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Abstract: Drawing on an interdisciplinary framework based on critical and
pragmatic discourse analysis, this study investigates the way Romanian
politicians negotiate the identity of the Romanian diaspora on their
Facebook pages. It also points out to the way discourse is used to introduce
and (de)legitimize political decisions and actions. The topic is analyzed in
different political and social contexts: the presidential elections in 2014 and
2019, the Euro-parliamentary elections in 2019, and the crisis generated
by the comeback of the Romanians abroad as a result of the corona-virus
pandemics in 2020. The results of the study show that the diaspora is part
of the political discourse as a topic mainly during electoral periods, which
are more heavily stake driven. The subject of the diaspora was approached
by political actors in a strategic manner, starting from their communica-
tion project and the political outcome they were aiming for. The paper
contributes to the growing body of knowledge on strategies of constructing
diasporic identities in the political discourse. The paper also illustrates spe-
cific and emergent strategies of diasporic identity construction in different
political and social contexts in a social media environment.
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Introduction

In the last three decades, several political and social contexts have generated
ample debate regarding the identity of the Romanians living and working abroad,
referred to as the diaspora. Romanian studies on diaspora and migration address
these topics mostly from the perspective of the media discourse and the way jour-
nalists define diaspora in specific political and social contexts (e.g., Ciocea & Cérlan,
2012; Beciu, 2012; Beciu et al., 2017; Cheregi, 2015; Cheregi & Adi, 2015). For ex-
ample, migrants are portrayed as heroes or villains (Beciu, 2012) or as victims who
leave the country as a result of faulty governing policies (Ciocea & Cérlan, 2012).

This paper investigates the way Romanian politicians negotiate the identity of
the Romanian diaspora at a discursive level and the way this identity fosters spe-
cific (de)legitimation strategies of political actors and actual decisions, actions, and
long-term initiatives. From a methodological stance, the study is based on discourse
analysis and investigates how political actors construct the identity of the diaspora
and how they define different social and political contexts in order to justify future
policies and generate long term objectives. In doing so, it relies on a longitudi-
nal study which shows the way politicians define the diaspora in three electoral
contexts (the presidential elections of 2014 and 2019, and the Euro parliamentary
elections of 2019) and a social context (the crisis generated by the comeback of the
Romanians abroad as a result of the corona-virus pandemics in 2020).

To achieve its purpose this research starts from two theoretical premises. The
first premise is based on research regarding the discursive construction of identity
(Triandafyllidou & Wodak, 2003; Achugar, 2007; Costelloe, 2014) and implies that
the diasporic identity is a dynamic and fluid construct negotiated at a discursive
level. Thus, imagological attributes of the diaspora are not coherent and unchanged
but can be influenced by specific political and social contexts. Romanians abroad
are either portrayed in the media or political discourse as ambassadors who can
improve the country’s image or, on the contrary, as villains who can worsen this
image through undesirable behaviors. In key electoral contexts, the diaspora is dis-
cursively defined either as a vector of change, which can contribute positively to
the election results, or is criticized for moving away from the immediate needs of
Romanians living in the country.

The second premise is that political discourse is oriented towards social actions
(Augoustinos, Hastie, & Wright, 2011) such as accepting or rejecting responsi-
bility, expressing or eliciting emotions, defending or justifying certain positions
or decisions, (de)legitimizing actors and initiatives (Van Leeuwen, 2007). In this
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sense, politicians use specific discursive strategies to build a position of power in
relation to the interlocutors and to influence the way citizens understand the po-
litical process. This trend finds its relevance especially in the context of the profes-
sionalization of political communication (e.g., Mancini, 1999; Negrine & Lilleker,
2002; Negrine et al, 2007). Political discourse becomes a carefully constructed
product starting from the rules of political marketing and from the communica-
tion project of the politician and the political party they belong to. Consequently,
political discourse is the result of carefully thought-out practices, focused on con-
solidating the politician’s image, creating characters (heroes, victims, and villains),
and defining a context.

