
Vol:.(1234567890)

Comparative European Politics (2021) 19:760–778
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41295-021-00260-7

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Austria and the Global Compact on Migration: the ‘populist 
securitization’ of foreign policy

Patrick Müller1 · Charlott Gebauer1

Accepted: 6 September 2021 / Published online: 29 October 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
Bridging arguments between securitization theory and populist communication, 
this article shifts attention to the strategy of ‘populist securitization’. It argues that 
populist parties may seek to ‘securitize’ international political issues for the pur-
pose of domestic political mobilization. Empirically, it demonstrates the relevance 
of populist securitization for the case of Austria’s foreign policy on the Global Com-
pact on Migration during the coalition government (2017–2019) between the popu-
list radical right Freedom Party (FPÖ) and the conservative People’s Party (ÖVP). 
The case study of the GCM elucidates the active interest populist parties like the 
FPÖ take in shaping foreign policy decisions that are close to their domestic politi-
cal agenda. If successful, populist securitization can have a profound and sustained 
impact on the public perceptions of foreign policy issues and can create a sense of 
urgency about the need for an appropriate foreign policy response. In doing so, for-
eign policy becomes part of the game of domestic politics that can affect foreign 
policy decisions.
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Introduction

The rise of populist radical right (PRR) parties in several EU member states has 
resulted in a growing interest in the implications of populists in government for for-
eign policy (Dyduch and Müller 2021; Müller et al. 2021), as it is analysed in the 
introduction to this special issue. Emerging research on populism by international 
relations scholars frequently treats right-wing populism as an ideology that can 
inform foreign policy positions and preferences in significant ways, whilst potential 
links of foreign policy decisions to dynamics related to domestic politics still con-
stitute largely unknown territory. Conversely, scholars of comparative politics who 
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regard populism as a phenomenon that belongs to the realm of domestic politics 
have long shown little interested in its foreign policy implications. Yet, as the par-
allel processes of Europeanization and globalization are increasingly blurring the 
boundaries between international and domestic politics, the link between foreign 
policy issues and the domestic agenda of populist actor and their mobilization of 
mass followers merits greater attention.

Addressing this research gap, this article shifts attention to what we call the ‘pop-
ulist securitization’ of foreign policy issues. Bridging between arguments from secu-
ritization theory and works on populist communication, we argue that populists may 
seek to ‘securitize’ international political issues for the purpose of domestic political 
mobilization. In particular, we consider populist securitization of foreign policy as a 
political strategy that combines the discursive securitization of a foreign policy issue 
with populist appeals to the ‘elite-vs-people’ divide. Empirically, we demonstrate 
the relevance of our theoretical argument for the case of Austria’s foreign policy 
towards the ‘Global Compact on Migration’ (GCM). Whilst Austrian diplomats had 
played a prominent role in the negotiations leading to the GCM, the coalition gov-
ernment made up of the conservative Austrian people’s party (ÖVP) and the right-
wing populist Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ) abstained in the UN General Assem-
bly vote on the pact in December 2018.

As such, the opposition of the FPÖ leadership against the GCM is not surpris-
ing and fits well with its critical attitude towards migration. Like populist radical 
right (PRR) parties more generally, the FPÖ’s ideology combines populism with 
nationalist and xenophobic ideas (Mudde 2007). What is notable, however, is the 
fact that the FPÖ succeeded in shaping the position of the ÖVP–FPÖ coalition gov-
ernment. With the FPÖ serving as the junior partner in a collation government led 
by Chancellor Sebastian Kurz from the ÖVP, it could not single-handedly decide 
on Austria’s position on the GCM. The conservative ÖVP had previously supported 
the GCM, and in his prior function as foreign minister, chancellor Kurz had backed 
an active Austrian role in the diplomatic negotiations. Not only did the ÖVP adapt 
to the FPÖ’s position on the pact, but it even maintained a critical stance on the 
GCM after it had formed a new coalition government in 2019 with the Green party 
that holds liberal views on migration. As we will argue in this article, the change in 
Austria’s official diplomatic position on the GCM was preceded by an intense pro-
cess of populist securitization and mobilization against the pact. The FPÖ’s popu-
list securitization discourse—which was amplified by the activities of transnational 
communication networks of right-wing groups and influencers—turned the GCM 
from a rather technical affair into a high-profile issue that was increasingly depicted 
as a substantive threat to Austria’s sovereignty and ability to control migration and 
manage related risks. This also increased the pressure on the ÖVP-led coalition gov-
ernment to adopt a critical position on the GCM.

