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Abstract: This case study, embedded in the theoretical framework of medical populism, investigates
how the TVP Info news portal, a public media entity controlled by the ruling party,
strategically employed medical populism to cultivate a political community and concurrently
legitimize Polish governmental actions amid the COVID-19 pandemic. The research relies on
a source analysis of a population of news articles about the pandemic disseminated on TVP
Info. The timeframe captures the pandemic during a transition from stringent pandemic
measures to a period of eased restrictions, reduced infection rates, and a perceptible shift in
focus towards the unfolding war in Ukraine.

The study aims to unpack dimensions of medical populism existing in the narratives
throughout this critical period. The analysis reveals the strategic deployment of
dramatization, common-sense solutions, expertise invocation, and the dichotomy of “us”
versus “them”. It underscores the media’s actions to shape public perception and
consolidate support for the government’s response to the pandemic. The conclusions drawn
from this analysis contribute to enriching the understanding of how medical populism was
wielded as a tool for community-building and justification of government actions during a
pivotal juncture in recent history of civil disorder.
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Introduction

The 2020 coronavirus pandemic forced governments to implement restrictions to mitigate the public
health emergency?®. Some governmental political decisions, including those of the Polish government, triggered
widespread anti-government protests®. High was distrust towards information regarding COVID-19 spread by
governments®. Furthermore, the Polish government stirred strong emotions to combat the pandemic, such as
purchasing masks that did not meet requirements or abnormally expensive respirators from unknown medical
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sources'. The incompetence in tackling the pandemic led to protests despite legal restrictions. Still, the largest
wave of demonstrations in pandemic-stricken Poland was triggered by the Constitutional Tribunal’s ruling on
abortion termination. These protests took on a strongly anti-government form. In response to these protests, the
government sought to employ various communication strategies, with the assistance of the Polish police, to
justify their actions?.

The pandemic was a challenge and an opportunity for the government to call for national unity and
legitimise their actions. In the face of crises, citizens expect security and protection, which makes them more
willing to accept social control measures larger than usual®. In times of public health crisis, medical populism
played a significant role in efforts to claim legitimacy to the right to rule®. These claims are the subject of the
following study, aiming to explain how, through medical populism, the government attempted to rebuild its
legitimacy and build a community of Poles to whom these legitimacy demands were directed. The study
contributes empirically to studies on legitimacy by enriching our understanding of the mechanism of
generating authoritarian legitimacy in times of crisis.

The remainder of the article consists of four parts. The first presents a literature review on medical
populism and its significance in community building. The second introduces methodological assumptions. The
third discusses research findings embedded in the theoretical framework derived from the first part. The article
concludes with a discussion of the role of legitimacy claims in community-building communication practices.

Literature review and theoretical framework

The category of claims to legitimacy is of growing importance in studies on stabilising political
regimes. It refers to actions in which the ruling subjects determine why they are entitled to rule’. Recent
studies indicate that claims to the right to rule fundamentally shape the governance methods of the regime and
its stability®. Therefore, rulers must convince the ruled that they use their power competencies in the most
efficient way possible, ultimately ensuring the stability of the political system. However, a significant part of
society must become convinced to achieve stability. Hence, it is in rulers’ interest to build a community that
approves and supports their actions. Johannes Gerschewski highlights the interdependencies between rulers
and the ruled and the impossibility of exercising power in the long term through power abuse’. Therefore,
rulers, through claims to legitimacy, seek to maintain the stability of the political system. However, for this
stability to occur, the opposition, the ruled, and the elites within political circles must accept the rulers’
actions®. Thus, it is in the latter’s hands to present policies in a way that convinces these groups of the
justifiability of their actions. Organising a community that forms these groups is essential for stabilising
political regimes.