As a result, this paper will address the following research objectives: (1) to in-
vestigate the discursive strategies used by Romanian politicians for building an
identity for the Romanian diaspora in different political and social contexts; and
(2) to investigate the discursive strategies used by Romanian politicians to intro-
duce and/or (de)legitimize political actors, decisions, actions, and initiatives staring
from the specific meaning attributed to the context and the discursive identity as-
signed to the diaspora. The contribution of this study is that of identifying the way
Romanian politicians define diaspora by invoking contextual elements in order to
structure present or future political initiatives. This research continues the line of
work of other scholars that identify a link between migration as a problem built
in the public space by media, political, institutional or social actors and discourse
or semiosis (Beciu et al., 2018). As a result, discourse is defined as a means of rep-
resenting transnational actors and relations, of (de)legitimizing political decisions
or to (re)produce ideologies or representations about the world (Fairclough, 2006,
cited by Beciu et al, 2018, 21).

The diaspora and its many facets

The growing phenomenon of professional migration after 1990 has led to the
emergence of a new identity category in the media and political discourse in
Romania: the diaspora. Professional migration can be placed in a larger context,
created by market liberalization and the mobility of the workforce specific to glo-
balization, but it can as well be associated with the rise of neoliberalism (Ragazzi,
2009). Diaspora’s identity is continuously negotiated and redefined at a discursive
level to answer the specific social and political contexts in which it is discussed
(e.g., Ciocea & Carlan, 2012; Beciu, 2012a; Cheregi, 2015; Cheregi & Adi, 2015). The
term was used initially in the research literature to refer to specific “historical cat-
egories” (Beciu, 2012a, 51) such as Hebrews, Armenians, Africans, Palestinians etc.
who migrated because of political reasons and sought refuge in different countries
to regain their fundamental rights. In this sense, the diaspora is discursively defined
as a “victim” category which faced catastrophic conditions (Brubaker, 2005, 5).
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Currently, the identity of the diaspora is renegotiated in the contemporary era
of economic migration (Castells & Miller, 2003). This redefines diaspora as a cat-
egory of professionals or workers who live and work temporarily or on the long
term in a different country but maintain links with their country of origin (Naim,
2002; Brubaker, 2005). Research (Beciu, 2012a, Beciu, 2012b) also signaled the rise
of the new diaspora which is associated with the fall of the communist regimes in
the states of Central and Eastern Europe after 1989 (Weinar, 2017) and with the
beginning of the democratization process of these states. The emergence of the new
diaspora has been favored both by European migration policies but also by the in-
ability of economies in transition to provide decent living conditions for their citi-
zens. This has led to the emergence of seasonal migration, temporary or long-term
migration, which have restructured the nature of trans-national relations between
Romania and Western European countries (Horvath & Anghel, 2009).

This paper analyzes the process of negotiating diaspora identity in online po-
litical discourse in Romania from the broader perspective of studies on transna-
tionalism and migration (Brubaker, 2005; Ragazzi, 2009; Boccagni, 2012). According
to Ragazzi (2009), the discourse on the diaspora is closely related to the trans-na-
tionalization of power and the redefinition of the concept of territoriality. Trans-
nationalism leads to a reconfiguration of social relations in contexts of cross-bor-
der mobility (Boccagni, 2012). Thus, migrants develop relationships and affinities
with both the country of origin and the country in which they migrate and create
complex relationships that link the two societies (Basch, Glick Schiller, & Szanton
Blanc, 2005). As researchers such as Beciu and collaborators (2017) point out, this
process is usually used in the public space to outline new public issues, to support
ideologies or to reproduce hierarchies of power. In the same time, Brubaker notes
that the diaspora is far from being a specific category of analysis, but an “idiom, a
stance or claim” (2005, 12). This approach is relevant in the context of the analysis
of the political discourse on migration and Romanians abroad, to highlight how
different political or social contexts can mobilize distinct diaspora identities and
specific political and social projects or actions.