Besides relevant academic literature, our analysis draws on a broad range of 
primary sources including media reporting and press articles as well as the social 
media communication of leading FPÖ representatives on Facebook. Research has 
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shown that populist communication strategies tend to rely more on Facebook than 
other social media platforms.1 The official Facebook page of the FPÖ, the Facebook 
pages of all Freedom Party officials that were in government during the period under 
investigation (September–December 2018), as well as the Facebook accounts of two 
other prominent party representatives (Harald Vilimsky—the FPÖ’s MEP and Man-
fred Haimbuchner—Deputy Federal Party Chairman of the FPÖ) known for their 
power basis within the FPÖ were screened.2 Overall 159 posts were examined and 
analysed relying on basic insights from framing theory (Benford and Snow 2000; 
Gamson 1992).

Moreover, three in-depth semi-structured expert interviews were conducted. The 
article will proceed as follows: first, we develop our theoretical argument, identify-
ing core observable aspects of populist securitization strategies. Subsequently, we 
analyse key elements of the FPÖ’s populist securitization strategy. Moreover, we 
evaluate the success of populist securitization of the GMC, both in terms of mobiliz-
ing the public against the alleged threats posed by the pact and its supporters and in 
terms of its consequences for shaping Austria’s on the GCM. The conclusion high-
lights our main findings and discusses their implications for future research.

The populist securitization of foreign policy

Our argument about the populist securitization of foreign policy bridges between 
the ‘Copenhagen school’s’ securitization theory and works on populism as a com-
munication strategy (Stanyer et al. 2016; de Vreese et al. 2018). In particular, popu-
list securitization constitutes a discursive strategy that combines familiar securiti-
zation practices with core populist appeals centring on the ‘elite-vs-people’ divide. 
Works that are concerned with populists as strategic communicators focus on the 
intentional use of rhetoric style and means to mobilize domestic support (Barr 2018; 
Wodak 2015; Wodak et  al. 2021). Wodak (2015: 6–7, 90–95) argues that the dis-
course of populist actors may seek to mobilize imagined and created threats to intro-
duce legislation and to legitimize attacks on prevailing institutions and the rule of 
law, which she has described as ‘shameless normalization’. If successful, this can 
lead to a situation where the extremist language, instruments and political agenda 
of the radical and the far right is mostly supported by mainstream conservative par-
ties, producing a shift from the periphery of such acts to the centre (Wodak 2015). 
Similarly, populist securitization can lead to a situation where mainstream parties 
adapt their positions and rhetoric to the discourse of populist actors, particularly 
when they find a strong resonance with the public and are successful in mobilizing 
voters (Bayerlein 2021a,b). As such, populist securitization can even have an effect 
on politics in situations where populist actors are not in power.

1 When conducting a preliminary exploratory search on Twitter, it was found that the Austrian govern-
ment politicians, did not post on the GCM apart from a few single posts made by some politicians.
2 Keyword such as ’Migrationskompakt’ and ’UN-Migrationspakt’ were utilized in the search function 
of the politician’s Facebook pages.
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Works that are closely related to the perspective of populism as a ‘political strat-
egy’ tend to treat populist actors as flexible, opportunistic vote seekers that are con-
cerned with domestic political gains (Weyland 2017: 64). For populists as strategic 
communicators, the securitization of international issues offers important strategic 
benefits. Securitization involves the intersubjective establishment of an existential 
threat through the discursive exchange between the securitizing actor and an audi-
ence, demanding urgent and immediate attention as well as extraordinary measures 
to counter the threat (Buzan et  al 1998: 24–24). What constitutes a security issue 
is thus not principally related to the ‘reality’ of a threat, but it must be discursively 
constructed by securitizing actors (Buzan et  al. 1998). Here, the securitization of 
international issues increases their potential as issues for effective domestic commu-
nication and mobilization. In particular, securitization processes are understood to 
proceed in form of a ‘securitization spectrum’, where an issue can move from being 
non-politicized, to politicized, to securitized (Emmers 2016: 169).

Whilst non-politicized issues do not figure prominently in public debates and are 
not a concern for state policies or actions, politicized issues become ‘part of public 
policy, requiring government decision and resource allocation (Buzan et  al. 1998: 
23). Populist actors have acquired a reputation for politicizing issues like migration, 
raising them to the public sphere, spreading information and appealing to emotions 
(Moffitt 2020). By securitizing an issue, populist actors can raise the public sali-
ence of an issue even further, turning it into a central issue of public concern and 
calling for ‘emergency actions’ beyond the state’s standard political procedures. 
Besides amplifying public attention, securitization also has important psychological 
effects that play into the hand of populist actors. Importantly, through securitization, 
populists can elicit feelings of fear and insecurity that have been shown to advance 
the mobilizing potential of their appeals (Homolar and Scholz 2019; Wirz 2018). 
In particular, research on populist communication and mobilization has shown that 
populist claims are often more successful when relying on emotions, rather than on 
facts and rational arguments (Wirz 2018; Hameleers et al., 2017; Canovan 1999: 6).

