: while 

collective memories construct nationalistic identities, a country’s memories of 

nationalism also influence the perception and interpretation of a nationalistic ideology. 

Macron’s antithetical articulation of patriotism and nationalism is not necessarily as 

distinct in other nationalities. For France, and most parts of Europe who have been 

directly consumed by the destruction of the two nationalist-inspired wars, nationalism 

leans towards the “Devil.” I by no means suggest that Europe is rejecting nationalism. 
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However, it essentially becomes ingrained and instinctive among some of these 

nations that a nationalistic ideology is not ideal. For example,   Germany attempts to 

dismiss any element that portrays, preaches or even employs a nationalistic ideology. 

The collective memories of German society (its Nazi past) do not allow them to 

embrace nationalism as other nations might. Let us look at nations that have been 

under colonial rule. India, for example, had been under the British rule for over 200 

years until the Indian nationalistic movement led by Gandhi and several others 

revolutionaries granted freedom. Nationalism actually effected freedom, and so it is 

easier to embrace in the Indian context and, as we will see below, is even radicalized 

in the present from a Hindu-nationalistic standpoint. 

An open proponent of the EU, Macron’s conversations with media are more 

often than not illustrations of his globalist policy stance. Macron frequently embodies 

an anti-nationalistic rhetoric in his speeches, particularly seen through his comments 

against Brexit (as evidenced in page 8) (Gotev, 2019). the Armistice speech was a 

unique opportunity for Macron to address a global audience and to evoke the past 

nationalist-inspired wars. Moreover, the speech was an avenue for Macron to speak on 

his own fears of an impending populist revolt. By referring to an utopian France that 

ideals itself to “universal values” of global interest and extolling extra-national bodies 

such as the EU, Macron intends to sustain a neo-liberal France. To understand 

Macron’s position, it is just as important to know his background. His background as 

an investment banker, his record on reducing taxation on wealthy corporations, 

declining to raise the minimum wage etc., illustrates Macron’s desire to maintain the 
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status quo. The status quo is that of a neo-liberal France that continues to embrace 

globalism. Right-wing conservative nationalism is a disrupting factor to Macron’s 

liberal globalism. The speech’s rhetoric therefore, sustains the status quo, attempting 

to denounce right-wing nationalism and discount populism.   

By now, it must be evident that I do not intend to extol neo-liberal power 

structures, that Macron espouses. Nevertheless, the speech is an important starting 

point for this dissertation because it sheds light on the distinction between patriotism 

and nationalism, a distinction that is so easily lost in the heat of passion and 

fanaticism. The symbolism of patriotism and nationalism transcends more than their 

mere existence as two words in a language. Blind faith of any form that is built on 

constructs like caste, religion, community or nation essentially erodes one’s ability to 

perceive material deficiencies in those very constructs. When it is all but established 

that human beings are not perfect, how can a nation, a constructed entity made up of 

these imperfect beings, be ideal? Nationalism incites this dangerous false sense of self-

awakening (Gellner, 1983), in a person that the nation, with all its flaws, is a supreme 

entity. A patriotic individual on the other hand, is still rooted in reality. This individual 

understands that no construct is perfect; he/she critically evaluates the political, 

economic, cultural and most importantly the existing moral values of the nation and 

makes an effort to fix these flaws. Regardless of whether one agrees with Macron’s 

policies and political leanings, the performs an  important function of reminding the 

world on the distinction between “patriotism” and “nationalism.” However, 

nationalism is still permeating and ascending across societies, eventually manifesting 
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materially in several nations across the world. It is of utmost importance, in the current 

milieu, that we discard blind faith and embrace a critical introspection to uphold what 

Macron says is most important for a nation: “its moral values.” 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE “RELIGION” OF NATIONALISM: NARENDRA MODI’S 2019 

ELECTION VICTORY SPEECH 

 

The 2019 general elections in India witnessed an historic mandate from the 

people of the country. The incumbent Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata party (BJP), 

which translated into English is “India’s People’s Party,” led by Prime Minister 

Narendra Damordas Modi won 349 out of the 542 seats in the Lok Sabha (the lower 

house) of the Indian parliament (Pong & Shrikanth, 2019). Emerging as the single 

largest party with no help from other party alliances, the BJP won a landslide victory, 

allowing Modi to retain his Prime Ministerial position for a second term (Pong & 

Shrikanth, 2019). Modi and his party members embody a Hindu nationalist ideology, 

and Modi’s rhetoric has several nuances that underscore his ideological inclinations. 

Perhaps the most important attribute of his rhetoric can be observed through the 

construction of a “grand narrative” for India.  

A grand narrative or a metanarrative “is a term developed by Jean-François 

Lyotard to mean a theory that tries to give a totalizing, comprehensive account to 

various historical events, experiences, and social, cultural phenomena based upon the 

appeal to universal truth or universal values” (McNab, 2013, p. 33). To illustrate, the 

grand narrative of the Bible is the story of God: “How God revealed himself through 

particular encounters with individuals and nations, particularly through people from 

the nation known as Israel and the community formed around Jesus, known as the 

church” (McNab, 2013, p. 33). Grand narratives or meta narratives call for an 

https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Jean-Fran%C3%A7ois_Lyotard
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Jean-Fran%C3%A7ois_Lyotard
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assertion that several scattered events in history are meaningful and can be explained 

through a universal truth. American exceptionalism, for example, is a grand narrative 

that links several ideas regarding destiny and actions of the USA. Constructing a 

narrative around a unique American ideology and manifest destiny, this grand 

narrative places America and its people on a pedestal. According to this grand 

narrative, the USA is considered to be a unique and distinct nation where 

generalizations that apply across the world find no meaningful application.  

In similar tones, Malhotra (2018) defines the grand narrative of a nation 

as the overall story of its people: who they are, where they came from, what 

their philosophy and way of life is, what makes them one people, what was 

their past story and what is their future trajectory, and so on. Like all self-

developed narratives, the narrative of a nation’s collective identity is made up 

of a selective use of genuine facts, many exaggerations as well as outright 

fabrications. It is a self-image consisting of facts and fiction that has been 

passed down from generation to generation. (p. 4) 

Throughout history, several nations have attempted to build a grand narrative that 

places them on a pedestal. Embracing a narrative that a country is unique and much 

more “exceptional” than others is the essence of nationalism. The grand narrative of a 

country becomes the identity entrenched in the collective consciousness of the people 

living in the nation.  

In this chapter, I analyze the religious manifestation of nationalism within the 

context of India’s Hindu nationalism. I argue that Modi, in his 2019 election victory 
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speech, constructs a grand narrative of Hindu nationalistic unification by positioning 

himself as a Hindu sanyasi (ascetic) and by alluding to Hindu mythologies. First, I 

present the historical context of India’s Hindu nationalism (Hindutva). Second, I 

explicate the formation of an ideological discourse through Kenneth Burke’s focus on 

identification and the constitutive rhetoric of calling into being the second and third 

persona. Third, building on the concepts discussed in Chapter Two regarding religious 

nationalism and group identity, I critique the ideological formations of Modi’s speech 

for its grand narrative of Hindu nationalistic unification. Fourth, I conclude the chapter 

within a broader context of national collective imaginings and the ideological 

formations of nationalistic rhetoric.  

6.1 Hindutva  

The concepts of Hindutva (Hindu-ness) and Hindu nationalism manifested in 

the Indian national debate even before India’s independence from the British. Baber 

(2000) states that a sense of Hindu community had become even stronger during the 

colonial rule. Essentially, the “divide and rule” policy of the British established deeper 

communal divides, particularly seen among the Hindus and Muslims. Baber (2000), 

however, advocates against incorporating an orientalist approach where colonialism is 

touted (and blamed) as the grand narrative for the communal discord in India. One 

reason for not taking this approach, as Baber (2000) mentions, is that doing so would 

“adopt an argument that would concede little by way of agency to Indians” (p. 64).  

India was ruled by the Mughals before the British rule. The Mughals were a 

dynasty of Muslim Turkic-Mongol origin who ruled a majority of India for over two 
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centuries before the British considerably reduced their influence. This essentially 

meant that Hindu nationalism would be constructed on the aspect of nativity: 

In general, Islam in India was regarded as culturally identical to and part and 

parcel of the Islamic civilization centering on the Middle East. The Hindus, on 

the other hand, were 

represented as the true natives of India, whose ancient, pre-Islamic civilization 

was worthy of attention but whose present condition had been rendered 

deplorable as a consequence of “Muslim” rule. (Baber, 2000, p. 65) 

For the Indian identity that was struggling with colonization and 

ethnic/religious fractionalization, a grand narrative was constructed by the British, 

which sought to legitimize the colonial rule of India surrounded by the discourse of a 

Hindu native nation. This grand narrative was exploited “to legitimate colonial rule 

[and] revolved around the idea that the British constituted an enlightened ‘race’ who, 

under the conditions, had no choice but to lead the Indian people out of the 

problematic situation they were in” (Baber, 2000, p. 65). The divide and rule policy of 

the British certainly aided the communal conflict. Yet, most of the intellectual work of 

legitimizing colonial rule and aiding the communal conflict, was done by elite Hindu 

and Muslim leaders on the opposing sides. The grand narrative that sought to 

legitimize British rule was discarded, although some of the conceptualizations from 

the narrative were adopted by leaders on both sides to further legitimize communal 

differences in the society. Competing memory narratives by elites on both sides had a 

catalytic impact on the conflict between the two imagined communities (Baber, 2000). 
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Hindu nationalist movements were initiated and were advocating for a Hindu nation 

free from colonialism (Baber, 2000).  

The Hindu nationalist organization, Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), was 

formed in the year 1925 by a physician named Keshav Baliram Hedgewar. Hedgewar 

started the organization based on the political environment around that time in British 

colonized India. With the increasing unrest among Hindus and Muslims along with a 

rising independence movement, Hedgewar espoused the idea of a self-governed Hindu 

nation. Heavily influenced by the writings of a Hindu Nationalist named Vinayak 

Savarkar, Hedgewar started recruiting Hindus to fight for the cause of freedom from 

the British to establish a Hindu-dominant India. The organization initially positioned 

themselves as more of a cultural group than a political group. Nevertheless, they 

believed and envisioned the principle of “Hindutva” (translated to Hindu-ness) for a 

free Indian nation (this seed of Hindu nationalism later gave rise to the Hindu 

nationalist political party BJP which is currently in power with Prime Minister Modi). 

Extremist ideas were employed by elites on both sides to legitimize not only the 

homogeneity of the Indian nation, but also to identify colonial rule as part of the 

problem. V.D. Savarkar, a Hindu nationalist intellectual, had written several pieces 

that later became the principles of RSS and BJP. Savarkar argued:  

India cannot be assumed today to be a unitarian and homogeneous nation, but 

on the contrary there are two nations in the main; the Hindus and the Muslims . 

. . There are two antagonistic nations living side by side in India. (as cited in 

Baber, 2000, p. 68) 
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Mohammad Ali Jinnah, who was simultaneously running a Muslim nationalist 

independence movement, echoed similar views: 

It is extremely difficult to appreciate why our Hindu friends fail to understand 

the real nature of Islam and Hinduism. They are not religions in the strict sense 

of the word, but are, in fact, different and distinct social orders, and it is a 

dream that the Hindus and Muslims can ever evolve a common nationality. . . . 

The Hindus and Muslims belong to two different religious philosophies, social 

customs, literatures. They neither intermarry nor interdine together and, 

indeed, they belong to two different civilizations which are based mainly on 

conflicting ideas and conceptions. (as cited in Baber, 2000, p. 68) 

With the rise of RSS and its second in line chief, Gowalkar, who was inspired 

by Savarkar’s writing on Hindutva, the extremist positions became stronger than ever. 

In his book Our Nationhood Defined, Gowalkar argued that both Hindus and Muslims 

are essentially separate races and called for racial purity, like that of Hitler’s Nazi 

Germany (Baber, 2000). Gowalkar was later pressed to comment on his controversial 

allegory and was perceived to offer a way out for the Muslim minority living in India:  

Emigrants have to get themselves naturally assimilated in the principal mass of 

population, the national Race, by adopting its culture and language and sharing 

in its aspirations, by losing all consequences of their separate existence, 

forgetting their foreign origin. . . . That is the only logical and correct solution . 

. . in one word, they must cease to be foreigners, or may stay in the country, 
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wholly subordinated to the Hindu nation, claiming nothing, not even citizen’s 

rights. (Gowalkar, as cited in Baber, 2000, p. 69) 

Post-colonial India has been largely defined by secularism. This secularism is 

formed on the basis of “equal respect for all, where the religions and the whole 

political process consisted of making concession to and accommodating a wide variety 

of religious demands and pressures from all religious communities” (Baber, 2000, p. 

72). Even within the constitutional significance of secularism, however, the 

contentious religious ideological discourse of leaders from opposing sides shaped the 

Indian political landscape.  

6.2 The Formation of an Ideological Discourse 

Kenneth Burke’s conceptualization of “identification” as the key term for 

rhetorical discourse has a compelling connection to constructivist perspectives of 

nationalism. The root of Burke’s argument lies in the presumption that any 

individual’s identity lies in their perception of shared interests, similar to the 

constructivist perspective of nationalism. Burke (1950) explains this through a simple 

case: 

A is not identical with his colleague, B. But insofar as their interests are joined, 

A is identified with B. Or he may identify himself with B even when their 

interests are not joined, if he assumes that they are, or is persuaded to believe 

so. (p. 20) 

The identification process according to Burke involves persuasion: a person 

must either identify themselves with another or must be “persuaded” to identify with 
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another. Here, rhetoric plays a key role in the process of individuals identifying 

themselves with a nation. The call for a national identity incorporates a rhetoric of 

persuasion. As Burke (1950) notes, “identification is affirmed with earnestness 

precisely because there is division. Identification is compensatory to division" (p. 22). 

The need for identification arises out of inherent societal divisions. According to 

Burke, the individual needs to overcome the “guilt” of division to be a part of an order 

and assume a place in hierarchy. Burke (1966) writes that the individual is “goaded by 

the spirit of hierarchy (or moved by the sense of order) and rotten with perfection” (p. 

16). This is another compelling connection between Burke and constructivist scholars 

of nationalism, who referred to the nation state as a construction of the elites which 

serves to command loyalty from the individuals in a society. Individuals are further 

goaded into a hierarchy that is legitimized by the elites. The individual thrives for 

order and looks towards identifying aspects such as experiences, values, perceptions, 

material and spiritual values and properties, that are either shared or perceived to be 

shared between the said individual and other individuals. This need for identification 

legitimizes a hierarchy of power. Accordingly, we see world leaders applying this 

constructed identification of religion and nation to the individual grappling with 

her/his mortality. These identifications give the individual an avenue to chase 

perfection, as the individual is “rotten with” the notion of “perfection” (Burke, 1966, 

p. 16). The inherent nature of individuals to discover order in hierarchy and 

immortality in constructs such as religion and nations provide a simpler avenue for the 

elites to constitute a rhetoric based on the same. 
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In such a scenario, we witness a two-way interaction (conscious or 

subconscious) between the rhetor and the perceived audience (or non-audience). The 

audience and the rhetor are in a constant ideological interplay. Charland (1987) views 

this rhetorical interaction as “constitutive” where the audience is called into being 

through rhetoric. Charland (1987) extends Burke’s conceptualizations of identity by 

arguing that rhetoric does not simply respond to the ideological identifications of its 

audience but in fact constitutes a basis for the ideologies with which the audience 

identifies. In his words, the rhetoric interpellates subjects (p. 134).  

This process of the interpellation, according to Charland (1987), happens in 

three stages of ideological effects. First, the process begins with “constituting a 

collective subject” (p. 139) wherein individuals are called to identify themselves as 

part of a collective and individual interests are replaced by collective interests. 

Second, the process continues with the “positing of a transhistorical subject,” (p. 139) 

where the individuals are led to believe that the constituted collective identity has been 

in existence since the ancient past. Within the context of nationalist perspectives, this 

is similar to the primordial notion, where national identity is perceived to be inherent 

and transhistorical. Third, the ideological effect culminates with the “illusion of 

freedom” (p. 141) wherein individuals believe that that they have the freedom to act as 

they wish to, even as they remain under the constraints of the constitutive rhetoric of 

the collective identity imposed on them.  

In essence, Charland’s (1987) work is closely aligned with the constructivist 

conceptualizations of national identity, where the ideological effect of nationalism is a 
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construction of the cultural elite. This is not to say that the audience does not have any 

agency. The audience can choose not to participate or act on this ideological effect and 

can chose to discard the constitutive rhetoric. But as Burke (1966) implies regarding 

human nature, individuals without identification will be left to deal with the guilt and 

discontent of the unidentified. The inherent need for identification further powers 

constitutive rhetoric. 

 Within this constitution of the audience, the identification or negation of a 

specific audience is a significant aspect that further builds our understanding of the 

ideological discourse. Here, I bring attention to Black’s (1970) and Wander’s (1984) 

conceptualization of the “second and “third persona.” Personae are an integral part of 

political ideology and rhetoric. Black (1970) emphasizes the significance of 

ideological notions in speech by stating that: 

It is not age or temperament or even discrete attitude. It is the ideology – 

ideology in the sense that Marx used the term: the network of interconnected 

convictions that functions in a man epistemically and that shapes his identity 

by determining how he views the world. (p. 112) 

Black (1970) describes the second persona as the intended audience of a rhetoric. The 

audience is an artificial construction of the rhetoric; the rhetoric itself is shaping ways 

for the audience to identify themselves, either through positive or negative 

associations.  

For the purpose of critiquing Modi’s speech, I further focus on the significance 

of Wander’s (1984) conceptualization of the third persona. Wander (1984) builds on 
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Black’s (1970) second persona by categorizing the “third persona” as the audience that 

are negated by the speaker’s discourse: “What is negated by through the second 

persona forms the silhouette of a Third persona – the ‘it’ that is not present, that is 

objectified in a way that ‘you’ and ‘I’ are not” (p. 209). These audiences are the ones 

the rhetor ignores, and in the process, disempowers. In other words, rhetoric not only 

consists of what is said, but also what is not said. This contestation leads us to the 

creation of both the second persona (the intended audience) and the third persona (the 

ignored audience). I frequently evoke these conceptualizations through the course of 

my critique of speeches in the chapters.  

6.3 Modi’s 2019 Election Victory Speech  

I acknowledge that many readers of this chapter would not be familiar with the 

Indian Prime Minister. To completely understand Modi’s rhetoric, it is necessary to be 

acquainted to the man behind the rhetoric. Consequently, I provide a background of 

Modi before diving into the critique of the speech.  