Diaspora, media and political discourse in Romania

Political discourse is seen in this paper as a social practice oriented towards
social actions (Augoustinos, Hastie, & Wright, 2011). As a result, political dis-
course can introduce not only discursive identities, but also social and concrete
actions depending on the political project of the actor who produces it. Through
the emphasis of the electoral contexts of 2014 and 2019, the paper deepens the
issue of the diaspora vote (Beciu et al, 2018). The controversies that have ac-
companied over time the capacity of the Romanian state to guarantee the con-
stitutional right of Romanian citizens abroad to vote, the debate that started in
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2009 and ended in 2019 with the introduction of correspondence vote, as well as
the capacity of the diaspora to influence the outcome of elections have made this
category a collective actor that is part of power relations in the electoral context
(Beciu et al., 2018). By counterbalancing this issue with a social and public health
crisis, generated by the return of Romanians abroad as a result of the onset of the
coronavirus pandemic in the spring of 2020, this study illustrates the fluid nature
of the diaspora identity in Romanian political discourse in contexts loaded with
different meaning.

The 2014 presidential election was marked by one of the most intense discus-
sions regarding the Romanian state’s ability to safeguard the constitutional right to
vote of its citizens, especially those who are living or working abroad. The small
number of polling stations abroad has led to large crowds and made it impossible for
a large number of voters to express their democratic choice. In the second round of
the presidential elections, images of Romanians waiting in line outside polling sta-
tions circulated on traditional media, but especially on Facebook. This encouraged
the mobilization of voters in the country and abroad, which lead to the victory of
the Liberal Christian Alliance’s candidate (PNL-PDL), Klaus Iohannis. The theme of
the diaspora contributed to the reversal of the score established after the first round
of elections, when the winner was the candidate of the PSD-UNPR-PC electoral al-
liance, Victor Ponta. Starting from the events of 2014, for the European Parliament
elections in 2019, the polling stations abroad were supplemented, but despite this
measure, the crowds could not be avoided, and once again large numbers of Roma-
nians abroad could not vote. In both cases, the media and political discourse relied
on a strategy of victimization of citizens living and working abroad, whose consti-
tutional rights could not be ensured, and on an interpellation and blaming strategy
towards the politicians who organized the election. The presidential elections in the
fall of 2019 brought a novelty in terms of organizing elections in the diaspora, vot-
ers who went abroad had three days to vote. As a result, voter mobilization abroad
was the highest compared to the last elections cycles. In this case, the media speech
pointed out the importance of the votes in the diaspora for the victory of the PNL
candidate, Klaus Iohannis.

The three electoral contexts presented illustrate how the diaspora identity is
renegotiated from one election to another, depending on the political stake of the
actors involved. Previous research on the 2014 presidential elections (Toader &
Grigorasi, 2016) revealed that the diaspora vote was approached by politicians in
a strategic manner, starting from their electoral communication project and their
political stakes. Politicians such as Klaus Iohannis, Monica Macovei or Elena Udrea
capitalized on this issue by emphasizing the government’s inability to respect the
right to vote of citizens working abroad. The politician representing the establish-
ment, Victor Ponta, addresses this issue less, focusing on his electoral communica-
tion project.



The vote in the diaspora also had effects on the type of political actions taken
from one election to another — from supplementing the polling stations for the 2019
European elections, to supplementing the number of voting days in the presiden-
tial elections of the same year. The diaspora as a topic discussed in the Romanian
public space is strongly connected with the electoral context, as it has been proven
repeatedly that by its political options and voter turnout it can have a decisive
impact on the result of elections (see also Beciu et al, 2018, 13). In these contexts,
citizens from the diaspora are either seen as heroes by political and social actors
they support or are criticized by other fellow voters for their impact on the results
of elections given the fact that they are away most of the time or definitively. The
onset of the coronavirus pandemic in the spring of 2020 has led to a redefinition of
the image attributed to the diaspora in the public space, at a discursive level. This
time, the Romanians who live and work abroad were advised by the president elect,
Klaus Iohannis, not to return to Romania for the Easter holidays, invoking the need
to protect their relatives left at home, or the need to respect quarantine measures.
Thus, at a hypothetical level, one can observe a discursive redefinition of the image
of Romanians abroad, who from responsible citizens and main supporters of the
projects of right-wing parties in Romania, have become a source of concern and a
possible source of illness.