From the perspective of populist actors, it is not important that a particular 
threat subject to securitization is genuine or ‘real’, as long as it helps the purpose 
of domestic mobilization through populist communication. At the same time, the 
ability to successfully securitize a new issue will depend on the particular social and 
institutional environment, in particular the way in which the securitization of a new 
issue can be effectively related to prior images and narratives legitimized in a given 
social context (Rychnovská 2014; Balzacq 2010).

To analyse the discourse of populist securitization, we draw on basic insights 
from framing theory. In particular, we rely on the technique of categorizing frames, 
which considers framing as a ‘struggle’ and a ‘negotiation’ of meaning (Benford and 
Snow 2000; Gamson 1992). Framing actors seek to ‘negotiate a shared understand-
ing of some problematic condition or situation they define as in need of change, 
make attributions regarding who or what is to blame, articulate an alternative set 
of arrangements and urge others to act in concert to affect change’ (Benford and 
Snow 2000: 615). Linking securitization and populist communication practices, we 
understand populist securitization strategies to involve the following three framing 
elements: (i) the portrayal of an international issue as a threat to the security of ‘the 
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people’ as the main reference object (threat frame); (ii) ‘anti-establishment’ appeals 
that ascribe responsibility or blame the established elite, undermining confidence in 
its willingness and ability to effectively address these external threats (anti-estab-
lishment frame); and (iii) appeals to ‘people centrism’ that demonstrates closeness 
of populist actors with the people by protecting them from the diagnosed threats by 
offering adequate solutions and calls for action (people-centric frames).3

In the context of populist securitization, populists act as ‘securitizing actors’ on 
a given international issue (referent object) that is framed as a threat to the secu-
rity of ‘the people’. Threat frames can address different categories of the concept 
of security, including political security (i.e. national sovereignty), economic secu-
rity (national economies), societal security (collective identities) and environmental 
security (species and habitats). At the same time, threat frames may also involve 
more specific referent objects, such as trade deals (Sohn and Koo 2011; Capling 
and Ravenhill 2012) or state borders (Salter and Piché 2011). Here, foreign policy 
issues can be a useful target for the mobilization through populist securitization. By 
focusing on foreign policy issues populist actors can expand their anti-elite appeals 
to external agents and problems, which can be particularly useful for populists in 
government that have assumed the responsibility of ruling their countries.

Populist securitization combines securitization moves that advance the mobili-
zation potential of an issue with frames that centre on the elite–people divide (de 
Vreese 2018: 427). ‘Anti-establishment’ appeals and appeals to ‘people centrism’ 
are commonly understood as essential elements of populist rhetoric (Aalberg et al. 
2017; de Vreese 2018). This relates to the core of populist ideology, which ‘con-
siders society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic 
groups, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite”’ (Mudde 2004: 526). Anti-
establishment frames generally involve blaming ‘the elite’ for betraying the people 
and for failing to defend the people’s interests. Here, the elite is often held responsi-
ble for things that go wrong and the problems people are facing (Spruyt et al. 2016). 
Frequently, the elite is portrayed as weak, self-serving and detached from the peo-
ple. In the context of populist securitization, anti-establishment frames seek to pro-
mote the view that the ‘political elite’ is not able, or unwilling, to provide effective 
protection from an alleged threat (Wirz 2018).

Conversely, appeals to ‘people centrism’ express the commitment of populist 
actors to promote the homogeneous will of the people. When it comes to PRR par-
ties, their shared emphasis on ethnonationalism translates into ethnically defined 
notion of the people (Rydgren and Van der Meiden 2019: 439). Here, populist actors 
promote themselves as the true defenders of the people and their cultural identity 
from international threats, providing relief and reassurance. People-centric frames 
offer protection from diagnosed security threats and risks that serve as the refer-
ence object of their own populist securitization moves (see also Homolar and Scholz 

3 ‘Threat frames’ and ‘anti-establishment’ frames relate to what Benford and Snow (1988: 199–202) 
describe as ‘diagnostic’ framing, which defines and explains a certain situation that ascribes responsibil-
ity or blame. Conversely, ‘people-centric’ frames make use of ‘prognostic’ and ‘motivational’ framing, 
providing solutions to a diagnosed problem and calling for action to change a situation.
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2019: 360). As such, they propose solutions to a diagnosed problem and call for 
action.

As a communication strategy that aims at domestic mobilization, populist secu-
ritization can be judged as successful if it raises public attention of an issue, results 
in high audience acceptance of populist securitization frames and contributes to the 
mobilization of domestic constituencies on the elite-vs-people divide. At the same 
time, moving an issue from ‘politicization’ to ‘securitization’ can also create a sense 
of urgency to adopt emergency measures to counter an alleged threat (Homolar and 
Scholz 2019). Basic indicators for successful populist securitization are that the 
target audience starts to perceive the securitized issue as a matter of high politi-
cal salience, accepts the system of meaning constructed through populist securitiza-
tion frames and becomes involved in contentious political action against the issue 
(Jansen 2011).