Narendra Damodardas Modi was born on September 17, 1950 in a town named 

Vadnagar, in the western Indian state of Gujarat (Biography, 2020). Modi’s father was 

a poor street merchant and the family struggled to make ends meet. Modi helped his 

family by selling tea in the railway station of his town during his after-school hours. 

This became an important aspect of his persona and political appeal to the “common” 

citizen of the country. Modi had an arranged marriage at a very young age, but soon 

split stating that he had not envisioned a married life for himself. It was during this 

time that Modi claimed to have travelled to several spiritual ashrams (a place of 
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spiritual/religious retreat) of various spiritual monks in India. Modi was said to be 

heavily influenced by the ascetic life of the monks in the ashrams.  

At the age of 20, Modi joined the Hindu-nationalist organization RSS (Goyal, 

2019). The ideology of RSS had such an influence on Modi that at a young age he 

started the student wing of the organization, Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad 

(ABVP) (Goyal, 2019). Modi steadily rose the ranks of the self-proclaimed Hindu-

nationalist organization. He was soon identified as a charismatic leader and recruited 

by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in 1987. Modi steadily rose through the ranks, 

working in various party leadership roles. In 2001, Modi became the Chief Minister of 

the Indian state of Gujarat after the incumbent BJP candidate resigned due to poor 

health (Goyal, 2019). Modi was elected to remain in power for three consecutive 

terms, gaining following from the people of the Gujarat state for his policies on 

businesses privatization and Hindu values (Goyal, 2019; Biography, 2020). Modi’s 

massive following in the state of Gujarat propelled the BJP party to nominate him as 

the Prime Ministerial candidate for the Indian election in 2014. The BJP won the 

election with a majority 282 of the 534 seats in the lower house of the parliament: 

The victory marked a crushing defeat to the Indian National Congress, which 

had controlled country politics for most of the previous 60 years, and sent a 

message that India’s citizens were behind an agenda that moved away from a 

secular, socialist state to a more capitalist-leaning economy with Hindu 

nationalism at its core. (Biography, 2020, para. 10) 
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Modi’s reelection in 2019, with an even bigger majority of 349 out of the 542 seats in 

the lower house, further illustrated India’s transition to a nation dominated by Hindu 

consciousness.  

As alluded to before, the grand narrative of the Indian identity was inhibited by 

several contesting memories and collective identities. With over 22 different 

languages and 29 states, the majority Hindu community within itself has high 

fractionalization and inequality based on caste, region and language. The new grand 

narrative professed by Modi and his party aims to achieve a sense of unity among 

Hindus. One of his significant policies to achieve a “One India” came through a 

unified tax system known as Goods and Services Tax (GST). Before GST, the Indian 

tax system levied both central and state taxes and the tax brackets varied across each 

of the states. Marketing his idea for GST as “One Nation, One Market,” Modi’s 

government succeeded in passing the bill through the parliament (“One nation one 

market,” n.d.). Moreover, his plan for BJP to gain a foothold in the regional south is 

another illustration of Modi’s new narrative on India - a narrative that is driven by 

Hindu principles and tradition rather than differences in region, caste and language.  

For his speech after an historic election victory, then, Modi takes the stage on a 

raised platform, standing behind a lectern on a stage embellished with the color 

saffron. Saffron is the color of Modi’s BJP party and the symbolic color of the Hindu 

religion. At the headquarters for the party, in the Indian capital of New Delhi, the 

stage was finally set for Modi to address the gathering (and the nation) to build the 
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grand narrative for India by making allusions to Hindu mythology and positioning 

himself as a Hindu nationalist sanyasi.  

6.3.1 The Hindu Nationalist Sanyasi 

It was a rainy evening when Modi took the stage to deliver his speech. The rain 

did not hinder the crowd who gathered in large numbers, the BJP headquarters 

consumed by the chants of “Modi, Modi, Modi.” Charland (1987) viewed this as 

“constitutive rhetoric” where the audience come into being from and through rhetoric. 

The presence of this specific audience, chanting Modi’s name, within itself is a 

rhetorical process, as the audiences were born from the narrative that Modi created 

and built. Nevertheless, this does not undercut Bitzer’s (1968) work on the rhetorical 

situation. In this context, the situation presents certain exigencies that Modi cannot 

avoid. Bitzer (1968) writes “the rhetorical discourse comes into existence as a 

response to situation, in the same sense that an answer comes into existence in 

response to a question, or a solution to a problem” (p. 5). Here, the situation is that of 

a major political victory for Modi and an opportunity to further invite the audience to 

champion his grand narrative for India. The situation that an election victory speech 

provides is unique and different from other rhetorical situations such as, for example, 

campaign speeches. Modi was facing a large gathering constantly chanting his name 

presenting another rhetorical exigency that had to be addressed. He begins his speech: 

This is the 21st century and this is new India. Our victory in today’s election is 

followed by chants of ‘Modi, Modi, Modi’. But, today’s victory is not a 
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victory for Modi. This is a victory for the aspirations of every citizen of this 

country craving for honesty. (Insider, 2019, para. 23) 

This excerpt forms the beginning of Modi’s speech. Modi had to respond to the 

chants from the audience and turn it into an opportunity to construct an image of 

humility for himself. This aspect of humility in Modi’s rhetoric illustrates the core of 

the characteristic “sanyasi,” which translates into English as a saint or an ascetic. In 

the same lines of humility and ascetism, Modi begins his speech by calling himself a 

“fakir” (a saint in poverty):  

For the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, we went to the people for a mandate for a 

new India. Today we can see that crores of India’s citizens have filled 

the jholi (satchel) of the fakir (a saint who has taken a vow of poverty) 

(Business Insider, 2019, para. 4).  

With these words, the speech begins not only with a nationalistic appeal but an appeal 

of sainthood and ascetism that is unique to India. The speech’s rhetoric embodies this 

age-old Hindu tradition of renunciation with an ultimate goal of reaching god through 

complete renunciation of worldly attractions and serve the society, albeit with a 

nationalistic touch. 

 The Hindu tradition exalts saints and ascetics for their philosophy on the Truth 

of life and rebirth. All the scriptures of ancient Hindu tradition speak of one ultimate 

goal for all humans: 
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The one goal is liberation or moksha, a setting-free of the soul - in one way or 

another - from the bonds of the round of existence, the round of death after 

birth and of birth after death. (Lanman, 1917, p. 135) 

Moksha (liberation) is the core of Hindu religious philosophy. Several Hindu saints 

have propounded the idea of liberation as the one and only Truth of human life. This 

philosophy asks its followers to renounce material and worldly luxuries to follow a 

path of self-realization (Yogananda, 1925). Indian saints such as Paramahansa 

Yogananda and Swami Vivekananda who travelled to the west have espoused this 

philosophy of self-realization. Self-realization is the idea that the individual is one 

with the omnipresent God in body, mind and soul (Yogananda, 1925).  

Modi’s ascetic rhetoric, in contrast, was an amalgamation of nationalism with 

several references to nation being greater than the self. Modi is a politician and the 

Prime Minister of India, with heavy pro-capitalist leanings toward economy (Kaur, 

2020). The image of a pro-capitalist Prime Minister is very different from Hindu 

ascetics that renounce their material wealth for the pursuit of enlightenment. It is at 

this juncture that religious “nationalistic” sanyasis differ from other religious sanyasis. 

As alluded to in a previous section, the identity of India was in a state of crisis during 

the period of British colonialism. The Indian nationalist movements that finally led to 

independence was essentially the new beginning of India, giving a new lease of life to 

the country’s identity. Nationalistic sainthood and ascetism categorized several 

freedom fighters who took the path of renunciation to serve for a singular purpose: 

freedom from colonization. Hindu nationalist organizations such as the RSS and other 
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ascetics such as Rabindranath Tagore (India’s first Nobel laureate), Mahatma Gandhi 

and Swami Vivekananda played a key role in reconstructing the detached spiritual 

ascetism of Indian sainthood to a more politically aware role. Chakraborthy (2011) 

credits this reconstruction of the Hindu sanyasi to the colonialist narratives on the 

effeminate Indian male sanyasi, who wanders without purpose. The colonialist 

narrative stripped the sanyasi of his spiritual and philosophical significance of 

“moksha,” leaving him to be categorized as an uncivilized nomad (Chakraborthy, 

2011). The colonizers viewed Hindu masculinity and religion as weak and this 

perspective further reinforced philosophers and revolutionaries such as Gandhi, 

Savarkar and Tagore to reconstruct a politically and materially aware Hindu 

nationalist sanyasi who is still focused on the achievement of moksha (liberation), but 

only through service to the Hindu-conscious nation free from colonialism and 

colonialist discourses.  

Modi is aware of the colonialist discourses as he comes from the lineage of the 

RSS organization, which espoused the construction of the politically charged Hindu 

nationalist sanyasi. The speech implicitly reminds the audience of these colonialist 

discourses. At the heart of the speech, Modi asks his intended and created audience to 

think of the next few years as the rebirth of the nation: 

This duration like the time between 1942-1947, when the whole of India had 

one common goal in mind: freedom. We have to emulate this spirit of freedom 

during 1942-1947 for a prosperous India, then we can take the country to new 

heights. (Business Insider, 2019, para. 41) 
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The speech’s grand narrative for India is to take the audience back to the time 

when the struggle for freedom (India received freedom from colonization in the year 

1947) was picking traction. During this time, several Hindu nationalist ascetics were 

taking reigns over the freedom movement.  The speech invites the audience to 

reminisce upon the idea of “freedom” (against colonial discourses of the British) 

proclaimed by the Hindu nationalist sanyasi during the Indian nationalist 

independence movement. By referring to himself a “beggar” whose interest is only to 

serve the nation and by making implicit references to the culmination of the 

colonization period, the speech evokes the Hindu nationalist sanyasi in both the 

material plane (Modi himself as a sanyasi) and the memory plane (the end of the 

colonization period, the pinnacle of the Hindu-nationalist sanyasi philosophy).  

This image of the Hindu nationalist sanyasi who foregoes his earthly pleasures 

for the selfless service of the nation is, therefore, a decades old philosophy that has 

been cultivated by the right leaning institutional Hindus (Hausner, 2017). Chakraborty 

(2019) writes: “Nationalist asceticism is valorized by the Hindu right, but it also holds 

appeal for a broad section of Hindus” (para. 6). Modi’s embodiment of the nationalist 

sanyasi fulfills the purpose of calling the second persona into being: the Hindus who 

identify with Hindu nationalism and perceive Modi to be the epitome of a selfless 

giver to the nation (Charland, 1987; Black, 1970).  

Burke (1950) writes on this aspect of identification as a means for persuasion:  

We might well keep it in mind that a speaker persuades an audience by the use 

of stylistic identifications; his act of persuasion may be for the purpose of 
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causing the audience to identify itself with the speaker’s interests; and the 

speaker draws on identification of interests to establish rapport between 

himself and his audience. (p. 46) 

This aspect drawing on his audience’s identifications is so significant to Modi’s 

rhetoric, that he not only begins his speech calling himself a beggar but also ends his 

speech in similar tones: 

Brothers and sisters, this country has given us a lot. Today, in front of the 

country, I want to say something. I want to make Indians believe that you have 

filled the bowl of this beggar – with expectations, hopes and dreams. And 

that’s why I want to tell you – with the duty you have given me – I will not do 

anything with bad intentions. I might make mistakes but none of them would 

be with a bad intention. Secondly, I want to reiterate that I won’t do anything 

just for myself. Thirdly, every second of my time and every cell of my body is 

dedicated solely to the citizens of this country. (Business Insider, 2019, para. 

46 - 47) 

By bringing back this age-old reconstructed aspect of a selfless Hindu nationalist 

sanyasi whose only aim is to serve the nation, the speech invites the second persona of 

Hindu majority audience (of the nation) into being and accepting their role in the 

order, as part of a grand narrative for a Hindu unified collective identity.  

6.3.2 Allusions to Hindu Mythology 

The speech’s grand narrative for a Hindu unified India further manifests from 

several references to Hindu mythology. An illustration of Bitzer’s rhetorical situation 
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manifests when Modi states, “today, even the Meghraj (the rain god) has decided to 

join us in the celebration of victory” (Business Insider, 2019, para. 3). The aspect of 

the “rain god” is unique to the Hindu religion in India. Hindus frequently pray to the 

god of rain for better harvests and respite from summer heat. Modi was evidently 

responding to the exigencies of the rainy ceremony while turning into an opportunity 

to further his Hindu valor through allusions to Hindu gods.  

 Right after Modi makes a pitch for positioning himself as a Hindu nationalist 

sanyasi, at the beginning of the speech, he declares: 

I bow my head before India’s 130 crore citizens. There have been so many 

elections since the country’s independence but since then, after so many 

elections, the highest voter turnout was in this election, and that too, amid 

temperatures of 40-45 degree Celsius. On this occasion, in the celebration of 

democracy, to those people who have sacrificed for the sake of democracy, 

those who were injured, I offer my condolences. In the history of democracy, 

they have set an example that will inspire coming generation to lay down their 

lives for the sake. (Business Insider, 2019, para. 5-8) 

Modi is referring to the people who have died from heat stroke during the election 

days and those that were injured in minor scuffles during the election time. According 

to Modi, the people who have died during the elections are martyrs of the nation. The 

idea of the nation as the ultimate Truth that immortalizes people who die for the 

imagined community is a popular construction of nationalism. Allow me to quote 
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again (from the Macron’s speech),  Anderson’s (1983) definition of nationalism that 

includes the psychological phenomenon of killing or dying for a country: 

The nation is imagined as a community, because, regardless of the actual 

inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always 

conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. Ultimately it is this fraternity that 

makes it possible, over the past two centuries, for so many millions of people, 

not so much to kill, as willingly to die for such limited imaginings. (p. 50) 

Immortalizing the deaths of people in the elections for a greater construct (the 

nation) is also an implicit reference to a paragraph in an ancient Hindu mythology text 

of Mahabharat: 

For the sake of a family, an individual member may be sacrificed; for the sake 

of a village, a family may be sacrificed; for the sake of a province, a village 

may be sacrificed and yet for the sake of one person’s soul, the whole earth 

may be sacrificed. (Malhotra, 2018, p. 20) 

This passage, seemingly paradoxical, defines the Hindu tradition of Dharma (the 

cosmic law) and the balance between collectivism and individualism (Malhotra, 2018, 

p. 20). Dharma is the omnipresent law that guides the individual and the nation. This 

reinforcement of “Dharma” in Modi’s speech supports his grand narrative of Hindu 

unification.  

The spiritual philosophy of “Dharma” was conceptualized in the Hindu 

mythology text of Mahabharat by the Hindu god Krishna. Lord Krishna is one of the 
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more revered Hindu gods and is considered as the creator of the conceptualizations of 

dharma. Modi in his speech alludes to this mythology of Mahabharat: 

Friends, when the battle of Mahabharata ended, Lord Krishna was asked, 

“Whose side were you on?” At that time, the answer that Lord Krishna had 

given, today in the twenty first century, in the 2019 elections, the people of 

India, the 130 crore citizens, have given the same answer as Lord Krishna. 

Lord Krishna had said that he was not fighting for any side. “I was only on the 

side of Hastinapur,” he had said. The citizens of the country have stood on the 

side of India, voted for India. (Business Insider, 2019, para. 10-11) 

Hastinapur was the land that two sides in the war were fighting for and Lord Krishna 

had espoused the aspect of rightful duty and “dharma” on the warriors. Modi, alluding 

to Lord Krishna’s being on the side of the land rather than the two opposing sides of 

people, further extends the idea of the land or nation being greater than the self. 

Essentially, the speech’s rhetoric emphasizes that nation comes before individuals. 

Furthermore, by saying that “130 crore citizens have given the same answer as Lord 

Krishna,” Modi equates the people of the Hindu nation to the Lord himself. Burke 

(1969) explicates this notion of persuasion not only through identification but also 

through flattery:  

You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk his language by speech, 

gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your way with his. 

Persuasion by flattery is but a special case of persuasion in general. But flattery 

can safely serve as our paradigm if we systematically widen its meaning, to see 
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behind it in the conditions of identification or consubstantiality in general. And 

you give the “signs” of such consubstantiality by deference to an audience’s 

“opinions.” (p. 55) 

Modi’s speech thus involves the calling of a collective audience into being not only 

through identification, but also through flattery by equating the people to a revered 

Hindu god. The second persona of the Hindu audience is called into being through 

identification with Hindu driven philosophies (from sacred Hindu mythological texts) 

and by the flattery of equating the audience to a revered Hindu god (Charland, 1987; 

Black, 1970).  

Modi’s Hindu mythological allusions provide an interesting juxtaposition as he 

utilizes mythological references to constitute what he terms as “New India.” Modi’s 

refers to the New India as “Bharat”: “Crores and crores of workers have only one 

feeling, “Bharat Mata Ki Jai.” And nothing else” (Business Insider, 2019, para. 18). 

The phrase “Bharat Mata Ki Jai” translates into English as “All Hail Mother India.” 

To provide context, India is frequently referred to as “Bharat” in the domestic social 

and political context. The name comes from an ancient Hindu mythological ruler 

named Bharat, who ruled a major part of the land encompassing what is now the 

modern-day India. Historians situate this period as far back as 3000 BC (McIntosh, 

2008). “Bharat” is thus a name given to the prehistoric Indian land, long before the 

Muslim rule of the Mughal empire and British colonialism. The usage of the word 

Bharat, to a large extent, is to reject the colonial symbolism of the name “India.” It is a 

reclamation of an old utopian land before colonization and Muslim rule. Using this 
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term in the current milieu, however, emphasizes a Hindu utopian pre-colonial, pre-

Mughal era. Malhotra (2018) writes “Bharat: An ancient nation based on Vedic Hindu 

principles, and modern India based on the open architecture of Hindu dharma” (p. 14). 

Therefore, referring to India as “Bharat” in the current milieu symbolizes a 

construction of the land as a nation driven by a modern iteration of ancient Hindu 

philosophies and “dharma.” . Through these allusions to Hindu mythologies through a 

modern iteration of “dharma” and “Bharat,” the speech calls the Hindu audience into 

being as part of the grand narrative.  