Methodology

This research proposes an empirical investigation of how the diaspora identity
is constructed and negotiated in the online political discourse in Romania. At the
same time, the study highlights how the meaning of different political and social
contexts is constructed at a discursive level to justify or legitimize future policies or
to generate the formulation of long-term goals and initiatives. Therefore, the study
starts from two research questions:

RQ1. Which discursive strategies are used by Romanian politicians to build an
identity for themselves and the Romanian diaspora in different political and so-
cial contexts?

RQ2. Which discursive strategies are used by Romanian politicians to introduce
and/or (de)legitimize political actors, decisions, actions, and initiatives, staring
from the specific meaning attributed to the context and the discursive identity
assigned to the diaspora?

From a methodological point of view, the present study is a qualitative one, and
proposes an interdisciplinary approach based on critical discourse analysis (CDA)
(Van Dijk, 1993; 1997; Van Leeuwen, 2007) and discourse pragmatics (Beciu, 2011).
Starting from an analytical framework proposed by Camelia Beciu (2011, 36-47),
the study starts with a pragmatic analysis of the online political discourse. Firstly,
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the study reveals the thematical orientation of the overall messages posted by poli-
ticians on their Facebook pages in the selected political and social contexts. Second-
ly, using speech act theory, the analysis identifies specific discursive strategies used
by politicians on Facebook in relation to the diaspora topic and offers hypotheses
of possible discursive effects. Thirdly, the study discusses the discursive identities
created for the diaspora and the political actors involved. Lastly, using the criti-
cal discourse analysis framework proposed by Van Leeuwen (2007), the study will
analyze the discursive strategies through which politicians (de)legitimize political
actors, actions, decisions and initiatives. In this respect, reference will be made to
strategies such as: authorization — (de)legitimation by reference to the authority of
tradition, custom and law, and of persons in whom institutional authority is vested,;
moral evaluation — (de)legitimation by reference to discourses of value; rationaliza-
tion — (de)legitimation by reference to the goals and uses of institutionalized social
action; and mythopoesis — (de)legitimation through narratives whose outcomes
reward legitimate actions and punish non-legitimate actions (Van Leeuwen, 2007).

The study explores a heterogeneous corpus that brings together 910 messages
posted on Facebook by mainstream Romanian politicians in specific political and
social contexts: the 2014 and 2019 presidential elections, the 2019 European elec-
tions, and the crisis generated by the return of Romanians abroad during the onset
of the corona-virus pandemic in 2020 (see Table 1). The selected contexts gener-
ated intense debates both in the media and in the political sphere, regarding the
diaspora. The Facebook posts were gathered using Facepager (Jinger & Keyling,
2020) an application for automated data retrieval on the web. The corpus was firstly
analyzed in its entirety in order to see the preferred themes of politicians on their
Facebook pages. The empirical area was then narrowed down to 74 posts that made
direct reference to the diaspora, to investigate the discursive strategies used by po-
litical actors to define diaspora and to (de)legitimize or introduce political actions.

The role of this research is to reveal the way in which the fluid character of the
diasporic identity manifests itself at the level of the online political discourse in Ro-
mania. The research analyzes the messages published by Romanian politicians on
Facebook to facilitate the investigation of the diaspora’s identity starting from an
emerging communication device — a social media page. From this point of view, the
research highlights several levels of online political discourse. Facebook pages fall
into the category of owned media and foster specific conditions for producing po-
litical discourse that combines the contract of communication of the medium used,
the communication project of the political actor and the rules of communication
of the situation in which the political discourse is conceived. In this situation, the
identity of the diaspora is the result of emerging online communication practices,
as well as those generated by context.