Accordingly, populist securitization may also involve audience mobilization 
against an identified threat (e.g. Buzan 1998; Roe 2008), increasing the pressure on 
policymakers to adopt appropriate measures to counter security threats and chal-
lenges. By successfully securitizing an issue in the public discourse, populists thus 
may also change the political perceptions and opportunity structure associated with 
foreign policy options, facilitating measures to counter an identified threat. As such, 
the strategy of populist securitization speaks to broader, overarching research ques-
tions raised in this special issue that are concerned with how populism impacts on 
foreign policy processes and outputs. Whilst previous works have predominately 
focused on factors related to the direct influence and leverage of a (junior) coalition 
partner on foreign policy decisions—such as its party unity, the occupation of cabi-
net positions with authority over foreign policy and the ability to threaten the stabil-
ity of the government (Verbeek and Zaslove 2015)—populist securitization points to 
a more indirect route of influence. Moreover, by addressing the way in which foreign 
policy issues may become instrumentalized for the domestic aims of populist actors, 
this article also contributes to the question of what is distinctive in the foreign policy 
of populist (see introduction to the special issue).

A case of populist securitization of foreign policy

Adapted under the support of the United Nations (UN), the Global Compact on 
Migration (GCM) is a non-binding agreement covering key aspects of international 
migration in a universal approach (UN 2016). The agreement emphasizes that all 
migrants are entitled to universal human rights and aspires to eliminate all forms of 
discrimination, including racism, xenophobia and intolerance against migrants and 
their families. Simultaneously, the GCM explicitly reaffirms the sovereign right of 
states to determine their national migration policy (UN 2018). Austria’s role in the 
early stages of negotiating the UN migration pact corresponded with its traditional 
diplomatic profile as an active supporter of multilateralism and a reliable partner at 
the UN. In September 2016, the UN General Assembly anonymously adopted the 
New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants (UN 2016), which committed UN 
Member States to work towards the adoption of a Global Compact for Safe, Orderly 
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and Regular Migration (GCM). On this occasion, the then Austrian foreign minister 
Sebastian Kurz declared that:

…if immigrants find a job and contribute to our societies then integration 
can be a win–win situation for all of us. [….]. We need to join forces [….]. 
No country has the capacity and resources to take in unlimited numbers of 
migrants. This is a global challenge and a shared responsibility (Austrian For-
eign Ministry 2016).

In the subsequent negotiation process, Austria’s diplomacy took on a central role 
in acting as a common European voice in the negotiations of the GCM that took 
place in the period between February and July 2018. Encouraged by its EU partners, 
Austria actively offered its services to represent the EU in the negotiations. When by 
mid-July a draft text was established after several rounds of negotiations, the Aus-
trian conservative-led coalition government gave no signs that it had any substantive 
criticism or reservations about the text. On 13 July 2018, the final version of the 
GCM was approved by all 193 member UN nations except the USA, which earlier 
had declared that it would not take part in the negotiations (CNN 2018). When the 
pact was formally endorsed on 17 December 2018 by the UN General Assembly 
(UNHCR 2018)—with 152 countries voting in favour of the resolution—the USA, 
Hungary, Israel, the Czech Republic and Poland voted against it. Moreover, in total 
12 countries, including Austria abstained the vote.

The internal EU divisions over the GCM are symptomatic of a situation where 
migration has become a highly politicized and contested issue within the EU and 
between its Member States ever since the political crisis in 2015, which has accen-
tuated pre-existing divides among Member States (Schmidt 2019). Whilst much of 
Austria’s foreign policy establishment viewed the government’s official position as 
a break with established diplomatic principles and norms, Austria’s Freedom Party 
(FPÖ) early on mobilized against the pact. Focusing on the GCM as the referent 
object of securitization, the FPÖ’s discourse combined securitization practices 
with populist appeals. In addition to communication through leading Austrian news 
outlets, direct communication through social media played a significant role in the 
FPÖ’s mobilization against the compact.