As mentioned before, the Hindu population in India has inherent divisions of 

caste, region and language. With over 22 different languages and 29 states the 

majority Hindu community is itself highly fractionalized. Referring to this division 

among Hindus, Modi states “there are only two castes in India, one is rich and the 

other is poor, and the rich have to make contributions to help the poor” (Business 

Insider, 2019, para. 37). By referring to caste differences, Modi is again calling into 

being the second persona of the Hindu and, by particularly positioning himself as a 

Hindu nationalist sanyasi who evokes ancient Hindu mythologies, Modi constructs his 

grand narrative based on the Hindu dominant unification of “Bharat.”  

6.4 The Collective Imaginings of Modi’s Ideological Rhetoric 

The idiosyncrasies of religious nationalism in Modi’s speech, while unique to 

India, also have a unifying characteristic with regard to various forms of religious 

nationalism across the globe. Anderson (1983) writes: 
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The extraordinary survival over thousands of years of Buddhism, Christianity 

or Islam in dozens of different social formations attests to their imaginative 

response to the overwhelming burden of human suffering – disease, mutilation, 

grief, age, and death. Why was I born blind? Why is my best friend paralyzed? 

The religions attempt to explain. (p. 51) 

Religion provides a grand narrative of immortality, explaining several conditions of 

the human life and in the process providing a sense of comfort by reducing the guilt of 

not associating with a collective, as Burke (1950) notes, on the individuals who have 

an innate proclivity to be a part of a collective identity. Anderson (1983) undercuts the 

power of religion to survive in the modern society and sees nationalism as a substitute 

to the religious grand narrative of Truth and immortality. However, religions have not 

vanished into oblivion and modern constructions of nationalism have eventually 

manifested in several forms. One of these forms is the amalgamation of both religion 

and nationalism, giving rise to a phenomenon of an ideology that is stronger than 

either of the two forces combined. The two grand narratives of religion and nation are 

combined into a larger, more powerful grand narrative of religious nationalism as the 

new omnipresent guiding force of a nation’s collective consciousness.  

The conflicting collective identities of India had created a need for a new grand 

narrative for the country. India has been under the British colonial rule for over 200 

years and it was essentially Indian nationalistic movement that granted the freedom. 

The idea of an independent nation state was what granted the nation freedom and is 

easier to embrace and even radicalized in the present from a Hindu-nationalistic 
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standpoint. With the presence of conflicting and polar narratives of a Mughal 

(Muslim) historic India vs a secular nation vs a Hindu native nation, the collective 

identities are participating in a conflict of memory repositories. Modi and his Hindu 

nationalist party’s rise to the top displays the skewing of the collective identity of 

India towards a more Hindu unified consciousness. With several conflicting narratives 

present to legitimize hierarchies of power and national imaginings, it is important to 

understand that elites on both sides of the spectrum have an abundance of past 

memories from which to to pick and choose in reimagining the nation. Memories are 

always available to be wielded in conflicting narratives, legitimized by the elites.  

Modi’s rhetoric of positioning himself as a Hindu nationalist sanyasi and his 

allusions to Hindu mythology perform the three stages of the formation of the 

ideological effect that Charland (1987) delineates. First, the speech “constitutes a 

collective subject” (p. 139) where individual interests are replaced by collective 

interest based on Hindu unification. Second, the speech constructs a Hindu conscious 

nation as a “transhistorical subject” (p. 139). The speech presents the Hindu nation as 

preexisting, long before this collective consciousness has even been evoked by Hindu 

nationalists. In other words, the individuals, especially the second persona of the 

Hindu collective audience are invited to believe that the Hindu nation has existed 

primordially. A primordial nationalist position is always evoked by elites to construct 

a hierarchy of power for the individual, who is looking for transcendental singular 

constructions, to cope mortal anxieties and guilt of societal division. Third, the 

audience members have an “illusion of freedom” (p. 141), even though in some way 
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or the other they are part of the collective identity imposed upon them by the 

constitutive rhetoric of Modi’s speech.  

With all the functions of the constitutive, rhetorical collective subject called 

into being by the speech, the speaker yet has certain exigencies to respond to: the 

exigencies of an election victory speech, the exigencies of a rainy day, and the 

exigencies of the “Modi” chants from the audience, all of which evoke Modi’s 

response. The audience who chant Modi’s name and create an exigency for Modi to 

respond, are the same audience that were previously “called into being” through 

rhetoric. I contend that constitutive rhetoric and the rhetorical situation are not 

mutually exclusive phenomena but rather an inclusive circular force that act upon each 

other. The speaker calls into being an audience through rhetoric, but at the same time 

there are certain exigencies that the speaker must respond to (I further explore this in 

chapter 10). As illustrated by Modi’s speech, this response could be turned into an 

opportunity shown by his evocations of a Hindu god in response to the rainy 

environment and positioning himself as a “humble” sanyasi in response to the “Modi” 

chants.  

As alluded to in my critique, the speech’s rhetoric on the grand narrative of 

India based on Hindu unification calls the second persona of Hindu audience into 

being. The speech constructs this second persona without once referencing the names 

of the religions. There is no mention of the word “Hindu” or “Muslim,” although, by 

specifically positioning himself as a Hindu nationalist sanyasi who evokes ancient 

Hindu mythologies, the speech particularly alludes to the Hindu majority of India. 



  Texas Tech University, Nihar Sri Naga Ganesh Sreepada, December 2021 

  

 

105 

 
 

There is no allusion of any kind towards India’s 182 million-Muslim minority – the 

second-largest Muslim population in the world (Diamant, 2019). Modi’s rhetoric of 

New India, with all its reconstructing elements from the identity struggle of a colonial 

past, ignores and disregards the Muslim population. Therefore, Modi’s rhetoric, calls 

into being the third persona -- the Muslim population.  

Wander (1984) describes the third persona as: 

A being whose presence, though relevant to what is being said, is negated 

through silence…The objectification of certain individuals and groups 

discloses itself through what is and what is not said about them and through 

actual conditions affecting their ability to speak for themselves. Operating 

through existing social, political, and economic arrangements, negation 

extends beyond the ‘text’ to include the ability to produce texts, to engage in 

discourse, to be heard in the public sphere. (370) 

Modi’s ideological discourse calls into being not just the Hindu audience (the 

second persona) but also the collective third persona of India’s Muslim audience who 

are “negated through silence.” Wander’s (1984) conceptualization of the third persona 

is valuable for its broader implications, which is to acknowledge the “ignored” and 

“negated” audience, particularly in instances such as a speech delivered by the Prime 

Minister of the largest democracy in the world. Modi’s New India does not appear to 

involve the country’s largest minority, but critics have an important role to play in 

acknowledging and empowering the voiceless and ignored.  
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To analyze Modi’s speech, I have referenced some of the ancient Indian saints 

that Modi actively claims to follow and revere, one of them being Paramahansa 

Yogananda. In one of Modi’s previous speeches, when he visited the ashram (a place 

of spiritual retreat) of the late saint Yogananda’s community, he evoked the teachings 

of Yogananda as an illustration of spiritual wealth of India (Tewari, 2019). Ironically, 

in his book Journey to Self-Realization, Yogananda (1925) warns the world about 

nationalism by calling it “selfish patriotism”: “The politicians are blinded by their 

false patriotism, selfishness and love of fame and, disregarding the divine law laid 

down by God and great saints, they are bringing an avalanche of miseries upon the 

nations of the earth” (p.199). Yogananda (1925) follows that up by emphasizing the 

importance of looking at the world as a family:  

A person may be Christian or Jewish, Buddhist or Hindu, Muslim or 

Zoroastrian; he may proclaim that Jesus Christ is the only way, or Buddha, or 

Mohammed—as indeed, millions of believers do. He may insist that this ritual, 

or that place of worship, bestows salvation. But it all comes down to what he 

is, in himself. When we love our neighbors, we become bigger. When we love 

our country, we become bigger still. And when we love all nations, we become 

even bigger. (p. 202) 

Yogananda’s view of patriotism had a clear demarcation from nationalism, or 

as he terms it, “selfish nationalism.” Yogananda is one of the most celebrated Hindu 

sanyasis of India and one that Modi frequently evokes and reveres. Unlike Yogananda, 

the Hindu nationalist sanyasi/politician is not concerned with unity but rather with 
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purity of a Hindu dominant nation, perceiving national identity as primordial and 

absolute. The constituted audience are under the “illusion of freedom” (Charland, 

1987), not cognizant of the imaginary constructions of the cultural elite to legitimize 

power, unaware that nationalism is by no means a nation’s self-conscious awakening. 
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CHAPTER VII 

THE “RACE” OF NATIONALISM: DONALD TRUMP’S 2019 SPEECH TO 

THE UNITED NATIONS 

 

The “Devil” term of nationalism morphs into a “God” term for Trump at the 

74th UN General Assembly. However, unlike Macron, Trump’s rhetoric is not 

definitive on its binary distinction between patriotism and nationalism. For Trump, the 

words are interchangeable and at his disposal to be implemented for a wide variety of 

far-right thought. Trump’s rhetorical performance, while seemingly unsophisticated 

and blatant, has a nuance that makes it effective with regard to certain core audiences. 

This chapter focuses on examining the nuance behind Trump’s rhetoric. I must 

acknowledge that until recently, I considered Trump’s rhetoric to be straightforward 

enough to not warrant a study – that it was unsophisticated to such a degree that a 

sophisticated analysis would bear no fruit. Soon I realised that not only was this 

thought a bit elitist, but also that it would be imprudent to ignore a rhetorical 

performance that speaks to almost a half of the American population.  

On September 24, 2019, Trump delivered his United Nations speech. A stark 

contrast to Macron’s Armistice speech, Trump delivered a promise of America – a 

present and future with nationalism foregrounded with a particularly racial 

manifestation. “America first” was the theme of the speech. But what constitutes real 

“America”? Do all people in America qualify for the position of “first”? And how 

does this impact an increasingly globalized world?  
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In this chapter, I argue that Trump’s 2019 United Nations Speech creates an 

illusory right-wing populism through its utilization of God/Devil terms and allusions 

to his White, conservative base’s cultural anxieties. First, I conceptualize populism 

and focus on its various ideological manifestations. Second, I provide a background on 

the Tea Party and the beginning of 21st century right-wing reactionary politics in the 

US. Third, I engage with some literature on Trump’s rhetoric, forming a base for the 

analysis. Fourth, I critique Trump’s UN speech on how it creates an illusory right-

wing populism. Fifth, I conclude the chapter by weighing the implications of illusory 

populism and racial nationalism.  

7.1 Populism  

A widely used term but very rarely accounted for in its ideological diversity, 

populism, in the case of Trump, goes hand in hand with nationalism. Populism is not 

merely a reactionary, authoritarian and racist ideology. Featherstone and Karaliotas 

(2019) utilize Laclau’s (2005) conceptualization of two main structures in populist 

politics:  

First, the nodal point of “the people”, and, second, an antagonistic 

representation of society, dividing the social field in two opposing camps: on 

one side “the people” - the underdogs, the many, the 99% - and on the other 

“the elite” - the establishment, the few, the 1%. (p. 32) 

Populist leaders  seek to incorporate a rhetoric that speaks to the common citizen, by 

focusing on issues that have been historically unmet. The issues, at times, can be 

“created” (as discussed in Chapter Four), or existing issues can be manipulated to 
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focus on an illusionary enemy. Laclau’s (2005) post-Marxist work provides the 

nuance required to properly examine the populist ideology, acknowledging that 

populism is not just a weapon of right-wing conservatism but also can be found on the 

left. The constructed issues surrounding populism are varied across the political 

spectrum.  

Democracy, in essence, is supposed to be a system for the people, by the 

people. Decades of neoliberalism, however, have transferred power slowly to the 

corporations and the wealthy, leaving common citizens to fend for themselves. 

Embracing nuance surrounding populist issues and acknowledging that some of the 

issues are legitimate concerns arising from such existing hegemonic power structures 

allows us not to dismiss populism as merely uncritical anger. Populism, in essence, is 

a way of bringing the people to the “centre” (referring to chapter 3). People that have 

historically felt ignored by the central value system of the spatial structure look 

towards populism as a means to be included, heard, and acknowledged.  

To further challenge the notion of populism as a vacant reactionary ideology, it 

is important to understand the issues faced by the common people in a modern neo-

liberal society like the United States of America. Devega (2019) writes: 

Mass media, schools, and other agents of political socialization have convinced 

many Americans (and other people around the world) that consumerism, 

capitalism and democracy are the same thing. People who live in societies 

dominated by neoliberalism and gangster capitalism are told that they are 

ultimately responsible for their own suffering and lack of success, even as 
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income and wealth inequality soar, life chances are truncated, and meritocracy 

is exposed as a sham. (para. 22) 

When neoliberalism and democracy manifest as one, many are pushed to the 

“periphery” of the spatial structure, having to claw their way into the central belief 

system. Particularly, isolated from the “centre” with seemingly no way in, unheard and 

under resourced people look for a leader that can speak for them and represent the 

“underdogs.” The underdogs are  pitted against the elite establishment. Populism then, 

manifests as an avenue for underdogs to win against the establishment. Here, 

ideological differences matter. Populism can be classified in simple terms as us 

(common citizen) against them (elite) (Zabala, 2017). However, when it combines 

values from an ideological scale (either from the left or the right), populism 

materializes as a diverse and at times even as a contrasting ideology. Populism on the 

right focuses primarily on a liberal elite who are destroying the nation by bringing in 

“foreigners” from other nations. The belief that foreigners take away jobs from the 

common working class citizen while simultaneously infiltrating the cultural way of 

life of the “native” citizens, forms the core of right-wing populism. Left-wing 

populism, on the other hand, is inclusive of all foreign individuals and communities, 

focusing almost exclusively on attacking the wealthy elite who espouse neo-liberal 

principles (Zabala, 2017).  

Right-wing populisms characteristically define ‘the people’ in ethno-national 

or religious terms; left-wing populisms, on the other hand, typically view ‘the 

people’ as a series of social classes or interest groups. Left-wing populisms 
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thus have to be justified in political terms, which makes them contestable and 

may give them progressive and democratic potential. Right-wing populism, in 

contrast, usually minimizes or denies class distinctions and rests on mystical 

justifications linked to ‘blood’, ‘soil’ and ‘nation’. (Edelman, 2020, p. 1421) 

Right-wing, ethno-national/-religious populism is on the rise with leaders like 

Trump, Modi, and Bolsonaro. This chapter on Trump’s speech particularly focuses on 

right-wing populism and how the ideology manifests for his audience. Through 

Trump’s rhetoric, I explore the several ways right-wing populism utilizes a reactionary 

rhetoric that directs blame for the complex problems in a society towards a 

combination of perceived enemies, including globalization, immigration, the liberal 

elite, and foreigners. First, however, it is important to dissect the beginnings of 

reactionary right-wing populism in 21st century America.  

7.2 The Tea Party and the Beginning of Reactionary Politics 

“No public money for private failure” was the initial slogan for the Tea Party 

formed in February, 2009 (Parker & Barreto, 2014, p. 1). The Tea Party is an 

organization consisting of “a loose confederation of leaders, activists, and 

sympathizers,” which “has said it’s about conservative principles: small government, 

the free market, and governmental fiscal responsibility” (p. 1). These issues took a 

backseat, however, when some of the Tea Party speakers began attacking President 

Barack Obama:  

This was not a shift to the Left like Jimmy Carter or Bill Clinton. This is a 

worldview clash. We are seeing a worldview clash in our White House. A man 
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who is a closet secular-type Muslim, but he’s still a Muslim. He’s no Christian. 

We’re seeing a man who’s a socialist communist in the White House, 

pretending to be an American…he wasn’t even born here (Roth, as cited in 

Parker & Barreto, 2014, p. 2) 

Thus, the so-called “Birther” movement was sparked. The overtly racist attacks 

on President Obama took precedence over the initial conservative fiscal policies that 

the group espoused. Subsequent meetings saw fewer and fewer discussions on issues 

such as high taxes, federal spending and government involvement, instead focusing on 

racial issues. The main agenda transformed to projecting the White conservative 

working class citizens as victims of cultural and economic power abuse from a “liberal 

elitist Black Muslim” President.  

However, it was not just hatred towards minority out-groups that drove Tea 

Party supporters; there was also a growing fear that their way of life was being 

threatened by an increasing population of out-groups. Mobilizing this fear became a 

constitution of the Tea Party and subsequently of Trump. The fact that the country 

elected a Black president, that the country saw LatinX judges, that the people of the 

LGBTQ+ community and other minorities were frequently found in influential 

positions -- the perceived out-groups manifested as a threat to the in-group’s (White, 

mostly male, middle class, middle and older aged segment of the American 

population) existence and way of life. Parker and Barreto (2014) state: 

Tea Party is motivated by something beyond the more conventional view of 

conservatism in which economic freedom and small government as well as 
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social and fiscal responsibility are prized. People who are attracted to the Tea 

Party are ones who fear change of any kind, especially if it threatens to 

undermine their way of life (p. 6) 

The Tea Party movement, therefore, was a populist movement purely because it 

represented the working-class, White conservative population, which, according to the 

supporters of the Tea Party, were a silent majority.  

It would, nonetheless, be too simplistic to say that all supporters of Tea Party 

movement exist only due to an anxiety of being stripped of their way of life by an out-

group. Patenaude (2019) challenges this assumption that the anxiety of the supposed 

in-group is restricted only towards an increasing cultural influence of the out-group. 

The author concludes that “while economic anxiety and racial resentment played a 

role in the 2010 and 2016 elections, the findings suggested that economic anxiety is 

the underlying factor that generates both racial resentment and support for populism” 

(p. 787). In other words, economic anxiety suffered by the middle class White 

population was a catalyst to racial and cultural anxiety against an out-group. The 

members of the Tea Party succeeded in appealing to the economic and cultural 

anxieties of the White conservative working class population. By initially quoting 

traditional conservative economic policies and soon transitioning towards racial 

rhetoric against a Black president, the Tea Party gave its supporters an avenue to direct 

the blame of everyday economic issues towards minority out-groups.  

Donald Trump thus manifests as the culmination of the Tea Party by adopting 

the language of the birther movement, marking the beginning of his political career. 
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Further, by incorporating anti-elite rhetoric (“drain the swamp”), Trump succeeded in 

taking over the gap left by fall of the Tea Party. Trump’s hardline views on 

immigration and religion, combined with aggressive calls for taking down the corrupt 

liberal elites (such as his democratic opponent Hillary Clinton, who he refers to as 

“crooked Hillary”), ushered the Tea Party eventually into Trumpism (Parker & 

Barreto, 2014).  