Depending on the context discussed, representative politicians and relevant
time-frames were selected, in which the diaspora was part of the political and media
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Table 1. The empirical area

Facebook  Diaspora

Politician Fuction posts references Context
(N=910) (N=74)
) Candidate of
Victor Ponta the Alliance PSD-UNPR-PC 160 >
. Candidate of
Klaus lohannis o iberal Christian Alliance (PNL-PDL) 10" 30 o
C3lin P Presidential elections:
ain ropescu Independent candidate 18 0 November 3-16
Tariceanu
Candidate of
Elena Udrea the Popular Movement Party 14 S
Rares Bogdan  Candidate of the National Liberal Party 188 13
Rovana Plumb Qandldate Of‘ 1 2 2919
the Social Democratic Party Euro parliamentary
Dacian Ciolos Candidate of the alliance USR-PLUS 35 9 elections: May 13-26
Victor Ponta Candidate of the PRO Romania Party 61 1
Klaus lohannis  Candidate of the National Liberal Party 15 1
TS, Candidate of
Viorica Dancila the Social Democratic Party H 1 ) 2.019 .
i i Presidential elections:
Dan Barna Candidate of the alliance USR PLUS 23 5 November 11-24
. . Candidate of
Mircea Diaconu the electoral alliance A Man 3 0
Klaus lohannis Romanian president 38 1
Ludovic Orban Romanian prime minister 0 0 Coronavirus state
. i ) of emergency:
Marcel Ciolacu  Leader of the Social Democratic Party 72 0 March 15-May 15, 2020
Dan Barna Leader of the alliance USR-PLUS 70 1

discourse. For the presidential elections of 2014 and 2019 the first four candidates
who obtained the most votes after the first ballot round were selected. The analyzed
periods were 3-16 November 2014 and 11-24 November 2019 representing the in-
terval in which the campaign for the second round of the presidential elections took
place. For the 2019 European elections the corpus includes candidates who opened
the lists for the parties that obtained the most votes after the election of May 26,
2019. The analysis period was represented by the last two weeks of the election
campaign: May 13-26, 2019. In the case of the crisis generated by the return of
Romanians from the diaspora as a result of the coronavirus pandemic in 2020, the
corpus includes the main representatives of the central political institutions in
Romania (Romanian Presidency and Government), but also the leaders of the most
important political parties (according to the results of local elections in 2020). The
analysis period was: March 15-May 15, 2020, representing the period in which
Romania was in a state of emergency. Even though, the Romanian prime minister
did not have an actual Facebook presence in the analyzed interval, this political

12



actor was kept in the corpus, as the absence of their voice on a largely discussed
topic in mass media and the political realm is relevant to the way Facebook political
discourse is conceived.

Data presentation. The strategic approach to diaspora

The results show that the diaspora is part of the political discourse mainly dur-
ing electoral periods, but overall it tends to be a marginal topic. The diaspora was
an important topic in two voting rounds: the second tour of the presidential elec-
tions in November 2014 (40 mentions), and the Euro parliamentary elections in
May 2019 (25 mentions). The subject of the diaspora vote was approached by the
selected politicians in a strategic manner, starting from their communication pro-
ject and the political stake they were aiming for. While these results are predictable,
they are particularly relevant as they offer an indication of how political discourse
on Facebook is conceived, in comparison to the media discourse. Whereas debates
in the media regarding the diaspora vote were lengthy and intense, political actors
tend to carefully curate the topics they address on their shared media channels, in
this case Facebook.

This process is directly related to the political stakes involved and the context.
When the diaspora vote was a topic that could elicit emotion and voter mobiliza-
tion, it was largely addressed by the challengers and only briefly touched by the
politicians in office. Preferred topics during electoral campaigns revolved around
campaign messages and actions, voter mobilization messages, political attacks, po-
litical endorsements, and the underlining of achievements for the politicians in of-
fice, or engagements and promises for the challengers. As the debate regarding the
organization of the ballots got resolution in the fall of 2019, by supplementing the
number of voting days, the number of direct references to the diaspora dropped.
The least number of direct referrals to the diaspora was encountered during the
Coronavirus state of emergency in 2020, when in a period of three months only
three direct mentions of the diaspora were identified. In comparison, the media
discourse in the same interval was both rich and intense, as a lot of emotion was
generated by the return of Romanians abroad to the country.