The freedom party and the securitization of the GMC

The FPÖ’s approach to the GCM did not take place in a political vacuum but 
could tap into its broader discourse on migration that has long been known for its 
anti-immigration rhetoric and web-based mediatization (Forchtner et  al. 2013). 
Under its chairman Heinz Christian Strache, migration was increasingly con-
nected to the issue of crime and domestic security (Lehner 2019: 51; Forchtner 
et al. 2013) as well as to socio-economic grievances (Heinisch and Wegscheider 
2018). Migration was frequently portrayed as a serious challenge to the public 
security, Christian cultural identity and social cohesion of the Austrian people. 
Whilst a focus on immigration is not limited to Strache and the FPÖ, it character-
izes the far right/radical right as such. An analysis of more than 600 Facebook 
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posts by Strache published in 2019 found that migration was the most prominent 
issue in his social media communication, whilst the vast majority (85 per cent) of 
his posts that dealt with security did so in connection with migration issues (Kon-
trast 2019). Given the international nature of the GCM, it not only connected to 
well established discursive positions on migration as a threat to societal secu-
rity but it also related to the issues of national control and popular sovereignty. 
Moreover, according to a Eurobarometer poll conducted in spring 2018, immigra-
tion was seen as the most important issues facing the EU for 38% of European 
citizens (European Commission 2018). More specifically, when asked about the 
main concern at the national level, immigration was at first place in Austria, with 
a total of 29% saying that it was the biggest challenge Austria was facing (ibid.).

Interestingly, the GCM initially generated little interest by the FPÖ leadership 
during the official negotiations of the pact, as it was seen as a rather technical for-
eign policy issue of little political relevance. However, by September 2018 a social 
media campaign by right-wing populist activities and transnational networks had 
moved the GCM into the focus of the FPÖ leadership. On 10 September 2018, vice 
chancellor Strache stated in the boulevard newspaper ‘Kronenzeitung’ that he was 
‘absolutely critical’ of the pact (der Standard 2018b). With almost 800,000 follow-
ers on Facebook, the highest number of any politician in Austria in 2018, Strache 
dedicated almost 80 per cent of his posts dealing with foreign policy issues to the 
GCM (Kontrast 2019). The social medial campaign by the FPÖ and right-wing 
influencers—which included distorted interpretations and misinformation about the 
GCM—soon gained considerable traction, resulting in a large-scale spike in social 
media activities in October (Politico 2019).

Table 1 shows the overall results of the Facebook analysis. The posts were allo-
cated to the different frames, when they made reference to the different categories. 
Many of the posts mentioned multiple or all frames in one post; some posts did not 
refer to any of the frames but only explicitly mentioned the GCM.

The FPÖ framed its growing criticism of the pact in strong securitizing language, 
portraying it as a challenge to Austria’s sovereignty and autonomy as well as the 

Table 1  Populist securitization: frames and actors

FPÖ representative Total number of 
posts with reference 
to GCM

Posts refer-
ring to threat 
frames

Posts referring to 
anti-establishment 
frames

Posts referring 
to people-centric 
frames

Heinz Christian 
Strache

53 38 20 15

Harald Vilimsky 68 33 21 9
Herbert Kickl 21 17 7 4
Mario Kunasek 9 10 3 3
Norbert Hofer 4 0 2 0
Manfred Haimbu-

chner
4 0 1 3

Total # of posts 
analysed

159 98 54 31
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public security of the Austrian people. Out of the 159 statements of leading FPÖ 
representatives on the GCM posted on Facebook in the period from September until 
December 2018, 98 used a threat frame, testifying of the strong securitization of 
the discourse (see table below). A prominent threat frame utilized by the FPÖ was 
that the GCM constituted a threat to Austria’s sovereignty and self-rule (24 threat 
frames). Among other things, it was stated that the signing of the GCM would put 
‘Austria’s sovereignty at risk’ (Strache 2018b) and that migration can and ‘must 
never become a human right’ (Strache 2018d). Similarly, it was stated that Austria’s 
sovereign and ‘autonomous self-determination’ (Strache 2018m) had to be ‘pro-
tected from creeping outside determination’ (ibid.). Following Austria’s decision to 
abstain, the FPÖ framed Austria’s abstention as a choice for ‘self-determination’ as 
opposed to ‘external control through the back door!’ (Strache 2018h; Kickl 2018e). 
Simultaneously, the GCM was criticized for extending the ‘reasons for flight to 
include climate, poverty and economic refugees’ (Strache 2018l), hence increasingly 
limiting the capacity of governments to control migration (ibid.).