7.3 The Rhetoric of Donald Trump 

Trump’s rise to power was widely attributed to his anti-politician stance that 

allowed him to operate as an outsider who wanted to “Make America Great Again” 

(Kayam, 2018). Trump embraced the businessman persona and utilized a rhetoric that 

portrayed himself as an honest outsider who always spoke the truth. Offensive and 

controversial comments were justified through a reasoning of not wanting to be 

“politically correct.” Kayam (2018) states : “Trump denounced the traditional rules of 

politics, avoided calculated, logical and politically correct utterances, and modeled 

himself as the only candidate who was fit for the presidency” (p. 183). These 

rhetorical moves enabled Trump to deploy an anti-establishment, populist perspective 

towards his politics, inviting several economically disenfranchised Americans to find 

an affective outlet through his simplistic, angry rhetoric (Rowland, 2019; Schertzer & 

Woods, 2020). In fact, Trump’s rhetoric enabled the White conservative population to 

steer their anger towards then President Barack Obama who was made responsible for 

their economic issues (Parker & Barreto, 2014). The economic issues were soon 

turned into cultural issues, providing an avenue for the expression of  “White rage.” 
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Ott and Dickinson (2019) examine the aspect of Trump’s rhetoric being an affective 

outlet for White rage:  

Trump regularly infused his political rhetoric with management discourse such 

as when a women asked Trump what he would say to Obama. He interrupted 

her, saying “you’re fired.” At which point the crowd erupted, their bodies 

instantaneously responding to a White man putting a Black man in his place. 

(p. 35) 

Embracing his reality TV, businessman persona from the TV show “The Apprentice”, 

Trump preserves a similar tone for his political career.  Trump’s usage of “You’re 

fired” incites a visceral affect among the White conservative audience, who after two 

terms of Obama, desire a White anti-establishment, authoritarian-populist leader who 

can be decisive against minorities and the liberal political elite.  

Trump treats his authority as being unquestionable, seldom worrying about his 

group members attitudes and opinions over his decisions (DuBrin, 2012). Trump 

achieved this through a rhetoric that transcended traditional norms of political rhetoric, 

utilizing a simplistic and entertaining approach, that sometimes mirrored a stand-up 

comedian: “Like a good standup comic, Trump invites the audience to join him in the 

adventure of delivering his act” (Denby, 2015, para. 5). Furthermore, his speeches 

manifest as an exercise in aggressive performance (Appel, 2018), presenting an 

entertaining act for his audience, who can reiterate the popular catch phrases that 

Trump uses during his speech (lock her up, Make America Great Again, Drain the 

swamp etc.) 
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An important element of Trump’s performance is the stage of Twitter. Trump 

thrives on this space that allows him to deploy his rhetorical strategies. Ott and 

Dickinson (2019) state that Twitter’s existing functionalities invite a “public discourse 

that is simple, impetuous and uncivil” (p. 86). With as low as only 280 characters 

allowed, Trump utilizes this space to transcend the highlights of his face-to-face 

rhetoric to a great impact on the Twitter space. Twitter’s simplistic and uncivil 

invitations align well with Trump’s aggressive bullying and unsophisticated rhetoric, 

providing an opportunity for dehumanizing minorities and critics. Khan et al. (2021) 

state that Trump (in Twitter) “uses language to create a polarity of us versus them 

between the Muslims in America and other groups.” (p. 9). Trump uses Twitter to 

situate Muslim community as the enemy of the American people and this is done 

through a framing of positioning himself as the benefactor of the American people 

(Khan et. al, 2021). The out-group are not just the Muslim population but every 

politician that is against Trump, is framed to be pro-Muslim and essentially, anti-

Christian. While Khan et al. (2021) examine Trump’s discourse on Twitter,  Trump 

uses the us versus them strategy in many of his face-to-face rallies, speeches and 

interviews. This framing provides a simplistic outlet for White rage, blaming certain 

group of people, minority communities and liberal political elites for everyday 

economic and cultural anxieties. Trump’s UN speech too, employs these strategies of 

us versus them to cater to his White conservative audience’s anxieties.   

Trump’s populist rhetoric of us versus them is also utilized in his presentations 

on foreign policy. During the campaign trail, Trump vowed to protect the American 
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people from the evils of globalization (Boucher & Thies, 2019). “America First” 

became a nationalist slogan that pitted America against other major countries in the 

world:  

Upon assuming the presidency in February 2017, President Trump initiated a 

revisionist trade policy agenda often associated with economic nationalism: 

annulling US participation in the Trans-Pacific Partnership, aggressively 

renegotiating NAFTA, and imposing tariffs on a broad array of imported 

goods. (Boucher & Thies, 2019, p. 712) 

Trump also started trade wars with “traditionally like-minded countries such as 

Canada, Mexico, Australia, and the European Union” (Boucher & Thies, 2019, p.712).  

He also aggressively criticized China as being responsible for America’s economic 

woes (Boucher & Thies, 2019). Trump’s criticism of globalization and China is 

particularly evident in his US speech, presenting another opportunity for framing an us 

versus them narrative for his audience.  

Trump’s populism combined with an affective nationalism helped shadow all 

the rhetorical mistakes that he made during the campaign (Rowland, 2019). Rowland 

(2019) writes that Trump had more gaffes than any other presidential campaign 

particularly, when he bragged about sexual assault in a leaked tape. This did not 

hinder his campaign primarily because, Trump spoke to a rage that was burning 

among the people. Hogan (2016) states that “Trump gave voice to the angst of 

millions of Americans who felt forgotten, displaced, disrespected, and ignored” (p. 

64). The affective populist nationalism of Trump, took precedence over any mistake or 
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gaffe he made during the campaign. In fact, some of the resulting media’s criticism 

over his gaffes only riled up the supporters more (Rowland, 2019). Rowland (2019) 

argues:  

Trump used a rhetoric of nationalist populism along with a persona as a 

charismatic outsider to win the presidency. This strategic pattern can be 

considered an affective genre that responded to a broad sense of threatened 

identity among white working-class voters, especially those who possessed an 

authoritarian personality structure. (p. 345) 

Ott and Dickinson (2019) situate Trump’s rhetoric in the affective genre of White 

rage, arguing that the rhetorical style of Trump is “rooted in pervasive sentiments 

(anxiety and fear) about race that are shared by primarily white, working class 

Christians who believe that the US had been in a decline for years” (p. 28). Trump’s 

UN speech becomes a similar exercise in a rhetoric consisting of affective notions of 

fear and anxiety.  The evocation of the economic and cultural anxieties (of the white 

conservative base) form the principle narratives of his UN speech. The speech creates 

an illusory right-wing populism through its utilization of God/Devil terms and 

allusions to cultural anxieties of the white conservative base. But before he took stage, 

Trump needed to tweet about Greta Thunberg.  

7.4 Trump’s 2019 United Nations Speech 

Even before Trump took stage at the UN, on September 24, 2019, he sent a 

tweet about the 16-year-old climate-change activist Greta Thunberg: 
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She seems like a very happy young girl looking forward to a bright and 

wonderful future. So nice to see! https://t.co/1tQG6QcVKO. (Rupar, 2019) 

The tweet was in response to Thunberg’s speech delivered the day before. Thunberg 

delivered an impassioned speech attacking world leaders for prioritizing profit over 

the environment. “How dare you” she incessantly questioned world leaders for not 

doing enough for tackling climate change. Trump’s response, quipping that “she 

seems like a very happy young girl” undercuts the very core of Thunberg’s 

impassioned message. Trump’s tweet performs the function of not just sarcastically 

belittling the climate change activist but also undermining the urgency of the present 

climate crisis. Thunberg’s persuasive solemness is therefore met with the callous 

sarcasm of the President of the United States. With Twitter’s 280 character limitation, 

Trump thrives,  utilizing every opportunity to attack his enemies and strangers alike 

while simultaneously communicating with his constituted audience. By denouncing a 

renowned climate change activist as “a happy young girl,” Trump is telling Thunberg 

to “behave” act like a “young girl,” rather than worrying about climate or criticizing 

world leaders. Rupar (2019) opines:  

Trump’s tweet also says something about how he thinks girls should be. They 

should not be angry about the climate crisis and trying to do something about 

it. The UN is not the place for them. Perhaps beauty pageants are. (para. 6) 

I explore the notions of Trump’s tweet about Thunberg, not only due to its 

proximity in time to his UN speech, but also because the tweet is an integral part of his 

performance at the UN meeting. By denouncing a climate change activist and her 

https://t.co/1tQG6QcVKO
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/a-timeline-of-donald-trumps-creepiness-while-he-owned-miss-universe-191860/
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message, Trump is denouncing a globalism that seeks concern for the world and not 

just one’s nation. By denouncing Thunberg’s climate crisis message, Trump is 

speaking directly to his conservative right-wing base. In other words, Trump had 

already taken the stage at the UN, even if it was hours before he delivered the official 

“physical” speech. Twitter was his “virtual” stage.  

A few hours after his Thunberg tweet, Trump took the “physical” stage to 

scattered applause, speaking through the mic, reading from a teleprompter, all the 

while employing a low-energy monotone voice. For Trump, the UN speech was a 

moment of opportunity to extol American nationalism, placing himself at the center 

stage of a “new and improved” America. A response to liberal leaders like Macron, 

Trump could also speak to his constituted audience on the devils of globalism.  

7.4.1 God/Devil Terms – A Neo-Liberal Spin 

What we call things matters. ... The words we use, and how we perceive those 

words, reflect how we value, or devalue, people, places, and things. (Quindlen, 

2012, p. 106) 

I had previously alluded to the scholarly distinction between patriotism and 

nationalism (in the Macron’s speech chapter). Patriotism involves love for country 

while nationalism “involves blind attachment to certain national cultural values, 

uncritical conformity with the prevailing group ways, and the rejection of other 

nations as out-groups” (Latcheva, 2009, p. 1177). This distinction is much more 

common among US scholars compared to scholars in Australia or Europe who are 

inclined to use the two words interchangeably (Fozdar, Spittles, & Hartley, 2015, p. 
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32). Social psychologists such as Daniel Bar-Tal supported this differentiation 

between patriotism and nationalism. According to Bar-Tal, patriotism is a positive 

avenue for group members that increases in-group stability and produces a sense of 

identity and self-esteem while nationalism induces negative feelings for the out-groups 

and consequently is a negative avenue (Billig, 1995, p. 56).  

Billig (1995) disagrees with the idea of a mutually exclusive approach to 

patriotism and nationalism, arguing that it becomes extremely hard to measure these 

two aspects without finding some form of correlation. Macron’s Armistice speech 

builds on this discourse by situating nationalism and patriotism as binary opposites, as 

God and Devil terms. Trump’s speech on the other hand blurs this distinction by 

utilizing patriotism as a substitute for nationalism. Right at the beginning of his 

speech, Trump emphatically states that the “free world must embrace its national 

foundations. It must not attempt to erase them or replace them” (Trump’s UN Speech, 

para. 7). Particularly significant is his conceptualization of nationalism and the merits 

of sovereign nation states: 

Looking around and all over this large, magnificent planet, the truth is plain to 

see: If you want freedom, take pride in your country. If you want democracy, 

hold on to your sovereignty. And if you want peace, love your nation. Wise 

leaders always put the good of their own people and their own country first. 

(Trump’s UN Speech, para. 8) 

According to the speech, , pride in one’s country comes first. Loving one’s 

nation unconditionally is the only way for democracy. Sovereignty is the only way to 
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peace and love. Essentially, Trump equates uncritical love towards nation with God 

terms such as “peace”, “love” and “democracy”. Here, sovereignty itself manifests as 

a God term. “Freedom,” “democracy,” “peace,” and “love” – all are God terms 

attainable through an unyielding faith on nationalism. Nationalism, therefore (without 

the word actually being used), materializes as the principle God term of the speech.  

For both Macron and Trump, the words “patriot” and “patriotism” are God 

terms. However, for Macron, nationalism was a Devil term (the result of Macron’s 

having made an intelligible distinction between patriotism and nationalism). For 

Trump, this distinction is blurred. Although Trump was never fearful of using the 

word “nationalist,” as evidenced by his speech at a rally and a following tweet (as 

mentioned at the beginning of this chapter) at the UN stage, the scripted speech adopts 

a more cautious and articulate approach, with Trump labelling those with unyielding, 

uncritical love for nation as patriots: 

The future does not belong to globalists. The future belongs to patriots. The 

future belongs to sovereign and independent nations who protect their citizens, 

respect their neighbors, and honor the differences that make each country 

special and unique. (Trump UN Speech, para. 9) 

This distinction between patriots and globalists reifies the principal God/Devil terms 

of the speech. For Trump, globalists are the “devil” that destroy the concept of 

national identity. For Trump, the future belongs to those who understand, 

acknowledge and worship the uniqueness of a single national identity: 
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It is why we in the United States have embarked on an exciting program of 

national renewal. In everything we do, we are focused on empowering the 

dreams and aspirations of our citizens. (Trump UN Speech, para. 10) 

With the above statement, the speech transitions into populism, stating that 

“empowering the dreams and aspirations of our citizens” is reminiscent of a lost 

American Dream – “lost” because globalism (as per the speech) had destroyed the 

American Dream, and patriotism (nationalism) is the only way to reclaim the past 

“greatness.” Trump’s is a “greatness” that will empower the dreams of the American 

people. Not only does this statement speak to a populist, conservative Trump base that 

embraces the “Make America Great Again” philosophy, it also rearticulates the neo-

liberal capitalist notion of the “American Dream” – a glaring contradiction that can 

further be observed from his populist appeal to the middle class: 

At the center of our vision for national renewal is an ambitious campaign to 

reform international trade. For decades, the international trading system has 

been easily exploited by nations acting in very bad faith. As jobs were 

outsourced, a small handful grew wealthy at the expense of the middle class. 

(Trump UN Speech, para. 14) 

Trump appeals to the middle class and condemns a neo-liberal globalism that made the 

rich wealthier. Yet, the speech consistently preserves the existing neo-liberal capitalist 

structures within US: 
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One of the most serious challenges our countries face is the specter of 

socialism. It’s the wrecker of nations and destroyer of societies. (Trump UN 

Speech, para. 57) 

Events in Venezuela remind us all that socialism and communism are not 

about justice, they are not about equality, they are not about lifting up the poor, 

and they are certainly not about the good of the nation. Socialism and 

communism are about one thing only: power for the ruling class. (Trump UN 

Speech, para. 58) 

Today, I repeat a message for the world that I have delivered at home: America 

will never be a socialist country. (Trump UN Speech, para. 59) 

Socialism, therefore, manifests as another “Devil” term of the speech. The 

speech’s commitment to neo-liberal capitalism is never more evident than when 

Trump criticizes socialism by referencing failed socialist countries such as Venezuela. 

This contradiction –  criticizing neo-liberal globalist capitalism while at the same time 

espousing neo-liberal US capitalism – forms the core of Trump’s rhetoric. In other 

words, Trump’s rhetoric oscillates between the right-wing populism of criticizing 

globalism and the support of a neo-liberal capitalist structure, essentially rendering the 

message incoherent and, therefore, illusory. At a time when socialist programs such as 

universal health care and 15-dollar minimum wage remain popular across the majority 

of US citizens (Long, 2017), Trump steers away from these “populist” positions 

because for his base they are “socialist.” Liberal democrats, no matter what their 

policy positions and where they stand in the ideological spectrum, are dubbed as 
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socialists whose intent is to turn the USA into Venezuela. The fear appeal further 

speaks to Trump’s base who otherwise are known to support economic populist 

positions (Long, 2017); logic is soon lost, however, in the rhetoric of fear and 

emotional appeals to racial anxiety and the devil of socialism. It is important to note 

that Trump never refers to some socialist policies that found success in European 

countries such as Norway, Denmark, Finland and even in countries such as UK and 

Germany. But rather frames the argument in such a way that any democratic party 

member and any common sense policy, that is seemingly socialist, is the one that 

entails danger to America’s structures and turn it into Venezuela. Essentially, by 

placing “socialism” along with “globalism” as the principle Devil terms of the speech, 

Trump attempts to preserve a capitalist elite structure within the US, while at the same 

time attempting to isolate the country from the world to safeguard his own hold on an 

elite neo-liberalist system. In this scenario, those from outside of the US who question 

his authority/policies are labelled as the “Devil globalists” who do not respect the 

sovereignty of the US, and those who question his authority/policies within the US are 

labelled as the “Devil socialists” who intend to overthrow Trump and turn the country 

into Venezuela. The contradiction between Trump’s right-wing populism and his 

neoliberalism indicate a conscious effort to steer attention from economic fear towards 

racial anxiety. Furthermore, what makes Trump’s populism particularly disjointed is 

that the US has been a neo-liberal society for decades, leading to economic and 

emotional distress among those who feel neglected by the cultural elite. Decades of 

extreme neo-liberalism created a huge wealth inequality between the American 
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economic elite on the one hand, and the middle-class and those facing poverty on 

various levels on the other (Hanauer & Rolf, 2020). Trump’s assertive commitment to 

neo-liberalism while at the same time positioning himself as the savior of the working 

class is an illusion.  

Furthermore, by blurring the distinction between patriotism and nationalism, 

Trump’s speech also performs the dangerous function of making nationalism more 

acceptable. Patriotism does not have the negative connotations that nationalism has 

across many western countries. Referring to the values of unyielding nationalism 

under the umbrella term of “patriotism” keeps the exclusionary nationalism alive in 

principle and spirit. As Anna Quindlen (2012) states: “what we call things matters” 

(p.106); when Trump’s speech constructs the Devils of “globalism” and “socialism” as 

threats to the God of “patriotism,” the only ideal that is remains is nationalism.  