As shown in Table 2, when talking about diaspora, the most common themes
are those related to ballot organization, shortcomings that impede citizens to vote,
and voter turnout. Smaller topics are related to the relations with the EU, dias-
pora support measures and responsibility during the crisis generated by the spread
of the coronavirus. The gathered results confirm previous research that found a
strong connection between the diaspora as an identity category discussed in the
public space and the electoral context (Beciu et al., 2018). The analyzed political ac-
tors rarely debate transnational relations or launch actual initiatives related to the
diaspora on their Facebook pages. This shows the strong strategic approach that
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Facebook communication encompasses. The political actors embrace the topic of
the diaspora vote passionately, as it can create a base for mobilizing messages and
delegitimizing discourses meant to discredit the politicians in power. The results
also show the propensity of challengers to talk more passionately about the diaspo-
ra than the politicians representing the political party organizing the elections. The
latter, either ignore the topic, or address neutral themes such as Romania’s relation
with the EU or support measures for the citizens from the diaspora.

During the crisis generated by the return of Romanian citizens abroad during
the coronavirus crisis in the Spring of 2020 the diaspora is mainly part of the presi-
dential discourse, but scarcely mentioned by other politicians from the selected
corpus. This time, politicians resort to unifying discourses, where most referrals
are made generally to “Romanians” and less to the diaspora, as a possible attempt
to avoid controversy on a topic that was largely and passionately discussed in the
media. The accent falls on responsibility and the need to comply to the travel and
sanitary restrictions aimed to stop the spread of the virus.

Discussion: Diaspora according to political actors

The results of this study show that there is a distinction between the diaspora
as a discursively constructed space, and the diaspora as a discursively constructed
social category. In the first category, the analyzed politicians often use the term
“diaspora” to designate all places and communities outside the Romanian bor-
ders, where Romanian citizens live temporarily or on the long term. In the second
category, common referrals are made to “the Romanians in the diaspora” or “the
Romanians from... (a specific place a.n).”. A more direct referral is made with the
help of the juxtaposition between the place they live in and Romanians abroad:
Berlin, Paris, Tokyo etc. In other messages political actors generally refer to the
“Romanians”, “the citizens”, thus promoting an inclusive discourse that doesn’t
distinguish between different identity categories. This tactic is particularly used
during the corona-virus state of emergency, when the need to convince citizens to
comply to sanitary rules and restrictions is higher.

During the years, the discursive identity attributed by politicians to the diaspora
is dependent on the political stakes involved and the affiliation of the politician.
Challengers in the 2014 presidential elections and 2019 Euro parliamentary elections
usually portray Romanians living and working abroad as victims, that are being mis-
represented by their government. These politicians (e.g., ohannis, November 2014;
Bogdan, May 2019) usually make extensive use of value judgements, interpellations
and obligation in order to refer to their counter candidates. In order to describe the
faulty organization of elections these politicians use words such as “inacceptable”,
“shameful”, “disaster”. This in turn create delegitimization strategies through moral
evaluation. These discursive strategies are coupled with appreciations and injunc-
tions which are meant to elicit emotion and promote voter mobilization. From this
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point of view, citizens from the diaspora are seen as an important electoral resource
that can decisively influence the results. Consequently, challengers usually create
discursive partnerships with the citizens in the diaspora, talking about joining forces
in order to defeat an incompetent and corrupt government.

Politicians who represent the political party organizing the elections (e.g., Ponta,
November 2014; Plumb, May 2019) tend to practice a more reserved type of dis-
course. Ponta in 2014 tends to promote a unifying discourse through the use of
statements and validating messages. In this manner, the Romanians from the di-
aspora are portrayed as valuable citizens, worthy of understanding and respect. In
2019 Plumb eludes the diaspora as an identity category and focuses on Romania’s
relations with the EU, thus implying the efforts of her party to promote the inter-
ests of both Romanians at home and abroad.