In addition to portraying the GCM as a threat to Austria’s sovereignty, it was also 
framed as a threat to the societal security and socio-economic well-being of the Aus-
trian people. A Facebook post by vice chancellor Strache stated, for instance, that 
the GCM ‘comes from the pen of people who apparently have not read any crime 
statistics and who have never studied the business model of the international smug-
gling mafia and the smuggling industry’ (Strache 2018g). Moreover, it was argued 
that certain provisions of the GCM could lead to a situation where ‘persons that fled 
illegally into the country’ would obtain a right to access the Austrian labour mar-
ket and its social security system (Kronezeitung 2018; Kleine Zeitung 2018). The 
warnings of the negative consequences of the GCM were supplemented by criticism 
of positive interpretations of migration as ‘a source of prosperity, innovation and 
sustainable development’ (Kickl 2018b), which were described as ‘undifferentiated’ 
(ibid.) by the Minister of interior. Emphasizing the threat the GCM would pose to 
the living conditions of the Austrian people, interior minister Kickl, in another post, 
demanded action to prevent the acceptance of the agreement: ‘We must ensure that 
migration does not worsen the living situation of Austrians. We do this by reject-
ing the UN migration pact (…)’ (Kickl 2018d). The statements made from leading 
representatives of the FPÖ in the mainstream media and in the social media made 
particular use of threatening language and emotional appeals to fear. Among other 
things, the pact was referred to as a ‘pact of the devil’ (Strache 2018o) and ‘wolf 
pact’ (ibid.) that would have ‘fatal consequences’ (Strache 2018b). At the same time, 
the explicit labelling of migrants as ‘illegal’ (Vilimsky 2018d) and ‘irregular’ (Stra-
che 2018l) further projected an imagery of people that are illicit and perilous, con-
structing an immediate symbol of threat to the Austrian people.

The FPÖ, moreover, invoked cultural identity threats in relation to the GCM. Stra-
che (2018p) posted that ‘it is still us who decide who comes to us, who is allowed 
to work for us, who receives social benefits and who illegally or legally enters!’. 
Moreover, many posts by FPÖ politicians like one by Kunasek (2018b) declared 
that Austria and its government must ‘protect the native population’ from the GCM. 
These posts all signified that the Austrian people belonged to a group (the people), 
to which migrants and refugees did not belong. Using dramatic and scandalizing 
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language, it was even asserted that the GCM would ‘trigger a suction effect’, that 
would ‘bring new waves of migration to us’ (Vilimsky 2018l).

Securitization and populist appeals: constructing the ‘elite–people divide’

The FPÖ’s discourse on the GCM frequently combined securitizing language with 
populist messages that used frames centring on the ‘elite–people divide’. In terms 
of the social media communication of leading FPÖ representatives, 54 out of a total 
of 159 of their Facebook posts on the GCM used a frame that referred to the peo-
ple–elite divide. As such, the FPÖ’s populist discourse not only mobilized against 
the alleged risks posed by the GMC and its supporters, but also promoted the image 
of the FPÖ as the defender of the people against these risks.

The FPÖ’s anti-establishment’ frame depicted the elite as encompassing different 
national and international agents that were made responsible for creating and foster-
ing the threat posed by the GCM. At the international level, Germany’s chancellor 
Angela Merkel, as well as supranational EU institutions (most commonly the Euro-
pean Commission), were identified as central advocates of the pact, who accord-
ing to the FPÖ sought to pressure sceptical governments to consent to it (Vilimsky 
2018c, d, e). Within Austria, the Social Democratic Party of Austria (SPÖ) and the 
media were identified as part of a self-serving establishment that was largely indif-
ferent to the real interests of the Austrian people. Among other things, it was argued 
that Austria’s political elite—most notably the Social Democrats that supported the 
GMC—would have signed the pact that was not in the best interest of the Austrian 
people. A post by Mario Kunasek, Minister of Defence (2018a), even showed a 
video created by the FPÖ, which stated that the socialist party would have signed the 
compact.

Moreover, Austrian supporters of the pact were frequently portrayed as being 
‘naïve’ (Kickl 2018a), incompetent or even purposefully misleading about the threat 
posed by the pact and its problematic consequences. Social media communication 
by the FPÖ discredited the ‘media elite’ by suggesting that Austria’s public televi-
sion and other Austrian media did not report on the problematic consequences of the 
pact (Strache 2018a). At the same time, global elites were blamed for their promo-
tion of the GMC. Among other things, it was argued that the German government 
tried to promote the GCM in secrecy (Vilimsky 2018i). The FPÖs anti-establish-
ment discourse was complemented by enunciated messages focusing on the ‘peo-
ple’ (people centrism). Here again, the people were rendered in various ways, most 
notably in terms of the people as a sovereign group, as a nation and as the popula-
tion. Simultaneously, familiar populist rhetoric relying on wordings like ‘us’, ‘them’, 
the ‘Austrian people’, ‘our’ and ‘solidarity’ displayed the FPÖ closeness to the peo-
ple. Repeatedly, the FPÖ portrayed itself as the saviour of the Austrian people who 
resisted the GMC and protected the people from its dangerous consequences, as 
opposed to the global and Austrian elites that betrayed the real interest of the peo-
ple and put their security at risk by promoting the GMC (Strache 2018e). Phrases 
like ‘we make politics for the Austrians, not for the globalists’ (Haimbuchner 2018), 
that the FPÖ was ‘putting solidarity with one’s own people at the centre of politics’ 
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(Kickl 2018b) or that it felt ‘obliged exclusively to its own people and to Austrian 
sovereignty’ (Strache 2018h) were commonplace. Against this backdrop, the FPÖ’s 
discourse used the GMC to demonstrate the party’s loyalty to Austria and its people, 
with speaking out against the GMC becoming synonymous for speaking in favour of 
Austria’s sovereignty (Kickl 2018c).