7.4.2 Cultural Anxieties of the White Conservative Base  

Trump spoke to the same cultural anxieties that were previously mobilized by 

the Tea Party. Constructing “patriotism” as the God term, Trump further categorizes 

an in-group fighting against an out-group and characterizes the culture of the in-group 

as the principal way of life in the US: 

Americans know that in a world where others seek conquest and domination, our 

nation must be strong in wealth, in might, and in spirit. That is why the United 

States vigorously defends the traditions and customs that have made us who we 

are. (Trump UN Speech, para. 5) 
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Like my beloved country, each nation represented in this hall has a cherished 

history, culture, and heritage that is worth defending and celebrating, and which 

gives us our singular potential and strength. (Trump UN Speech, para. 6) 

Trump’s call to uphold the culture of the American nation speaks to the White 

nationalist conservative audience who believe that US must preserve White culture 

and traditions. While this might not be completely evident from the above two 

excerpts, there are several implicit arguments of the speech that speak to a White 

nationalist vision. One way to uncover this is through the speech’s conceptualization 

of the enemy or the out-group: 

Media and academic institutions push flat-out assaults on our histories, 

traditions, and values. (Trump UN Speech, para. 63) 

Here, both the media and academic institutions are framed as the enemy. Trump had 

always attacked mainstream media for treating him “unfairly.” Referring to them as 

“liberal” media, Trump consistently deploys scathing criticism of media outlets (for 

espousing liberal views). A major part of this criticism also includes the “liberal” 

media’s acknowledgement of systemic racism and inclusive attitudes  towards 

minorities and immigrants. Another important aspect of contention in the speech is its 

attack on academic institutions for “assaulting histories, traditions and values.” Trump 

and his Republican colleagues have frequently passed laws to hinder academic 

institutions from teaching critical race theory to students (Brewster, 2021; Camera, 

2021; Kearse, 2021). Many schools are not allowed to teach students about America’s 

racial past including the native American colonization/genocide and African American 
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slavery. This issue remains a point of contention particularly in in Republican 

governed states. Therefore, by situating liberal media and academic institutions as the 

enemy, the speech not only situates White conservative Americans (anxious of 

cultural change) as the in-group but also situates minority communities as the out-

group. The attack on media and academic institutions is essentially an attack on every 

value they represent. The “histories, traditions and values” that the speech alludes to 

form a vision for a White conservative America, where Americans who value this 

thought are considered “patriots”: 

The true good of a nation can only be pursued by those who love it: by citizens 

who are rooted in its history, who are nourished by its culture, committed to its 

values, attached to its people, and who know that its future is theirs to build or 

theirs to lose. Patriots see a nation and its destiny in ways no one else can. (Trump 

UN Speech, para. 73) 

The speech invites the audience to acknowledge that the God of 

patriotism/nationalism is a gateway of exaltation for the White conservatives. They 

see America’s exceptionalism and manifest destiny in a way that “others” do not. The 

only way to move forward is to have the White conservative American at the helm, 

aggressively preserving their histories, values and culture. When the speech refers to 

“citizens who are rooted in history” it intends to leave aside the true history of the US 

that involved genocide of the Natives and enslaving Black people – this history is to 

be forgotten and ignored because it does not portray the White conservative American 

in a good light. Any form of criticism of the country’s racial past or the majority 
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population becomes invalid, and herein lies the speech’s invitation to adopt a White 

nationalist approach.  

One complexity of nationalism is that it can manifest in many ways: nationalism 

can be racial, as evidenced by the speech’s White nationalist calls to preserving 

American culture and values, with minorities in the country as the “out-group.” 

Nationalism can also be constructed through an outside “other.” In this speech, the 

outside enemy is China: 

The most important difference in America’s new approach on trade concerns our 

relationship with China. In 2001, China was admitted to the World Trade 

Organization. Our leaders then argued that this decision would compel China to 

liberalize its economy and strengthen protections to provide things that were 

unacceptable to us, and for private property and for the rule of law. Two decades 

later, this theory has been tested and proven completely wrong. (Trump UN 

Speech, para. 19) 

Trump persists in his attack on China for a major portion of the speech, situating 

the country as an outside enemy to the US. The crises that American conservatives 

face, as per the speech, are not only due to their culture being demolished by liberal 

media and academic institutions, but also an external threat from China. I do not 

intend to completely disregard Trump’s criticism of China’s economic policies or 

evaluate the criticisms on their validity. Instead, I wish to point out the various “fear 

appeals” of the speech through a persistent conceptualization of both internal and 
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outside “enemies” – the out-groups that are a threat to the White conservative in-

group.  

The issue of immigration becomes another “fear appeal,” situating immigrants as a 

threat to the “American culture, traditions and values”: 

One of our most critical challenges is illegal immigration, which undermines 

prosperity, rips apart societies, and empowers ruthless criminal cartels. (Trump 

UN Speech, para. 43) 

In another quote from the speech, Trump speaks to his administration’s efforts to 

control the US border:  

The U.S., we have taken very unprecedented action to stop the flow of illegal 

immigration. To anyone considering crossings of our border illegally, please 

hear these words: Do not pay the smugglers. Do not pay the coyotes. Do not 

put yourself in danger. Do not put your children in danger. Because if you 

make it here, you will not be allowed in; you will be promptly returned home. 

You will not be released into our country. As long as I am President of the 

United States, we will enforce our laws and protect our borders. (Trump UN 

Speech, para. 49) 

The speech thus persists in alluding to the anxieties of a White conservative base, who 

now have other fears that include “criminal” immigrants. Trump had spent a portion of 

his campaign trail referring to Mexican immigrants as “rapists” and “thieves” 

(Schertzer & Woods, 2020). Trump has frequently used disparaging language with 

regard to perceived out-groups that include stating that:  
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cities with large African American populations as “infested” with crime, drugs 

and rodents (January 14, 2017; July 27, 2019; July 31, 2019). He maintains 

that Muslims in the US celebrated 9/11 (June 13, 2016). Most recently, he has 

told congresswomen of color to “go back” to where they came from (July 14, 

2019) (Schertzer & Woods, 2020, p. 1162).  

Trump’s aggressive attacks against immigration and immigrants was one of the 

principal positions of his successful campaign. In the speech itself, the attack on 

immigration and placing immigrants as the out-group, further speaks to the cultural 

anxieties of the White conservative American. Trump’s rhetoric (in the speech) on 

immigrants and minorities, however, similar to his populist rhetoric, is rather 

incoherent and contradictory: 

Last month, African American, Hispanic American, and Asian American 

unemployment reached their lowest rates ever recorded. We are marshaling our 

nation’s vast energy abundance, and the United States is now the number one 

producer of oil and natural gas anywhere in the world. (Trump UN Speech, 

para. 12) 

Within the same speech, Trump attempts to court minorities, positioning 

himself as the perfect candidate for the minorities in the country. This contradiction in 

Trump’s rhetoric (on minorities) is not just confined to the boundaries of his UN 

speech, as Trump frequently “courts African Americans and other minorities by 

claiming he is improving their fortunes and has their strong support” (Schertzer & 
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Woods, 2020, p. 1162). To understand this ambiguity it is necessary to look at the 

US’s conceptualization of ethnocentrism.  

At the core of ethnocentrism is the conceptualization of racial nationalism. 

Ethnocentrism involves placing the majority ethnic community as the “dominant” 

ethnic group, due to their physical and cultural domination over the nation state. The 

dominant group’s “ethnic myths, symbols, and traditions will often be intertwined 

with an overarching national identity” (Schertzer & Woods, 2020, pp. 1156-1157). 

Dominant ethnic groups categorize the imagined community as primarily belonging to 

them, irrespective of actual existence any other ethnicities/minorities. In this imagined 

community, the culture of the dominant ethnic group is considered the primary way of 

life. The dominant cultural in-group as per Social Identity Theory (SIT)(see chapter 

2.3) are then constantly on vigil, perceiving threats to the dominant way of life. In 

such a scenario, it is not of significance whether the dominant ethnic group is native to 

the region. In the US, it is not the Native Americans but rather the colonizing, White 

Anglo-Americans who hold the central value system of country: 

Anglo-Americans were so dominant, their culture became intertwined with an 

emergent American national identity, to become its “hidden” ideology. As a 

result of this process, Anglo-Americans viewed themselves simply as un-

hyphenated Americans, rather than as a distinct ethnic group. (Schertzer, & 

Woods, 2020, p. 1159) 

White conservative Americans consider themselves as Americans and not a 

distinct ethnic group. As all White Americans are not conservative or Trump 
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supporters, Trump cannot win an election by just courting the White conservative 

American base. Trump needs the votes of minorities to succeed in an election and, 

hence, the occasional courting. At the same time Trump needs to speak to the racial 

anxiety of his White conservative audience and, hence, the frequent derogatory 

remarks on immigrants and minorities. The speech’s courting of minorities is 

superficial because “given the diversity of America’s electorate, Trump needs to 

secure support beyond White America” (Schertzer, & Woods, 2020, p. 1162). The 

incoherence is a conscious decision, as criticizing minorities appeals to the cultural 

anxieties of the White conservative American while courting them allows for some 

voting leeway in the electorate.  

Trump’s speech also adds religion to the mix, situating the dominant in-group as 

the White conservative “Christian” American (the European origin Anglo-American). 

Christianity is invoked by the speech when Trump refers, out of nowhere, to abortion:  

Americans will also never tire of defending innocent life. We are aware that many 

United Nations projects have attempted to assert a global right to taxpayer-funded 

abortion on demand, right up until the moment of delivery. Global bureaucrats 

have absolutely no business attacking the sovereignty of nations that wish to 

protect innocent life. Like many nations here today, we in America believe that 

every child — born and unborn — is a sacred gift from God. (Trump UN Speech, 

para. 69) 

“Sacred gift from God” is an appeal to the long standing debate on abortion laws in 

the US. With this, Trump complicates racial White nationalism through the addition of 



  Texas Tech University, Nihar Sri Naga Ganesh Sreepada, December 2021 

  

 

135 

 
 

religion. Nationalism needs to be viewed not only as a substitute for religion 

(Anderson, 1983) but also as a force that frequently works in tandem with religion. 

Trump’s speech therefore manifests as a powerful amalgamation of both racial and 

religious nationalism, leading to only one dominant in-group – the White “Christian” 

American.  When I say Christian, I particularly mean the Evangelical Protestant White 

audience who overwhelmingly support Trump (72%). This is not to say that the 

Catholic audience do not support Trump, but their support remains rather split (at 

59%) compared to the overwhelming support from the Evangelical Protestant 

audience (Smith, 2020) Trump’s incoherent and contradictory comments on minorities 

further calcifies the position of the conservative White Christian American as the 

dominant in-group. In essence, White Christian nationalism is cloaked under the veil 

of superficial political appeals that are incoherent, contradictory and finally, illusory. 

Trump’s rhetorical approach is one of illusion, both in its economic (populism vs. 

neoliberalism) and racial (White in-group vs. minority out-group) language.  

7.5 Illusory Populism and Racial Nationalism  

The culmination of the Tea Party was the beginning of Trumpian brand of 

identity politics. Trump’s campaign had utilized the cultural discourse that the Tea 

Party activists had previously used (Sandvoss, 2019, p. 131). Here, as Sandvoss 

(2019) suggests, it is necessary to be cognizant that the politics of the Tea Party and 

Trump often do not involve fighting for certain specific policies, but rather against a 

liberal society under the leadership of Barack Obama. “The politics of against,” as 

Sandvoss (2019, p. 125) terms it, was solely focused on a White conservative agenda 
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that drives people against the perception of “socialist democrats and a Muslim non-

American leader” in Barack Obama. The movement was populist not because it helped 

or even sought to aid the “White” conservative working class, but populist only 

because it spoke to the White conservative anxieties of other ethnic groups taking over 

the country’s dominant ethos. The already existing anxieties of the dominant ethnic 

community were further triggered and calcified into an unified audience. Through the 

rhetoric of the Tea Party and, eventually, that of Trump and his allies, these audience’s 

economic anxieties found a place in aggressive racial discourse. Just like the Tea 

Party’s, Trump’s exclusionary nationalism speaks to the cultural anxieties of the 

conservative White Christian audience by situating his rhetoric “against” minorities, 

Democrats, media, or anyone else who challenged him.  

As discussed earlier, economic anxieties of the conservative White working 

class initially led to support of the Tea Party and later Trump. Rather than focusing 

their rhetoric on grassroots issues responsible for driving economic issues in the 

country, the Tea Party and Trump succeeded in directing the blame towards 

globalization, minorities, immigration, and Democrats. They weaponized race and 

religion along with a nationalism that situated Trump as the savior that can “Make 

America Great Again.” Nationalism, at its core, is an ideology that legitimizes power 

by promising an avenue greater than oneself, demanding an unyielding loyalty 

towards the nation. In other words, it is an ideology that is wielded by the political 

elite, taking attention away from other plaguing societal issues (Fuchs, 2019, 2020). 

Trump’s rhetoric incites the conservative White Christian base to blame complex 
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economic grassroots issues on refugees, minorities, globalization and Democrats. In 

the end, when we strip all the incoherence and illusions of Trump’s rhetoric, the only 

ideal that survives is an exclusionary White Christian Nationalism.  
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CHAPTER VIII 

THE “COLONIALISM” OF NATIONALISM: JAIR BOLSONARO’S 2019 

SPEECH TO THE UNITED NATIONS 

 

Elected in 2018, Jair Bolsonaro is the 38th President of Brazil. He aggressively 

promotes a right-wing conservative ideology, much like Modi and Trump. Bolsonaro 

had served in the Brazilian military and became popular when he wrote an article 

criticizing the Brazilian government for offering low wages to army personnel. For 

this, he was detained by the government for 15 days but soon released (Carvalho, 

2018). After working as a city councilor in the Municipal Chamber of Rio De Janeiro 

for two years, Bolsonaro was elected as federal deputy for the Christian Democratic 

Party, serving seven consecutive terms (Carvalho, 2018). Bolsonaro then shifted party 

affiliation by joining Partido Social Liberal (PSL) which translates to “Social Liberal 

Party” in English. PSL is not a “liberal” party as one might think of it in the US 

context but rather a right-wing political group that moved farther right once Bolsonaro 

joined; the left-wing branch of the party known as the Livres exited the party, making 

PSL a purely right-wing political organization (Carvalho, 2018). Bolsonaro’s 2018 

presidential campaign incorporated a coalition titled “Brazil above everything, God 

above everyone” (Brasil acima de tudo, Deus acima de todos), emphasizing a 

Evangelical Christian nationalist and populist agenda (The Economist Newspaper, 

2017).  

During the campaign, on September 6, 2018, Bolsonaro was stabbed while 

interacting with supporters. Bolsonaro recovered after multiple initial reports stating 
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that he had lost a lot of blood and was in serious condition (Londoño & Darlington, 

2018). Following this, Bolsonaro  won the Presidency, and he was sworn in on 

January 1, 2019 (Tegel, 2018). Bolsonaro is known for his far-right views, including 

those that are expressly anti-LGBTQ+ (including opposition of same sex marriage), 

anti-abortion, anti-gun laws, and anti-immigration. He once allegedly referred to 

people from the Middle Eastern and African countries as the “scum of humanity” 

(Leal, 2017; Terra, 2011; Boadle, 2017). Bolsonaro vehemently opposes left-wing 

groups and policies, particularly socialist politicians and positions. Bolsonaro’s 

campaign prioritized promises of privatization, free markets, and economic liberalism. 

Furthermore, Bolsonaro shares Trump’s problematic record with regard to women; he 

once said that a fellow politician was “too ugly to be raped” (The Guardian, 2015). 

Initially polling as low as 18 % support from women, Balsonaro saw his support grew 

before the election to a high of 27% among women (Sims, 2018). Bolsonaro’s support 

primarily comes from the Christian, conservative, White male population of Brazil’s 

middle and upper class (Sims, 2018).  

Bolsonaro frequently praises Trump and likens his political ideology to what 

he deems to be “center-right” in USA. Nevertheless, Bolsonaro’s rhetoric is 

authoritarian and incendiary, constantly attacking his critics. If Modi’s exclusion of 

minorities in India comes through a rhetoric of silence (the third persona), Bolsonaro, 

on the other hand, frequently references Brazil’s minorities while still reducing their 

significance in Brazil. His 2019 UN speech manifests several of his views, both 
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evident and nuanced in his rhetoric. I therefore aim to examine the cultural 

manifestations of Brazil’s right-wing nationalism through Bolsonaro’s UN speech. 

Bolsonaro took the stage on the same day, right after Trump at the 2019 UN 

General Meeting and delivered an impassioned speech to the audience. I approach 

Bolsonaro’s UN speech with diffuse boundaries that also include other speeches in 

this dissertation. I compare the speech with Modi’s and Trump’s speeches to build an 

understanding of the ways in which the cultural contexts of these different countries 

allow either a similar or different approach towards nationalism. On the surface, 

Bolsonaro’s speech seems similar to both Modi’s and Trump’s (in particular), but the 

cultural and historical context of Brazil is vastly different from India and the US. The 

question is whether these different cultural and historical contexts lead to a different 

conceptualization of nationalism in Brazil, or is does it remain as another illustration 

of exclusionary nationalism?  

In this chapter, I argue that Bolsonaro in his 2019 UN speech constructs a 

colonial-nationalist vision of Brazil by positioning himself as an authoritarian populist 

savior and by imposing colonial narratives on the indigenous tribes of the Amazon. 

First, I provide a background on the Pink Tide of Latin America and how the 

associated economic traumas invited a neo-liberal world view. Second, I briefly 

explore Brazil’s colonial history as it pertains to this critique. Third, I analyze 

Bolsonaro’s UN speech, noting how it constructs a colonial-nationalist vision of 

Brazil. Fourth, I conclude the chapter by discussing the implications of Bolsonaro’s 
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rhetoric and how it compares to the rhetoric of other nationalist leaders in this 

dissertation.2  

8.1 The Pink Tide 

The present is a product of memories of the past. A country’s present can be 

contextualized from its collective memory. As alluded to before, nationalism as a 

word and philosophy is more accepted in India due to its colonial past and an 

emancipatory nationalism that led to freedom from the British. Nationalism as a word 

is more ambivalent in France (and Western Europe more generally) due to the traumas 

of the World Wars. The US stands in the middle of this spectrum, cognizant of the 

traumas of World Wars but also steeped in an exceptional American nationalism that 

involved the violent attainment of economic and cultural freedom from the British. 

Brazil, meanwhile, stood at the brink of the so-called “Pink Tide” – a tide that shaped 

many countries in South America. The “Pink Tide” refers to the “turn to the left” of 

Latin American countries at the beginning of the 21st century, a time when left-wing 

governments came to power in countries like Brazil, Argentina, and Venezuela with 

an agenda of resisting the increasing influence of western neo-liberalism (Lopes & 

Faria, 2016). Such governments wielded anti-American, anti-imperialist, and populist 

 
2 Bolsonaro’s speech is delivered in Portuguese. Therefore, I work through an official 

English translation of the speech, available on Brazil’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

Website. 
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positions that became synonymous with Latin America at the time (Lopes & Faria, 

2016). Left-wing parties and leaders became increasingly powerful, adopting popular 

social policies that helped the poor: 

‘pink tide’ governments in Latin America deepened social inclusion, 

implemented heterodox economic policies, created regional institutions that 

countered imperial hegemony and took impressive strides in reducing poverty 

and asserting sovereignty over natural resources. (Edelman, 2020, p. 1421) 

The popularity of these governments, however, was short lived. Despite some initial 

popularity for social programs that helped the poor and lower middle-class 

populations of the region, the 2008-09 economic recession had an extremely negative 

impact on Latin American countries - especially Brazil. While the recession’s 

immediate effects on Brazil were not pronounced, it eventually caused a delayed 

reaction of serious economic slowdown followed by increased unemployment. 