When the problem of the diaspora vote found its resolution, in the fall of 2019,
with the supplementation of voting days, the number of direct references to the
diaspora dropped, and political discourse regarding the diaspora shifted towards a
more balanced one. Politicians who represented the political power (e.g., Iohannis,
November 2019) resorted only to injunction to communicate with citizens from the
diaspora, but gave up the militant tone of voice promoted in 2014, as the stakes and
context were different now. The discursive identity attributed to the Romanians
aboard this time is of responsible citizens who have the power to change the course
of how the country is being governed through their vote. The challenger, Dan Barna,
uses mostly statements and appreciation in order to talk about the diaspora vote.
His focus is on educating voters abroad on the voting process, on making sure
the votes are correctly counted, and on mobilizing voters. By doing so he portrays
himself as a correct leader and representative, who sees in the diaspora a powerful
electoral resource and a partner.

The political discourse in the three electoral contexts analyzed also generated
identities for the politicians involved:

- the militant politician, who relies mostly on interpellations and accentuates the
incapacity of the government to respect the voting rights of its citizens living
outside state borders (Iohannis, 2014; Udrea, 2014; Bogdan, 2019);

- the balanced politician (Dacian Cilos, 2019; Dan Barna, 2019), who recognizes
the difficulties of the diaspora vote, but mainly relies on statements and mobi-
lizing messages to promote their message;

- the acknowledging politician, who recognizes the barriers to vote faced by
Romanians abroad and validates them, but does not necessarily issues an apol-
ogy or a plan of action in the analyzed time-frame (Ponta; 2014);

- the statutory politician, who focuses mostly on current political topics, in-
ternal politics, political attacks, party politics etc. or just marginally address
the diaspora topic (Tariceanu, 2014; Plumb, 2019; Ponta, 2019; Dancila, 2019;
Diaconu, 2019).
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During the state of emergency, Romanians abroad are discursively constructed
as responsible citizens through the use of internal obligation as a speech act. Politi-
cal discourse this time became more reserved and elusive of the diaspora topic, as
the crisis generated by the coronavirus pandemic generated a lot of emotion and
panic. The return in Romania of citizens working abroad bred as well a heated
debate in the media regarding the risk associated with their comeback. As a coun-
terbalance, the political discourse became more unifying, with politicians avoiding
to directly refer to the diaspora and addressing “Romanians” or “the citizens” as a
whole. In this particular context, the political scene was shared by unifying politi-
cians (Iohannis, 2020; Barna, 2020) and statutory or unrecognizing politicians who
focus exclusively on their political communication project and do not discuss the
diaspora topic (Ciolacu, 2020).

Based on these results, the answer to the first research question (RQ1) is that
the type of discursive strategies used by politicians is directly influenced by context
and the stakes involved. The identity of Romanians from the diaspora remains fairly
stable throughout the election cycles and is only slightly adapted during the state of
emergency, considering the context and its requirements. Generally, the diaspora is
defined as a powerful electoral resource and Romanians living and working abroad
are characterized as responsible citizens who want an can/must do the best for their
country. What changes during the years is the interest given by the politicians to
the diaspora topic and the way they address it discursively. The study revealed a
shift from more militant and critical discourses against those in office, practiced in
2014 and the spring of 2019, towards a more balanced approach that focuses more
on mobilizing messages, as the problems with the diaspora vote found alleviation.
Compared to the media discourse on diaspora in the same periods as those analyzed
here, the Romanian political discourse tends to be more conservative in its defini-
tion of the diaspora. This is however the result of a very strategic approach of the
topic, considering the context, position and the stake of the political actor analyzed.
Political actors who can directly benefit from addressing the topic of the diaspora
vote tend to make use of militant or mobilizing messages. Other politicians who are
directly targeted by political attacks on the diaspora vote tend to avoid the topic
altogether, or to treat it marginally.