Whilst the securitization discourse on the GMC depicted the pact as a source for 
insecurity, risks and uncertainty, the FPÖ promoted itself as a guarantor of ‘order, 
clarity and control in the area of asylum and migration policy’ (Kickl 2018f). The 
FPÖ emphasized that it stood for a ‘clear and recognizable strategy/line’ (FPÖ 
2018c) on ‘the question of migration’ (ibid.), protecting the people from the threats 
posed by the GMC and its problematic consequences. In the FPÖ’s discourse on the 
GMC, it was repeatedly emphasized that the FPÖ had ‘successfully prevented and 
rejected the UN migration pact for Austria’ (Kickl 2018b), turning it into an inter-
national role model and leader in the resistance against the pact (Strache 2018f, i, n; 
FPÖ 2018a). In this vein, it was frequently stated that Austria played a ‘courageous’ 
(Strache 2018k) and ‘pioneering’ (Kunasek 2018a) role whilst ‘attracting more and 
more countries that also reject the UN migration pact!’ (Strache 2018k).

The success of populist securitization: domestic mobilization 
and Austria’s official position on the GCM

According to the Institute for Strategic Dialogue (IDS) that examined Twitter-tweets 
as well as posts on YouTube and Facebook, right-wing populist actors played a dis-
proportionate role in influencing public discussion of the GMC and in raising the 
public profile of the issue, which previously was hardly noticed on social media 
(ibid.). In parallel, Austrian boulevard newspapers and other media outlets began 
to write increasingly negative about the migration pact (derStandard 2018b). The 
mobilization against the pact by leading FPÖ representatives, right-wing groups 
and influencers turned the GCM into a salient political issue that triggered a high 
level of public engagement on social media and featured prominently in traditional 
media outlets. Indicating the high public profile of the GCM, a survey conducted in 
November 2018 found that at that time the vast majority of the Austrian population 
were aware of the pact, with only 9 per cent stating that they did not know what the 
GCM was (Profil 2018). The survey also indicated that large segments of the Aus-
trian public took a decidedly negative attitude towards the GCM, with 49 per cent of 
Austrians voicing their support for the government’s position not to support the pact, 
whilst only 29 per cent disagreed with it.

The FPÖ’s populist communication strategy raised the public profile of the GCM, 
creating a strong resonance for its anti-establishment and people-centrist appeals. At 
the political level, the FPÖ’s public mobilization against the pact and its supporters 
increased the pressure on the ÖVP in the coalition government to adapt to the FPÖs 
political position. Then, vice chancellor Strache was the first member of the govern-
ment to publicly declare his criticism of the GCM in September 2018. Moreover, 
Strache repeatedly stated that core aspects of the pact were opposed to key objec-
tives of the government’s coalition agreement (ORF.at 2018b).The pressure placed 
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by the FPÖ on the ÖVP was substantive and the ÖVP had already in the past taken 
over key demands made by the FPÖ in relation to migration and refugee policy to 
increase their voter share (Rheindorf and Wodak, 2019). Given the FPÖ´s successful 
public mobilization against the GCM, there was considerable public support for the 
FPÖ line (ibid.) that further augmented the pressure on the ÖVP and empowered the 
hard-liners on migration policy within the party leadership (interview 2). Against 
this backdrop, chancellor Sebastian Kurz, who in his previous function as foreign 
minister had supported the pact, opted to support core arguments of the FPÖ’s secu-
ritization narrative which was widely interpreted as giving in to political and public 
pressure (interviews 1, 2).4

As noted by a senior Austrian diplomat, the efforts of the ÖVP leadership soon 
centred on limiting the negative consequences of adopting a critical position on the 
GMC for Austria’s diplomacy. Leading ÖVP representatives as well as Austria’s 
foreign minister Karin Kneissl—an independent without official party membership 
who had been nominated by the Freedom Party—sought a political compromise in 
which Austria would abstain from (rather than reject) the GCM, arguing that the 
migration pact was not legally binding (interviews 1, 2). Reportedly, the vice-chan-
cellery headed by FPÖ leader Strache had sent text modules for the official position 
on the GCM to the cabinet of foreign minister Karin Kneissl, whose ministry was 
largely side-lined in the decision-making process on the GCM (die Presse 2018). 
Simultaneously, foreign minister Kneissl faced significant concerns within the for-
eign ministry that Austria’s changed position would harm its diplomatic reputation 
(die Presse 2019).