Between 2015 and 2016, Brazil’s GDP dropped by 7.2 percent, deepening an 

economic crisis that led to protests from the country’s middle class and poor 

population (Garcia, 2019).  

So it was that, in Brazil, left-wing socialism soon became a façade for the 

political elites to gain more political and economic power while a majority of the 

population suffered: 

The gains that the poor had made in terms of social rights during the left-wing 

government (yearly increases in the minimum salary, access to higher 

education, racial and social quotas, labour rights for domestic workers, income 
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transfer programs, resources for the poor North and Northeast regions, etc.), 

were forcefully repudiated by upper classes in large urban centers and by the 

rural bourgeoisie linked to agribusiness. (Garcia, 2019, p. 62) 

Furthermore, racial tensions were brimming, with the southern upper class largely 

seeing themselves as the reigning in-group and seeing indigenous people, working-

class populations, and African descendants as out-groups. This classification of out-

group, however, was not only isolated to race but also involved class. There was a 

growing notion that it was not acceptable that those in the out-groups “could sit side 

by side with white Southern upper-middle class students in a university classroom or 

on an airplane” (Garcia, 2019, p. 63). While the left-wing governments initially 

blurred the distinction between classes and races (to some extent), the economic and 

racial division was more pronounced than ever by the middle of the 2010s. This 

division increased due to cronyism and corruption from the government, and the 

policies that initially benefitted the poor and working class were slowing the already 

dwindling economy (Garcia, 2019). This economic stagnation left a large population 

of the working class very angry with the government. Mass unemployment and loss of 

previous material gains led to the working class and those at or below the poverty 

level to develop fervent anti-government sentiments. The blame for the material 

conditions could then be directed towards the racial and ideologically disenfranchised, 

where the working class had developed conservative thought including “anti-feminist, 

anti-LGBTQ and anti-communist ideals that were strengthened and reinforced by the 

proselytism of evangelical Pentecostal churches and the diffusion of ‘fake news’” 
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(Garcia, 2019, p. 63).Essentially, poor economic conditions were blamed on issues of 

identity, dividing the working class and poor population on racial and ideological 

terms by pitting conservativism against communism.  

Brazil’s collective trauma from a perverted elite  socialism, along with the 

country’s economic crisis, presented an opportunity for Bolsonaro to position himself 

as a messiah, a leader that could fill the conservative right-wing political vacuum. 

Garcia (2019) states, “Bolsonaro presented himself as a charismatic leader who would 

liberate them from ‘all ills’ and resolve the nation’s problems as the leader who came 

from the ‘people,’ a simple person who shared their language, tastes and culture” (p. 

63). Bolsonaro succeeded in blaming the socialists and their lack of conservative 

family values for Brazil’s precarious situation. Through his rhetoric, Bolsonaro 

brought together a previously scattered anti-establishment audience (from different 

economic classes), to fight against socialism by upholding traditional, Christian-

Brazilian values.  

8.2 Brazil’s Colonial History  

A Portuguese fleet commanded by Pedro Álvares Cabral, who originally 

intended to reach India, but instead found himself in what would become Brazil, soon 

realized that the land had rich red wood resources (Fonseca, 2006). Natural red wood 

known as “pau-brazil,” as the settlers called it, gave the name to the nation that was 

initially home to more than 3 million indigenous people. When the European settlers 

started moving inwards, the red-wood trade was soon replaced by plantations: 
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the need to head farther inland to find forested areas made the pau-brasil trade 

less desirable. The interest in establishing plantations on cleared lands 

increased and so did the need for laborers. The Portuguese tried to enslave 

Indians, but, unaccustomed to toiling long hours in fields and overcome by 

European diseases, many natives either fled far inland or died. (Fonseca, 2006, 

para. 2)  

By the end of the 20th century, the native population was down to about 200,000 (from 

an estimated 3 million before the settlers colonized the nation) (Fonseca, 2006). The 

mass deaths of the indigenous population created a rise in labor demand. The settlers 

soon filled this demand by importing enslaved Africans to work in the plantations 

(Jones, 2017). Even after more than a century of freedom (after the abolition of 

slavery in 1888), Brazil’s indigenous and African populations remain largely at the 

bottom of the socio-economic ladder (Jones, 2017).  

 The 1988 Brazilian constitution preserved “large tracts of forests—roughly 

12.5 percent of Brazil's total land area and 26.4 percent of the Amazon basin” (Butler, 

2020, para. 11). Because of this, the indigenous population grew to about 450,000 in 

the Amazon area. This area constitutes about 60 percent of the native population in 

Brazil. The indigenous tribes living in the area fiercely resist any outside contact and 

mostly choose to remain in isolation. They now face the challenge of a neo-liberal 

world that threatens their protected lands and consequently, their way of life: 

These protected areas are not popular among poor farmers, landowners, and 

developers, who have tried to fight the establishment of new parks and 
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indigenous reserves and are known to illegally exploit forest resources—

especially mahogany and other valuable timber—within the boundaries of 

protected areas. (Butler, 2020, para. 12) 

For indigenous people the Amazon rainforest is not just a piece of land but their home 

and livelihood, which they have been cultivating for centuries. In fact, reports indicate 

that a part of the Amazon forest is “anthropogenic,” sacredly grown and managed by 

the indigenous population (Butler, 2020). Through centuries of experimentation and 

natural techniques, the indigenous population has now “built” nearly 12 percent of the 

Amazon forests (Butler, 2020). The indigenous tribes believe in a rich bio-diversity 

where humans and nature can co-exist peacefully. For the tribes, the forest is not 

merely a land of trees and animals, but a sacred gift that needs to be preserved with 

sanctity. It is a spiritual home that should not be devalued through modern 

technologies and neo-liberal exploitation of natural resources. Bolsonaro challenges 

these very notions of the native tribes.  

8.3 Bolsonaro’s 2019 UN Speech 

Bolsonaro takes the stage at the 74th UN General Assembly in 2019, a time 

when the country was being ravaged by Amazon forest fires. More than 80,000 fires 

represented an 80% jump from the previous year, many tearing through the Amazon 

forest (Calma, 2019). Bolsonaro’s pro-development and anti-environment policies 

were deemed by the media, environmental organizations and critics, to be responsible 

for increased deforestation and eventual rise in forest fires, and his intentions of 

establishing agricultural and other natural resource industries were well documented 
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throughout his campaign trail. Bolsonaro had pledged to open Amazon lands for 

economic development, leading to several local and international NGO’s (supporting 

indigenous populations) and environmental organizations criticizing his policies 

(Calma, 2019). Bolsonaro frequently deflected the blame from himself, even accusing 

some NGOs and indigenous groups of starting the fires. Bolsonaro argued that these 

groups started the fires in protest against “economic development” of the forests. He 

could not back up his claims (Calma, 2019).  

On August 13, 2019, a large gathering of indigenous women rallied in protest 

at the capital (see fig.1). Soon a Twitter hashtag, #PayforAmazon, went viral (Calma, 

2019).  

 

Figure 1 Indigenous women protest (Calma, 2019) 

The increase in forest fires and deforestation of the Amazon is a serious issue not just 

for Brazil but also the rest of the world. Amazon rainforests hold a huge significance 

in the global fight against climate change. Bolsonaro (like Trump) does not 
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acknowledge the seriousness of climate change and frequently plays down the positive 

environmental impact of preserving the Amazon forests (Calma, 2019).  

Bolsonaro had received international pressure from several environmental 

organizations and world leaders alike. Emmanuel Macron, in particular, criticized 

Bolsonaro’s policies on Twitter and called for an emergency G7 summit to discuss the 

forest fire situation in Brazil. Bolsonaro soon responded to Marcon on Twitter, 

accusing Macron of facilitating a “colonial mindset” by treating Brazil as a colony. 

Trump, on the other hand, tweeted praise, writing that Bolsonaro was “working very 

hard on the Amazon fires and in all respects doing a great job for the people of Brazil” 

(Calma, 2019, para. 14). With these issues as context, Bolsonaro takes the stage to 

respond to world leaders like Macron while doubling down on his right-wing neo-

liberal worldview. Unlike Trump, Bolsonaro performs in a loud, impassioned tone 

throughout his 31-minute speech. The speech was an opportunity for Bolsonaro to 

respond to all the critics of his administration, present his case against socialism, 

speak on the issue of forest fires, and most importantly, speak to and for the audience 

who voted him to power.  

8.3.1 Authoritarian Populist Savior 

Bolsonaro begins his speech by making allusions to him “saving” Brazil from 

socialism: “I present to you a new Brazil, resurgent after being on the brink of 

socialism. A Brazil being rebuilt on the aspirations and ideals of its people” 

(Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 2 & 3). The above lines illustrate the direction of the 
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speech. These lines adhere closely to a populist approach that involves a neo-liberal 

vision of Brazil. Bolsonaro continues: 

My country has been extremely close to socialism, which has put us in a 

situation of generalized corruption, grave economic recession, high criminality 

rates, and uninterrupted attacks to the family and religious values which make 

up our traditions. (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 5) 

The speech is explicit in its allusion to upholding the “traditions” of Brazil. 

Like Trump’s speech, Bolsonaro’s too presents the notion of “culture and tradition” 

but limits who or what is included in the culture. Bolsonaro continues to attack 

socialism by blaming Cuba and the socialist turn of the 21st century (the Pink Tide) for 

causing the political and economic issues faced by Latin American countries: 

In Venezuela, these agents of the Cuban regime, brought in by Hugo Chávez, 

also arrived and today number approximately 60 thousand, who control and 

interfere in all areas of local society, especially in Intelligence and Defense. 

Venezuela, once a strong and democratic country, today experiences the 

cruelty of socialism. Socialism is working in Venezuela! Everyone is poor and 

there is no freedom! (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 15-18) 

The first half of Bolsonaro’s UN speech is completely focused on delineating 

the “evils” of socialism. Bolsonaro refers to every country that was part of the Pink 

Tide, and outlines their eventual failures in providing a comfortable quality of life for 

their citizens. Bolsonaro’s opposition to socialism further becomes evident when he 

refers to the US: “We worked with other countries, among them the USA, so that 
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democracy is re-established in Venezuela, but we also work hard so that other 

countries in South America do not experience this foul regime” (Bolsonaro UN 

Speech, para. 20). Hours before, Trump in his speech emphatically mentioned that 

“America will never be a socialist country” (Trump UN speech, para. 59). Bolsonaro 

follows Trump along the same ideological lines even though the two countries vastly 

differ in context. 

Trump’s populism, as analyzed in his UN speech, remains largely incoherent 

and illusionary. Bolsonaro’s rhetoric, on the other hand, is more coherent due to the 

context surrounding the collective trauma of a Brazilian society reeling with economic 

instability caused by corrupt socialist leaders. Therefore, while both Trump’s and 

Bolsonaro’s messages focus on a neoliberal society, the collective memories of the 

two societies differ, necessitating a need to be aware of the cultural context behind the 

speech.  

Another similarity between Trump and Bolsonaro’s speeches is the exclusionary 

aspect of directing blame towards certain people and institutions: 

Not long ago, socialist presidents who preceded me diverted hundreds of billions 

of dollars, buying out a part of the media and parliament, all toward a project of 

absolute power. They were tried and punished thanks to the patriotism, 

perseverance and courage of a judge who is a symbol in my country. (Bolsonaro 

UN Speech, para. 58) 
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The speech is laden with the conceptualization of the “enemy” and threats from 

these enemies that and can only be dealt by Bolsonaro. The speech places socialist 

leaders and socialism (as quoted above) as the corrupt political elite and as the enemy 

of the people. The “media and the parliament” according to Bolsonaro, are bought out 

by the socialist political elite and “patriotism” is responsible for punishing these elite. 

Along with the “socialist elite,” media are also categorized as the enemy of the people, 

as they are an enemy of Bolsonaro:  

Do not miss the opportunity to get to know Brazil; it is very different than what is 

plastered on many newspapers and televisions. (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 67) 

Bolsonaro criticizes the international media’s critical coverage of recent Amazon fires 

and on his administration overall. Like Trump, Bolsonaro uses the UN stage to 

condemn media and educational institutions, which, according to him, corrupt young 

minds: 

During the last decades, we have allowed ourselves to be seduced, unwittingly, by 

ideological systems of thought which sought not truth, but absolute power. 

Ideology took root in the areas of culture, education, and media, dominating means 

of communication, universities, and schools. Ideology invaded our homes to attack 

the cellular matter of any healthy society, family. They also try to destroy our 

children’s innocence, perverting their most basic and elementary identity, the 

biological one. (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 95) 
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Bolsonaro’s blatant attack on media and educational systems utilizes a key word: 

ideology. Ideology is found in all political, religious and cultural contexts, but 

Bolsonaro’s speech is referring to a particular ideology that is propagated by the 

“enemies” – enemies that include educational institutions, socialist elites, and the 

media. Essentially, Bolsonaro is accusing these institutions of spreading a liberal 

agenda that goes against the traditional family values of Brazil. Bolsonaro, like 

Trump, appeals to the emotional values that are associated with conservative families 

who are increasingly anxious about a changing world. A significant aspect of change 

and anxiety among conservative families involves LGBTQ+ issues. When Bolsonaro 

implies that the liberal ideology taught by educational institutions and media is 

destroying “our children’s innocence, perverting their most basic and elementary 

identity, the biological one,” he is referring to the acceptance of the biological sex as 

the ultimate metric of gender. According to the speech, gender is not a social 

construction but rather an inherent attribute that should not be tampered with. 

Bolsonaro speaks directly to the audience who voted him to power -- the conservative 

family base that fears a culture of increased acceptance of children (or their children) 

coming out as LGBTQ+. Consequently, “God” plays a major role in the speech:  

Ideology has invaded the very human soul to cast out from it God and the dignity 

which He invested upon us. And, with such methods, this ideology has always left 

a trail of death, ignorance, and misery wherever it went. I am living proof of that. I 

was cowardly stabbed by a leftist militant and I survived only by a miracle of God. 

Once more I thank God for my life. (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 99) 
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The speech utilizes “God” as an avenue to fight the liberal ideology propagated by 

educational institutions and media. Bolsonaro, then, is the savior, a messianic figure 

who had survived stabbing by a “leftist militant” (as mentioned in the introduction of 

this chapter). Bolsonaro frequently projected himself as a family man during the 

campaign, succeeding in galvanizing support from conservative families (Garcia, 

2019). His rhetoric speaks to the same projection. It is also necessary to point out that 

when Bolsonaro refers to “God” he is particularly referring to the “Christian” God, 

evident when he states: 

On matters of climate, human rights, equality of rights and duties between men 

and women, and many others, we need nothing but this: to contemplate truth, 

according to John 8:32 – “Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set 

you free.” (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 101) 

Bolsonaro deflects criticism from international and local NGOs, media, and 

political and human rights organizations -- to God. By referring to the Bible, the 

speech upholds the teachings of the Bible as the only Truth. Essentially, Bolsonaro is 

inviting the audience not to listen to any criticisms against him and solely refer to 

Bible for the Truth. Here, God and Bible become a political weapon existing solely to 

be wielded by Brazil’s messiah who is doing God’s work by following the teachings 

of the Bible. Whether it is on “duties between men and women” (as quoted above),  

LGBTQ+ equality, or human rights, the Bible has answers that  Bolsonaro’s critics do 
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not. Brazil therefore manifests as a theocratic regime with Bolsonaro as the 

authoritarian populist savior.  

Edelman (2020) states that authoritarian populism has certain discerning 

characteristics: 

(1) a claim to represent or advocate on behalf of “the people,” with the latter 

typically defined in exclusionary terms; (2) disdain for traditional political and 

economic elites and their cultural cosmopolitanism; (3) hatred and repressive 

policies directed at stigmatized Others at home; and (4) suspicion of 

‘threatening’ adversaries abroad, whether unscrupulous trading partners, 

potential terrorists, criminal networks or immigrant caravans. (pp. 1419-1421) 

Bolsonaro satisfies each of the conditions mentioned above. First, Bolsonaro claims to 

be a common family man, who represents Christian family values. He also claims to 

advocate on behalf of the people when he dismisses socialism as the evil that created 

economic and political distress. This then leads to Bolsonaro attacking political elites, 

media and educational institutions for propagating a liberal agenda and positioning 

himself as an honest outsider. Thirdly, as I point out in the next section, Bolsonaro 

employs oppressive rhetoric on indigenous people. Finally, Bolsonaro’s rhetoric is 

based on mobilization of fear – “fear of socialism, fear of gender fluidity, fear of 

feminism, fear of weak family values, fear of external threats (Cuba, Venezuela, 

France and other international organizations), and fear of violence all fueled by class, 

race, and gender resentments” (Garcia, 2019, p. 65). These threats materialize through 
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a rhetoric that mobilizes fear and eventually projects them as “reality” for his 

audience. Bolsonaro’s solution for all these threats is nationalism: “We are not here to 

erase nationalities and sovereignties in the name of an abstract global interest” 

(Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 103), he emphatically states, urging the international 

media and other countries not to interfere with Brazil’s issues. He even refers to 

Trump’s speech delivered just before his: “President Donald Trump synthesized very 

well the spirit that must prevail among UN countries: respect to the freedom and 

sovereignty of each of us” (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 38). 

By manifesting the four above aspects of an authoritarian populist 

leader/savior and demanding all international institutions to respect Brazil’s 

“sovereignty,” Bolsonaro incorporates an authoritarianism that frames any valid 

criticism of him as an attack on Brazil’s sovereignty and traditions. The speech 

champions an uncritical exclusionary nationalism and constructs it as the primary way 

of existence for Brazil and its people.  

8.3.2 Imposing colonial narratives on the indigenous tribes 

If the first half of the speech was about conceptualizing the “enemy” and 

dismissing socialism, the second half of the speech extensively involved responding to 

criticisms on Bolsonaro’s handling of the Amazon forest fires and the indigenous 

protests. Bolsonaro responds to these exigencies (that he had created in the first place) 

with aggressive nationalism and colonial narratives. One of the world leaders who had 

been particularly critical of Bolsonaro was Macron. Macron has been an open critic of 
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both Trump’s and Bolsonaro’s right-wing nationalist rhetoric, which also involved 

dismissing the dangers of climate change. Both Trump and Bolsonaro had refused to 

acknowledge that climate change is real, resisting any environmental conservationist 

policies. Accordingly, Bolsonaro responded to his critics: 

Firstly, my government has a solemn commitment to the preservation of the 

environment and of sustainable development in benefit of Brazil and the world. 