In what concerns the second research question (RQ2), political actors in Romania
tend to mainly use Facebook communication for political attacks and mobilizing
messages, when addressing the diaspora. This is as well a reflection of the strategic
approach towards Romanians abroad. Achieving a certain political outcome is the
motivation that governs the way politicians deal with this topic. The results of this
study showed Facebook as a safe place for politicians, where vulnerable topics can
be eluded or carefully adapted to serve the political agenda of the politician. As a
result, we can barely talk about the introduction of decisions, actions and initiatives
through the help of Facebook.
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Politicians either tend to use a militant tone of voice anchored in value judge-
ments and interpellations in order to delegitimize their opponents, or resort to a
more deferent tone of voice anchored in statements and ascertainments. This un-
derlines the importance they place on the unfolding events, but also creates a de-
gree of objectivity of the situation, that is meant to alleviate their responsibility
for the overall outcome of the events. However, each election cycle analyzed here
elicited change and a different way of addressing the diaspora vote — by raising the
number of polling stations or by increasing the number of voting days. These were
however initiatives taken and debated outside the election.

Politicians mention the need to supplement voting hours or reassure the citizens
that all measures have been taken in order to facilitate voting. Still, the politicians
in the first category place the responsibility of action and initiative on their op-
ponents. The latter category merely portrays itself as a victim of “inacceptable”
political attacks and of the circumstances. As a result, Facebook was used more as
a place to symbolically delegitimize the actions of other political actors, based on
moral evaluation (see Van Leeuwen, 2007).

A change in the way politicians address the introduction of actual political ini-
tiatives and measures was seen during the emergency state in 2020. The president
elect made an appeal to rational and emotional arguments as a strategy to legiti-
mize the recommendation that Romanians abroad avoid returning home for Easter.
This direction was motivated by the necessity to protect those at home and was
presented as a temporary effort so that people can reunite in safer circumstances.
In this case, the different stakes, represented by the need to impose and convince
citizens to respect certain sanitary restrictions, guided the political discourse on
the topic. Still, the scarce reference to the diaspora in this time-frame makes these
strategies marginal.

Conclusion

The goal of this paper was to investigate the way Romanian politicians negotiate
the identity of the Romanian diaspora on their Facebook pages in different electoral
and social contexts such as: the presidential elections in 2014 and 2019, the Euro
parliamentary elections in 2019, and the crisis generated by the return in Romania
of citizens working and living abroad as a result of the outbreak of the coronavi-
rus pandemic. To this goal, the paper structured its empirical approach based on
two premises. The first premise was that diasporic identity is a dynamic and fluid
construct negotiated at a discursive level. The second premise stated that political
discourse is oriented towards social actions like accepting or rejecting responsibil-
ity, provoking emotions, introducing or justifying certain positions or decisions,
and (de)legitimizing actors and initiatives.

The results of this study showed that, contrary to the first premise, the identity
discursively assigned to the diaspora is fairly stable throughout the election cycles,
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and is faintly adapted during the state of emergency, to answer the specific require-
ments of the context. The diaspora is mainly discussed in relation to elections and is
only marginally addressed in the analyzed social context. While the identity of the
diaspora is unquestionably fluid in the media discourse, politicians tend to be more
conservative and careful when addressing this category, given its powerful impact
over the results of elections. Considering the second premise, the results showed
indeed a great propensity of politicians to make use of political discourse regarding
the diaspora to elicit emotions, and to create different identities for those involved.
However, little attention was given to the introduction or justifying of specific po-
litical initiatives. Facebook is a place of symbolic negotiation of meaning and iden-
tities, a place to develop the strategic communication project of the politician, but
a safe place where problematic topics can be eluded. This trend slightly changes
during the coronavirus state of emergency, when the president elected launches
recommendations for the diaspora by making an appeal to internal obligation. But
the scarce references to the diaspora do not consolidate this initiative as a trend.

Overall, the contribution of this paper is to offer an idea on how Romanian polit-
ical actors tend to discursively construct the image of the diaspora. This is a useful
input, as previous studies on the topic mostly focused on the media discourse. The
paper also illustrates emergent strategies of diasporic identity construction in a so-
cial media environment, which is differently constructed as compared to traditional
media. The main limitation of this study is that it focused on mainstream Romanian
politicians. From this point of view, the study can be further expanded to include
representative of fringe political parties, as this can bring more light over the way
Romanian political actors refer to the diaspora. Lastly, the study can be expanded
with a comparative approach between the political and media discourse, in order to
point out to the specificities of the two different actors.
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