In mid-October, chancellor Sebastian Kurz announced that his government disa-
greed with 17 out of the 23 points of the GCM (Austrian Federal Chancellery 2018). 
Chancellor Kurz further stated that the Austrian government would not sign the 
GCM because the text did not differentiate between ‘migration’ and ‘asylum’, argu-
ing that by not signing the compact the Austrian government would hinder the text 
becoming customary law (Kurier 2018a). Subsequently, Austrian government offi-
cials continued to refer to ‘national interests’, ‘sovereign principles’ and the need 
of separating ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ immigration (Kurier 2018b) as reasons for their 
rejection. When the Austrian government finally opted for abstention, its official 
position on the GCM continued to raise considerable criticism and concern from 
legal experts and large circles of its foreign policy establishment (ORF.at 2018a). 
These concerns were reinforced by the ‘poor’ technical quality of Austria’s official 
statement. Rather than relying on the official UN translation of the text of the GCM, 
Austria’s official statement included incorrect translations, using expressions such a 
‘planned migration’ instead of ‘regular migration’ or ‘criminal profiling’ instead of 
‘migrant profiling’, which had also figured prominently in the communication and 
websites of right-wing actors mobilizing against the GCM (see below) (Austrian 
Parliament 2018; Saxony Office for Constitutional Protection 2016).

4 Interview 1 with a senior Austrian diplomat, 5 March 2021, Vienna; Interview 2 with an legal expert, 
26 January 2021, Vienna.
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Besides stating the official position of Austria vis-a-vis the media, chancel-
lor Kurz and his party preferred to stay largely silent about the GCM (notably on 
social media), which formed a stark contrast to the FPÖ’s active strategy of pub-
lic mobilization against the GCM. After the ÖVP–FPÖ coalition government had 
collapsed in May 2020, chancellor Kurz and the ÖVP leadership resisted calls to 
reverse course under their new coalition government with the Green Party. Though 
the Green Party has been a vocal supporter of the GCM and propagates liberal posi-
tions on migration, ÖVP representatives made clear that the governments’ position 
remained unaltered. This affirms the potential of populist securitization strategies to 
‘lock-in’ a foreign policy position and to dominate public discourse on migration by 
mainstreaming their positions.

Conclusion

Populist securitization practices can have a significant and sustained impact on for-
eign policy that goes beyond its discursive dimension. Amplified by the social media 
activities of right-wing groups and activists, the FPÖs populist discourse combined 
the securitization of the GCM with familiar populist appeals that centre on the 
‘elite–people’ divide. In particular, the GCM was used as an opportunity to position 
the FPÖ as the main defender of the ‘real’ interests of the Austrian people against 
the alleged challenges posed by migration. This strategy of populist securitization 
not only succeeded in mobilizing significant segments of the public against the pact 
and its supporters, it also generated significant pressure on the ÖVP-led government 
and its chancellor Sebastian Kurz to accommodate the critical line advocated by the 
FPÖ leadership. Whilst much of the foreign policy establishment, as well as leading 
legal experts, remained unconvinced about key arguments used by the FPÖ leader-
ship against the GCM, they were largely side-lined in the foreign policy-making pro-
cess. Instead, the large-scale populist mobilization against the GCM, in conjunction 
with political pressure by the FPÖ leadership, shaped the position of the ÖVP/FPÖ 
coalition government. The fact that the ÖVP maintained a critical position on the 
GCM even after it had formed a new government with the Green Party—that stands 
for a more liberal agenda on migration—testifies to the lasting influence established 
by a domestic political discourse dominated by securitizing language and populist 
appeals.

For scholars of securitization, the case of Austria’s discourse on the GCM 
shows that securitization may follow an instrumental logic that combines domes-
tic mobilization against a threat with traditional populist mobilization along 
the elite–people divide. This suggests that political motives other than justify-
ing extraordinary measures to counter a security threat can be important to 
understand securitization moves. As such, further research focusing on the way 
populists strategically employ securitization practices to further their domestic 
political agenda can enhance our understanding of key questions posed by the 
Copenhagen school, such as who securitizes, on what issues, for whom, why and 
with what results. For scholars interested in the relationship between populism 
and foreign policy, in turn, our findings suggest the need to pay greater attention 
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to motives and dynamics related to politics. Given the prominent role that domes-
tic political mobilization around the ‘elite–people’ divide plays for populist actors 
in the domain of domestic politics, further research is needed to establish the 
extent to which domestic rationales and dynamics dominate their approach to 
foreign policy. From the perspective of populism as a political strategy, popu-
list actors will approach foreign policy making in a tactical, flexible and selec-
tive way, using foreign policy making as an instrument to further their domestic 
political agenda.
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