Brazil is one of the wealthiest countries in biodiversity and mineral riches. Our 

Amazon is larger than the entirety of Western Europe and remains practically 

untouched. Proof that we are one of the countries which best protect the 

environment. (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 31) 

Bolsonaro employs a defensive tone that soon shifts into attacking the indigenous 

tribes: 

At this time of year, the dry weather and the winds favor spontaneous and 

criminal fires. It is worth stressing that there are also fires started by 

indigenous peoples and local populations as part of their respective cultures 

and form of subsistence. (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 32) 

For Bolsonaro, the speech was thus an avenue to divert blame to other people and 

institutions.  

Indigenous people are the first ones who take the blame. Even before his 

speech, Bolsonaro had accused indigenous people and local NGOs for starting fires to 
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prevent economic development projects sanctioned by his administration (Calma, 

2019); the administration did not provide any proof for their claims. After blaming 

indigenous people, Bolsonaro turns his attention to the media, stating that media’s 

critical coverage awakened a sense of “patriotism”:  

Problems, any country has them. However, the sensationalist attacks we have 

suffered from a large portion of the international media due to the fires in the 

Amazon have awakened our patriotic feeling. (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 33) 

Here, nationalism is again conceptualized through the framing of an outside 

enemy -- the international media. “Patriotic feeling” is therefore a coded aggressive 

nationalism that Bolsonaro incites among his audience, reminding that any criticism 

directed towards him is criticism towards Brazil and its people. Any critique, in 

consequence, becomes invalid due to it being received by Bolsonaro’s political base 

with an emotional pride that blinds them from seeing the reality. Bolsonaro continues: 

It is a fallacy to say that the Amazon is the heritage of humanity and a 

misconception, as scientists say, to say our forest is the lungs of the world. 

Availing themselves of such fallacies, one or another country, instead of 

assisting, fell in with the press’s lies and behaved disrespectfully, with a 

colonialist spirit. They questioned that which is most sacred to us: our 

sovereignty! (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 35) 

Bolsonaro’s use of the term “colonialist” to describe the spirit of international 

media coverage is linked to what he terms as “sovereignty.” The speech frames any 
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attempt to criticize him as “colonialist,” which implies an intention to take control of 

Brazil from the outside. Nationalist thought underlies this statement.  

It is here that Bolsonaro begins his own colonial imposition:  

Today, 14% of the Brazilian territory is marked as indigenous land, but it is 

necessary to understand that our native peoples are human beings, exactly like 

any one of us. They want and deserve to enjoy the same rights as all of us. I 

want to make it clear: Brazil will not increase to 20% its lands marked as 

indigenous, as some heads of state would like for it to happen. (Bolsonaro UN 

Speech, para. 40) 

Addressing internal and external pressures to increase the indigenous territory from 14 

to 20 percent, Bolsonaro declines the idea while at the same time claiming that 

indigenous people want the same rights as everyone in the country. Bolsonaro’s 

claims of indigenous people wanting the same rights as everyone else is an implicit 

claim that indigenous peoples should (want to) assimilate into the new Brazilian neo-

liberal society, even against the backdrop of constant land seizures by the Bolsonaro 

government in the name of capitalist development (Calma, 2019). Rejecting the 

proposal for increasing the reserved territory while simultaneously seizing existing 

territories suggest an ongoing, domestic colonial project. The speech’s neo-colonial 

project is never more evident than when Bolsonaro provides reasons as to why 

industrial development of the Amazon forest is necessary: 
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The views of one indigenous leader do not represent those of all Brazilian 

Indians. Many times, some of these leaders, such as Cacique Raoni, are used as 

pawns by foreign governments in their informational war to advance their 

interests in the Amazon. Unfortunately, some people, inside and outside Brazil, 

supported by NGOs, insist on treating and maintaining our indigenous peoples 

as true cave people. (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 43)  

What Bolsonaro refers to as “one” indigenous leader is essentially multiple indigenous 

leaders who do not “want” to be assimilated to the neo-liberal Brazil (Surma, 2021). In 

fact, multiple indigenous leaders, including Guajajara, Suruí, Metuktire, Munduruku, 

Yanomami and Kayapó tribes, have accused Bolsonaro of forcible assimilation that 

also involved destroying the preserved indigenous lands (Amazon Watch, 2021; 

Surma, 2021). Suruí and Metuktire leaders also filed a complaint with the 

International Criminal Court: “The request detailed Bolsonaro’s environmental and 

Indigenous policies and those policies’ ecological harms, and alleged that the policies 

have led to murders, forced displacement and the persecution of Brazil’s Indigenous 

population” (Surma, 2021, para. 17).  To make it clear, it is a lie that only “one” 

indigenous leader is against forcible assimilation of these tribes into the capitalist 

structures. The indigenous women’s protest (as mentioned before) along with several 

protests from other tribes, clearly indicate their anxiety on being forcibly assimilated, 

stripping them from their homes and livelihoods in the Amazon forest. Further, when 

Bolsonaro accuses NGO’s, other countries, media and environmental organizations for 

perpetuating a colonial spirit, Bolsonaro himself preserves a colonial worldview. 
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Gibson (2020) writes : “Western infrastructures inform, and in many instances, dictate 

the occupations of societies, communities and individuals. Indigenous peoples, across 

the globe, not only resist oppressive Western ideologies, but continue to maintain, 

develop and/or restore their culture via cultural occupations” (p. 11). It is not a 

colonial mindset of Bolsonaro’s critics, who intend to preserve the Amazon forests 

and leave the tribes to govern themselves and their livelihoods. In fact, the colonial 

mindset is the thought of assimilate these tribes against their wishes, stripping them 

from their way of life and forcing them to find a way in a neo-liberal capitalist world. 

As Gibson (2020) states, the indigenous people resist western neo-liberal influence by 

preserving their “cultural occupations”. Dictating these tribes to give up their way of 

life for the benefit of a western neo-liberal vision forms the epitome of Bolsonaro’s 

colonial mindset.  

 Gibson (2020) continues that “many explorers believed that Aboriginal people 

lacked order, governance, and control, thus, enshrining European governance” (p. 12) . 

This is the grand colonial narrative, a myth that the indigenous people are too 

“uncivilized” to govern themselves (Gibson, 2020) . Essentially, when Bolsonaro 

states that his critics want to treat indigenous people as “cave people”, he himself 

seems to consider them as such, wanting to assimilate them against their wishes (so 

that they change from being “cave people”). Colonialism was frequently justified 

through the narrative of an “uncivilized” other (the native population) needing an 

external “civilized” society to take over their way of life and assimilate the natives 

into the settler culture (Harding, 2005). The speech is implying that by not 
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assimilating into a  new neo-liberal world order, the indigenous people remain as 

“cave people” , like the media and other organizations want them to be. Bolsonaro 

situates the indigenous people as the “uncivilized”  who need to be civilized through 

assimilation and industrial/agricultural development of their land. Perhaps the 

“uncivilized” justification is merely a rhetorical illusion to mask the labor exploitation, 

resource exploitation and land exploitation by the government. De Oliveira (2019) 

writes on how Bolsonaro frequently lifts veil on his own colonial mindset. During the 

colonization of Brazil, De Oliveira (2019) writes:  

The natives were placed under the guardianship of the government; the plan 

was to “assimilate” them. Bolsonaro is picking up where they left off. With 

his “colonialist mentality,” he sees Brazil’s natives as “people like us,” 

people who should be familiarised with the benefits of “civilisation” by 

sending in missionaries, businessmen, the military and other powerful 

groups in society. (para. 8) 

Bolsonaro’s intentions of indigenous assimilation is evident in his UN speech. As 

mentioned, fact checking Bolsonaro’s comments on indigenous people “wanting” to 

assimilate, shows that this was far from the truth. The speech implies that if the 

indigenous people do not assimilate, they remain as “cave people” and that if they 

do not want to assimilate, it is not because of their own agency, but rather because 

they are being influenced by the international media, NGO’s and environmental 

organizations. If some of them do come out and protest publicly, Bolsonaro, as 

evidenced in the speech, accuses them of working together with these organizations 
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and foreign governments. Furthermore, utilizing Empowered by a crisis that has been 

caused by corrupt socialist politicians, Bolsonaro now advocates a neo-liberal society 

that prioritizes exploitive industrialization (profit-making) of natural resources in 

Amazon. To achieve this, the speech justifies not preserving Amazon forests because 

Bolsonaro does not want the indigenous tribes to remain “as cave people.”  

Placing other countries as the colonial enemy, Bolsonaro positions himself as 

the savior of Brazil’s sovereignty. Like Trump, Bolsonaro also tries to appeal to 

indigenous tribes and other non-White minorities in Brazil:  

Brazil now has a President who worries about those who were there before the 

arrival of the Portuguese. The indigenous peoples do not want to be poor land 

owners on top of rich lands. Especially the richest lands in the world. It is the 

case of the Yanomami and Raposa Serra do Sol reservations. In these 

reservations, there is an abundance of gold, diamond, uranium, niobium, and 

rare earth elements, among others. (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 44) 

Appealing to indigenous people while simultaneously imposing colonial narratives, 

the speech situates Bolsonaro as an authoritarian nationalist-colonialist leader who 

wants to establish an neo-liberal Brazil to exploit natural resources of the Amazon. 

Bolsonaro continues: 

This shows that those who attack us are not concerned with the indigenous 

human being, but with the mineral riches and biodiversity that exist in these 

areas. The United Nations Organization had a fundamental role in overcoming 
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colonialism and cannot accept that this mentality returns to these rooms and 

halls under any pretext. (Bolsonaro UN Speech, para. 47) 

The above quote is an illustration of Bolsonaro’s core rhetorical maneuver - deflecting 

the accusations he received from international press, other countries, local NGOs and 

indigenous people straight back at them. These entities accused Bolsonaro of 

projecting an expansionist mindset, focusing on profit making schemes to take over 

indigenous land. Bolsonaro in his UN speech, directs these accusations to the same 

entities, accusing them of harboring intentions to “colonize” Brazil and exploit the 

country’s resources. The speech’s rhetoric however, reveal the colonial spirit of the 

Brazilian leader himself -- an authoritarian leader, who constructs a colonial-

nationalist vision for a new neo-liberal Brazil.  

8.4 A Colonial-Nationalist Vision of Brazil 

If, as I suggested above, Modi’s victory speech ignored India’s Muslim 

population in its vision for a new India, Bolsonaro’s speech constructs a neo-liberal 

vision for Brazil that does include the indigenous tribes, but only if they assimilate 

into the new capitalist structure. Modi’s speech presents the vision for a Hindu-driven 

society by placing the country’s Muslim population under the rhetorical maneuver of a 

third persona. The Muslim population are completely ignored in the speech, 

weakening their existence in an already Hindu majority country. Bolsonaro, along 

with Trump, actively mention and court minorities in their country (as seen from their 

speeches). However, a close examination of these speeches’ themes reveal their 
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regressive views on minority communities. Bolsonaro’s colonialist vision seeks to 

monetize the indigenous lands, reduce reserved land for the native tribes, and open the 

land for industries that can extract the rich natural resources of the Amazon. As 

mentioned, 11.8 percent of the forest land was cultivated by the indigenous 

population. These lands are homes for the native population. By utilizing colonial 

rhetoric of assimilation and monetizing these lands, Bolsonaro himself attempts to 

impose a neo-liberal colonialist society that exists solely for the majority population of 

the country.  

Furthermore, Bolsonaro’s rejection of climate change and environmental 

conversation is closely linked to his authoritarian leanings. Conceptualizing 

authoritarian populists and their relationship with the environment, McCarthy (2019) 

stated that authoritarian regimes 

arise directly from tensions between rural and urban areas; assert “blood and 

soil” claims of indissoluble links between the nation and the biological and 

physical environment; exploit national natural resources to buy political 

support and underwrite their political agenda; attack environmental protections 

and activists to give extractive capital free reign; eliminate or attack 

environmental data and science in a “posttruth” era. (p. 302) 

The statement coincides with Bolsonaro’s UN speech, particularly with the speech’s 

focus on “sovereignty,” or “blood and soil” as McCarthy (2019) writes. Nationalism, 

then, is the umbrella term that justifies both authoritarianism and colonialism. The 

political elite -- Trump, Modi and Bolsonaro -- all wield nationalism in different 
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contexts but ultimately use it for the purpose of positioning themselves as saviors of 

their respective nations. In this conceptualization, each nation’s history plays a major 

role in the constitution of nationalist rhetoric. Aspects such as colonization, religion, 

and political ideologies are all available to be selected from each country’s history. 

The cultural elite choose to wield some or all of these elements in their political 

rhetoric. Whether it is Modi’s Hindu nationalism utilizing Hindu traditions, Trump’s 

right-wing nationalism utilizing an illusory neo-liberal populism, or Bolsonaro’s right-

wing authoritarianism utilizing colonization, the outcome that remains is a nationalist 

government working for the majority race and religion. The contexts and collective 

memories of each of these speeches differ vastly and so do the speeches, but the 

outcomes are the same: racial and religious exclusion that masquerades as “love for 

the nation.”  
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CHAPTER IX 

NATIONALISM IN CONTEMPORARY TIMES 

This dissertation encompassed an analysis of four speeches from four world 

leaders of different cultures. The speeches were placed in chronological order so as to 

examine nationalism as we experience it in our contemporary times. From Macron to 

Bolsonaro, the speeches entail an examination of vastly different cultural and political 

contexts to understand the nuances behind their rhetorical performance. Through the 

examination of speeches, we see a chronological progress of nationalistic thought that 

is interspersed with religion, race and populism. Macron’s speech, the beginning of 

the analytic portion of this dissertation, is set in a time of anxiety for several liberal 

world leaders (and people alike), a time when right-wing leaders and movements were 

gaining power across the world (Judis, 2018). Macron adopts a pro-EU, pro-globalist 

stance that is under threat from recent nationalistic evolutions such as Brexit and 

elections of right-wing nationalist world leaders. Macron utilizes the opportunity of 

the Armistice, where several world leaders were present, to articulate and invite the 

audience to acknowledge the horrors caused by nationalism in the past, and the horrors 

it might cause in the contemporary sphere. Particularly, speaking about patriotism and 

nationalism as diametrically opposite terms, Macron invites the listener to steer away 

from an uncritical exclusionary nationalism. Nevertheless, the speech’s moments 

present Macron’s anxiety of not just a nationalistic threat to globalization but also a 

populist threat to a neo-liberal status quo. Macron’s preservation of a neo-liberal status 
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quo presents a rather tone-deaf elitist position for the working class people of France. 

Sections of working class people were soon to revolt with the yellow vest movement, 

situated against the neo-liberal cultural elite with Macron at the centre of the value 

system. The populist anxieties identified in Macron’s speech is the beginning of this 

discourse in this dissertation. 

With the speeches arranged in a chronological order, we see a development in 

populist rhetoric across various contexts and cultures. Populism, as evidenced by 

Trump and Bolsonaro speeches, plays a key role in the construction of a national 

identity based on the people who have been historically neglected by the cultural elite. 

Modi’s speech too plays into the notion of a Hindu majority who were fearful of their 

identity being stripped away, first by the British colonial rule and then by the 

country’s increasing Muslim population. Modi situated himself as a poor working 

class outsider with a humble background, presenting a grand narrative of a Hindu 

nationalist India for his audience. In fact, the common theme among all three populist 

leaders in this dissertation, and in a way, several populist leaders across the world, is 

to frame themselves as the political outsiders fighting against a corrupt cultural elite. 

Modi embodies a Hindu nationalist ascetic whose goal is to construct a Hindu land 

with Hindu principles (Dharma). Trump embodies a political outsider, a successful 

businessman who intends to rid the country of the corrupt liberal political elite and 

“Make America Great Again” for the White conservative population. Bolsonaro 

embodies a family man who values religious traditions, an outsider who has come to 

save Brazil from the ills of socialist politicians. These leaders succeeded in inciting the 
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working class population of each of the countries (to varied extents) to support their 

cause.  

This is where Macron fails. His rhetoric does not embody an honest outsider 

and neither does his background. Macron embodies the cultural elite, both from his 

background as an investment banker and his position as the president of France, who 

espouses for a neo-liberal worldview. Macron also preserves a rather uncritical 

appreciation for globalism. He is the status quo, and his rhetoric invites an acceptance 

for the status quo, eventually inciting a populist revolt in France. Nationalism as we 

see, is combined with populism, to fight against a liberal self-serving elite who dilute 

national identity through a globalist worldview. Nationalism is an avenue to provide a 

unified exalting affect for the common citizens who feel the need to be included in the 

central value system of the spatial structure. This avenue nevertheless, performs a 

function of clouding individual judgement and inciting in-group vs. out-group identity 

politics. The cultural elite utilize nationalism interspersed with populist politics to 

attain and maintain power. Nationalism is an ideology that is wielded by the political 

elite, taking attention away from other issues plaguing society (Fuchs, 2019, 2020). 

While populism comes close to attending to the economic and grassroots issues 

plaguing the society, right-wing manifestation of populism is mostly concerned with 

the “othering” of minority groups , “defining ‘the people’ in ethno-national or 

religious terms, and minimizing class distinctions by resting on mystical justifications 

linked to ‘blood’, ‘soil’ and ‘nation’”(Edelman, 2020, p. 1421).  Acknowledging and 

understanding this distinction is important, so as to not demonize the ideal of populism 
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as a whole. Populism is a way for historically marginalized classes and groups to be 

heard, to be brought closer to central value system, and change the status-quo for the 

benefit of the common citizen. Working class and poor can wield their agency to adopt 

economic populist positions to reduce the increasing wealth-gap between the rich and 

the poor in many different countries across the world. The right-wing populism that is 

constructed by the political elite, as seen in this dissertation, does not allow for any 

material enhancement of these populations. Modi’s, Trump’s and Bolsonaro’s right-

wing populism succeeds in providing a mythical national identity, an exaltation that is 

merely an illusion. It is an illusion because it promises material well-being by 

constructing politics through groupism and identity issues. Religion and God are 

pawns in this elite construction.  

 Here, I must make my politics clear (if they aren’t already). As mentioned 

before, my beliefs on God and a higher power are more “spiritual” than “religious.” 

The construction of God and religion by these world leaders, however, is political, not 

spiritual. God and religion, as evidenced in this dissertation, are utilized by the 

political elite to attain support and maintain power. Modi, Trump and Bolsonaro make 

attempts to situate their political leadership as divine interventions, and themselves as 

messiahs of the imagined nation. In the end, what it boils down to is an exercise in 

fascism. After chronologically examining Modi’s right-wing Hindu nationalism, 

Trump’s and Bolsonaro’s racial and religious nationalism added with a tendency to 

demonize enemies and exhume authoritarian rhetoric, a key term that presents itself is 

“fascism.”  Fascism is not an outside term that can be assumed not to exist in modern 
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democracies, as it can exist in various hegemonic structures of a democratic society 

(Jackson, 2021). By constructing a narrative of a lost, previously glorious land that has 

now been corrupted by liberal political elites and minorities, Modi, Trump, and 

Bolsonaro frame themselves as saviours who can reclaim the long lost gloriousness of 

a utopian past. The utopian past is merely an illusion to attain power. Any criticism 

from opposition and critics is deemed to be the “Devil”. The Devils of the society can 

be many. The Devil can be the minorities, socialism, liberal politicians, and anyone 

who opposes or questions the “authority” of these world leaders. This ultra-

nationalism is essentially, fascism. The demonization of critics is an exercise in fascist 

power, that seeks to incite a blind uncritical devotion to the leader. Again, religion and 

God in tandem with nationalism, are wielded by the world leaders, to incite unbridled 

and uncritical loyalty among their followers. In other words, it is an exercise in fascist 

hegemonic structures that threaten the very core of democracy in these countries 

(India, USA and Brazil). I do not claim that these constructions are embraced by every 

common citizen in a society. They are not.  But examining these construction through 

criticism provides another necessary avenue for destabilizing the power structures, for 

those that wield their agency to adopt a naïve loyalty towards a fascist political entity.  

I do not intend to completely isolate Macron from Modi, Trump, and 

Bolsonaro. While Modi, Trump, and Bolsonaro use identity politics to cloak their 

intentions of maintaining power, Macron does so by using identity politics from the 

left, to maintain a neo-liberal status quo. Macron’s speech does perform a function of 

inviting listeners to reject nationalism, but he does so by wanting to preserve the 
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capitalist structures – the same structures that were creating fissures between the rich 

and the working class in France. Macron needs globalism to stay, and people to accept 

his neo-liberal corporate vision for France. Again, I must make my politics clear. As 

mentioned, I do not intend to present an anti-capitalist view but rather intend to work 

towards a society that does not concentrate power in any element. On two extremes we 

have complete unfettered capitalism (almost leaning towards libertarianism) that 

completely centres power on corporations and on the other extreme we have complete 

socialism (leaning towards a communist political order) that completely centres power 

on the state. What a society needs, is to seek an economy that works for everyone, a 

mixture of free market policies with state regulations on wealth accumulation. This 

also includes the state being responsible for providing basic needs such as healthcare 

and education for every citizen of the country -- this allows for many to be brought in 

towards the central value system of the spatial structure. The issue with world leaders, 

at least in this dissertation, is that the conversation is taken away from policy and 

cloaked with rhetoric of identity issues. Macron’s rhetoric definitely plays a necessary 

and important function in calling out the dangers of nationalism. But he does so by 

wanting to preserve existing capitalist structures that push many common citizens far 

away from the central value system. Politicians on both sides fight over issues of 

identity, frequently ignoring grassroots pressing issues. Macron is guilty of the same 

in that he wants to preserve the status quo, but Modi, Trump, and Bolsonaro do the 

same with far more dangerous implications -- a fascistic rhetoric of authoritarian 
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exclusion combined with a need to preserve the status quo, all of which is cloaked 

under an imaginary nationalism.  
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CHAPTER X 

RHETORIC AND CIRCULAR EXIGENCIES 

A major point of intersection between the politics of Modi, Trump, and 

Bolsonaro is Twitter. Twitter is one of the primary modes of communication for the 

three world leaders, although Trump was banned from the social media site in 2021 

and has sued for reinstatement on First Amendment grounds. Prior to his suspension, 

Trump had 88.7 million followers, while Modi has 64.7 million followers and 

Bolsonaro around 7 million. These numbers are relatively insignificant, however, 

compared to the qualitative relationships each leader has built with their audiences. 

Trump, Modi, and Bolsonaro each weaponized Twitter to respond swiftly to their 

critics and speak directly to their base; doing this enabled them to play the role of 

“outsiders” in an environment of “political elites.” These three leaders frame their 

tweets as the only source of truth. Informed opinions of media analysts, educational 

institutions, fellow politicians, or any other authority do not compare, it appears, to the 

truth of a tweet.  

The speeches examined in this dissertation are not discrete but rather diffuse 

entities that exist within a mixed context of face-to-face physical and virtual/digital 

spaces. They are not finished products waiting to be critiqued, but rather unfinished 

entities that require a critique to render them into “texts” (Dow, 2001).  Moreover, 

they do not exist as isolated or independent from all the other speeches and tweets 

from these leaders, but rather exist as a small point in history that illustrates one of 

their many performances – in other words, these speeches are mere stars in a 
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constellation of other tweets and speeches. I emphasize this to specify that my work in 

this dissertation is only a small but significant illustration of these leaders’ rhetorical 

approaches: I do not examine every speech and tweet sent by these world leaders. 

Nevertheless, I am cognizant of the fact that Twitter is a significant public space that 

places the rhetor and the audience in one virtual room. In an increasingly connected 

world, there is a need to synthesize a rhetorical relationship (between the rhetor and 

the audience) in both face-to-face (speeches) and virtual spaces (social media). In this 

concluding chapter, I attempt to theorize what I term “circular exigency” to explain 

the complex relationship between situations, media, rhetoric, and audiences.  

Understanding rhetoric should not be confined to just analyzing the words. 

Rhetoric is a mixture of various materializations of “situations, exigencies, and 

constitutions” (p.7). Bitzer (1968) states that “the rhetorical discourse comes into 

existence as a response to situation, in the same sense that an answer comes into 

existence in response to a question, or a solution to a problem” (p. 5). For Bitzer 

(1968) the situation defines the rhetoric, leading him to suggest that “rhetoric is 

situational” (p. 3). A US president facing a situation of crisis after a terrorist attack has 

different exigencies compared to those of a State of the Union address. These 

situational exigencies drive the mode, type, tone and content of a speech:  

The situation dictates the sorts of observations to be made; it dictates the 

significant physical and verbal responses; and, we must admit, it constrains the 

words which are uttered in the same sense that it constrains the physical acts of 

paddling the canoes and throwing the nets. (Bitzer, 1968, p. 5) 
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Bitzer argues that one can only provide an answer when they are asked a question. The 

question is the situation. Bitzer (1968) also states: “Not the rhetor and not persuasive 

intent, but the situation is the source and ground of rhetorical activity — and, I should 

add, of rhetorical criticism” (p. 6). 

Bitzer (1968) conceptualizes the three necessary conditions for existence of a 

rhetorical situation: “exigence, audience and constraints” (p.7). All three of these 

conditions have received attention and debate from other scholars since Bitzer’s work. 

An exigence essentially marks the urgency of a situation, creating a need to 

rhetorically respond to an urgency. Particularly, “an exigence is rhetorical when it is 

capable of positive modification and when positive modification requires discourse or 

can be assisted by discourse” (Bitzer, 1968, p. 7). Secondly, the exigencies require 

positive modification only because an audience exists. The speaker responds to the 

audience consisting of “only of those persons who are capable of being influenced by 

discourse and of being mediators of change” (p. 8). Last, for both the exigencies and 

the audience, there are a certain constraints, including “persons, events, objects, and 

relations which are parts of the situation and have the power to constrain decision and 

action needed to modify the exigence” (p. 8). Further, the constraints can include 

attitudes, beliefs, motives, cultural contexts, and traditions.  

A major criticism of Bitzer’s conceptualization of the rhetorical situation is 

that it is too naturalistic in its proposition. Bitzer’s own writing sums up this 

naturalistic assumption: 
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Let us regard rhetorical situation as a natural context of persons, events, 

objects, relations, and an exigence which strongly invites utterance; this invited 

utterance participates naturally in the situation, is in many instances necessary 

to the completion of situational activity, and by means of its participation with 

situation obtains its meaning and its rhetorical character. (p. 5) 

This naturalistic assumption is problematic. This approach places rhetorical criticism 

at odds with other methodologies that employ a more positivist/realist approach. As 

mentioned in the “Methods” chapter, rhetorical criticism should be situated outside the 

realm of social science, since the critic and “text” are in a constant interplay. 

Rhetorical criticism, as Black (1978) points out, includes “methods that require 

personal choices at every step, methods that are pervaded by contingencies” (p. x). 

Rhetorical criticism encompasses the identity of the critic, and the resulting work is 

then a materialization of the critic themselves. The results of critique range from a 

certain level of objectivity (or, as Black [1978, p. xi] terms it, “an illusion of 

objectivity”) to a highly personal voice that represents a crystallization of the “critic’s 

perceiving mind” (p. xi). When we acknowledge the artistic mode of rhetorical 

criticism, with the critic creating, influencing and changing the text, it is only 

imperative that the rhetor creates a situation from mismatched and seemingly 

disconnected events.  

Similarly, Vatz (1973) points out the problematic nature of Bitzer’s argument 

and its implications for rhetorical criticism as a whole:  
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In his article Bitzer states, “Rhetorical discourse is called into existence by 

situation” and “It seems clear that rhetoric is situational.” This perspective on 

rhetoric and “situation” requires a “realist” philosophy of meaning. This 

philosophy has important and, I believe, unfortunate implications for rhetoric. 

(p. 154) 

Vatz counters Bitzer’s argument in two ways. First, Vatz suggests that the situation 

does not lead to rhetoric, but rather that rhetoric leads to situation; secondly, Vatz 

contends that Bitzer’s conclusions on the rhetorical situation is simplistic enough to 

diminish the study and value of rhetorical criticism. Vatz argues that a situation only 

becomes a “rhetorical situation” when the rhetor chooses to ascribe significance. This 

is similar to the above argument about the interconnectedness of the criticism and text. 

Just like the critique creates and defines the text, the rhetor creates the situation for 

discourse:  

People can use only an infinitesimal fraction of the information reaching them. 

The critical question, therefore, is what accounts for the choice by political 

spectators and participants of what to organize into a meaningful structure and 

what to ignore. (Edelman in Vatz (1973), p. 156) 

Essentially, a rhetor with the limited information and knowledge available 

among the myriad of constellations, ascribes meaning and salience to a particular 

situation, making it rhetorical. Vatz (1973) writes : “A rhetor is involved in the sifting 

and choosing, whether it be the newspaper editor choosing front-page stories versus 

comic-page stories or the speaker highlighting facts about a person in a eulogy” (p. 
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156). This perspective not only adds nuance to the rhetorical discourse but also places 

the choice in the hands of the rhetor. The rhetor’s ascribing of meaning to a particular 

situation instigates the discourse. The mere “presence” of the situation isn’t enough, as 

the situation only becomes rhetorical when the rhetor designates salience (Vatz, 1973). 

A crisis only manifests as a crisis when the rhetor deems it important enough to be a 

crisis. Essentially, Vatz’s work centers power with the rhetor, making a case for 

rhetorical criticism to not only be a mere response but rather a creation and interaction 

of power of identification. This critical/constructivist perspective, according to Vatz, 

makes rhetoric richer and enables a deeper understanding of the myriad of interactions 

between rhetors, situations, and audiences.  

Another aspect of contention is Bitzer’s conceptualization of the audience. As 

with the situation, the audience for Bitzer is preexisting. The only duty of the rhetor is 

to respond to a preexisting situation and address a preexisting audience. Charland 

(1987) views the rhetorical interaction between rhetor and audience as “constitutive,” 

where audiences come into being through rhetoric. Charland (1987) argues that 

rhetoric does not simply respond to the ideological identifications of its audience but 

in fact constitutes a basis for the ideologies with which the audience identifies. In his 

words, the rhetoric “calls its audience into being” (p. 134). This process of the 

“audience called into being,” according to Charland (1987), happens in three stages of 

ideological effects. First, the process begins with “constituting a collective subject” (p. 

139), wherein individuals are called to identify themselves as part of a collective and 

individual interests are replaced by collective interests. Second, the process continues 
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with the “positing of a transhistorical subject” (p. 139), where individuals are led to 

believe that the constituted collective identity has been in existence since the ancient 

past. Third, the ideological effect culminates with the “illusion of freedom” (p. 141), 

wherein individuals believe that they have the freedom to act as they wish to, even as 

they remain under the constraints of the constitutive rhetoric of the collective identity 

imposed on them. In essence, then, Charland’s (1987) work is closely aligned with the 

constructivist conceptualizations of the rhetorical situation and the audience.  

With different and in fact opposite perspectives from Bitzer, both Vatz and 

Charland add nuance to rhetoric, making both the practice and criticism of rhetoric 

unique from social sciences. Nevertheless, I do not intend nor seek to completely 

disregard Bitzer’s work. Instead, I look to build on these opposing scholarly works 

and establish a middle ground to conceptualize what I term as a “circular exigency.” I 

argue that questions on whether exigence creates rhetoric or rhetoric creates exigence 

risk overlooking a circular system of interrelated events and situations. For example, 

Biesecker (1989) argues that rhetoric is not a “simple linear process by which one 

individual attempts to influence others, but rather a complex interactive process 

whereby persons and collectivities articulate their shifting identities to each other 

within changing historical circumstances” (p. 215). Biesecker’s (1989) piece on 

rethinking the rhetorical situation goes a long way in explaining the mutually 

connected and constructed nature of rhetoric and its situations at a time long before 

technologies like Twitter became political weapons. I use a similar perspective to 

conceptualize the term circular exigency to account for the exigencies present, 
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exigencies created, and exigencies that seek a response. This also includes the 

conceptualization of the audience, where an audience is present, an audience is 

constituted, and eventually an exigency manifests in responding to this audience.  

Rhetoric is, in itself, a complex constellation of events, words, and audiences. 

It is, therefore, not sufficient to look at rhetoric from a binary standpoint. To strive for 

a better understanding rhetoric, we need to acknowledge the changing situations, 

changing exigencies, changing audiences and all of the interconnectedness of rhetoric. 

There is certainly some truth to Bitzer’s arguments that some situations create an 

exigency for the speaker to respond in a certain way. The theme of an election 

campaign speech will be different from that of an election victory speech. It is true, 

then, that the rhetor both provides salience to the event and responds to the exigency 

of the events. At the same time, the rhetor creates new exigencies through the content 

of the speech. Further, the rhetor constitutes a rhetorical audience out of an existing 

scattered group of people, in the process creating future exigencies that requires 

responses to these audiences previously constituted (if the rhetor intends to maintain 

their “identification” with these audiences in the future). These exigencies are a 

response to a situation the rhetor invites, along with other external situations (outside 

of the rhetor’s control). This creates a mutual relationship of never-ending rhetorical 

exigencies, some external and some created by the rhetor, which either maintain, 

enhance, or diminish the rhetor’s ideological relationship with the previously 

constituted audience. Rhetoric, then, manifests as a system of “circular exigencies” 
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with situations (created and unforeseen), audience, and discourse engaged in a 

constant interplay of rhetorical materializations.  

Thinking of rhetoric in terms of circular exigencies helps us better understand 

and characterize social media and the all the speeches in this dissertation. As 

mentioned, social media provide spaces for seemingly direct communication between 

the rhetor and their audience. In Trump’s case, these audiences existed initially not as 

rhetorical audiences but as scattered groups of people with certain anxieties. Trump 

reconstituted this audience into a much larger rhetorical audience through rhetoric. In 

other words, the audience existed as scattered group of people with unformed 

ideologies only to be brought together through Trump’s efforts, reconstituting a 

“scattered audience” into a “rhetorical audience” with a more calcified ideology. Once 

Trump had constituted this audience, he had to speak to his rhetorical audience and 

found a way to do it effectively via Twitter.  

The audience constituted by Trump directly or indirectly provides him with 

exigencies to respond a certain way to everyday political situations. No matter where 

Trump is and what exigency he is placed under (whether it is a State of the Union 

speech or the United Nations speech), Trump ultimately needs to respond to the 

exigencies from the audience he previously constituted, since failure to do so might 

lead to losing credibility and the support of his rhetorical audience. It is also important 

to note that Twitter comes with its own particular exigencies and limitations, allowing 

messages of only 280 characters maximum, an exigency that Trump turned into a 

strength. Due to these exigencies, we see that even while occasionally courting 
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minorities, Trump primarily speaks to and for the White conservative Christian base 

that he had previously constituted (he needs to keep the support of his base). In 

essence, Trump constitutes a rhetorical audience, whose presence as rhetorical 

audience presents other exigencies to which Trump feels compelled to respond. 

Similarly, this can be seen in Modi’s constitution. Decades of Hindu anxiety over 

colonization, dominance of secular liberal cultural elite, and increasing minority 

population, had found an outlet through Modi’s Hindu nationalist rhetoric. Modi’s 

constitution of an existing scattered audience into a larger rhetorical audience, brings 

with it, frequent exigencies that Modi feels compelled to respond. He is compelled to 

sustain his Hindu nationalism and keep his support of the country’s majority 

population. Twitter again, which Modi puts to good use, becomes a space for these 

circular relationships to manifest. With Bolsonaro, it was the exigencies of perverted 

socialism and corrupt socialist politicians, that provided the opportunity for 

embodying an honest outsider who can espouse a new a neo-liberal vision for Brazil. 

Bolsonaro constitutes the scattered population of Brazil – reeling from unemployment 

and reduced quality of life – into a unified rhetorical audience. This constitution 

presents exigencies that Bolsonaro is compelled to respond. Bolsonaro must speak to 

his audience, persist on the ills of socialism, create new ways to speak about 

assimilating indigenous tribes, and bring forth new issues that come with their own 

exigencies. He too, like the other two world leaders, uses Twitter for this constant 

constitution.  



  Texas Tech University, Nihar Sri Naga Ganesh Sreepada, December 2021 

  

 

183 

 
 

Social media spaces such as Twitter are a fertile avenue for these circular 

exigencies to materialize, providing an illustration of the circular relationship between 

the rhetor, the situations, and the constituted audience. Each of these entities are 

constantly acting on each other, creating a circular exigency that is omnipresent and 

unending. The relationship between the speaker, speeches, posts, tweets, and 

situations make more sense when we comprehend the nature of circular exigencies.  
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