Developing Gerschewski’s theory, Christian van Soest and Julia Grauvogel® point out that the more
pronounced the legitimisation process, the higher the probability of creating collective identification. This can
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facilitate the forming of a political community and positively impact the cohesion of ruling elites'.
Simultaneously, van Soest and Grauvogel’ emphasise that legitimisation actions can limit the spectrum of
actors authorised to criticise a political regime and how criticism is expressed. A protest expresses opposition
to a specific issue, which is vital for studying the Polish government’s legitimacy claims during the pandemic-
induced crisis, which was engulfed in anti-government protests for several months®. Moreover, well-
formulated claims to legitimacy can influence society’s perception of rulers fulfilling their political roles and
reception of legitimacy claims*. Thus, through a carefully chosen strategy, the ruling can build a community
that believes in their good intentions, thereby accepting their actions embedded in exercising power. At the
same time, in addition to creating a community, rulers may deepen divisions, providing additional tools to
legitimise their actions. Crises allow authoritarian leaders to gain greater legitimacy and convey the message
about scenarios they create’.

Rulers who seek legitimisation justify their appropriateness to rule and represent the ruled. They also
present the expected scope of power competencies the ruled relinquish®. Thereby, rulers attempt to build a
political community understood as a group bound by a shared commitment to public concerns, where
individuals, while pursuing their interests, also recognize and uphold the conditions that sustain their collective
welfare. This community is not unified by a single goal but rather by understanding the principles and
boundaries of their collective identity, shaped by a narrative that legitimizes individual aspirations and
communal responsibilities. Researchers use the republic category, defined as “the public concern or
consideration of cives™, which recognises conditions and principles that bind societies together. Thus, a
political community should not have a common goal but recognise the conditions defining their respublica®. A
political community can be built through a specific narrative in which individuals still have their interests and
strive to achieve them. At the same time, they want to care for public concerns, binding them together. One
such public concern during the pandemic was public health, which required special protection measures. Most
governments worldwide limited fundamental rights and increased power competencies’. These actions must
have been adequately justified to avoid social opposition and generate subordination. Nevertheless, despite the
populist narrative, the classical populist approach proved insufficient'. One reason for this could be the
exogeneity of the COVID-19-induced crisis, making it initially challenging to identify a political enemy and,
consequently, leading to a typically populist narrative of divisions in which someone was responsible for the
crisis'!. Therefore, rulers could seek scapegoats not necessarily accountable for causing the crisis but for its
continuation or exacerbation.
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Exploring narratives used during public health crises, Gideon Lasco points to medical populism during
the COVID-19 pandemic, in which the source of infection and crisis is the “others.” However, this must be
preceded by creating divisions between ‘“us” (the people) and the “others” (those deemed dangerous)'.
Therefore, it is essential to focus on the significance of creating a division, preceded by building a community
in such a way that it gives a sense of belonging to the “people.” Such division can be created by dramatizing
the crisis, portraying it in an emotional, exaggerated manner to justify introducing extraordinary solutions and
argue for more substantial power competencies as actions for the “people” (community)?. Lasco also identifies
two other possible dimensions of medical populism in the pandemic. The first includes presenting quick
“common-sense” solutions such as an upcoming vaccine or simplistic arguments that pit certain aspects of life
(e.g., freedom and the economy) against public health. The second draws on invoking knowledge meant to
simplify and present the pandemic more spectacularly. However, scientific facts do not always support this
knowledge and may sometimes border on falsehood®.

In sum, rulers claim legitimacy to maintain and strengthen their power competencies, stabilising the
political system. Based on Lasco’s theory, the four dimensions of medical populism narratives are creating
social divisions, providing common-sense solutions, drawing on science-derived knowledge, and dramatizing.
They constitute a theoretical tool for identifying claims to legitimacy concerning the public health threat that
emerged with the pandemic. The application of these dimensions uncovers attempts to build a community that,
during the crisis, blames the “others,” the dangerous ones, for the negative impact of the pandemic on Poles.
Simultaneously, the political community involves the “people.” Those who oppose it are enemies considered
the “others”. In this context, a political community is understood as a group unified by narratives that
legitimise authority by creating social divisions, often framing crises by contrasting “the people” with
perceived “others.” This community is bound not by shared interests or mutual goals but by a common identity
constructed in opposition to those labelled as threats. In times of crisis, such as a public health emergency, this
definition emphasises a collective identity reinforced by common-sense solutions, scientific rationales, and
dramatic appeals to solidarity, ultimately legitimising authority through a clear distinction between the in-
group and the out-group.

Methods and data

The following study rests on the theoretical frameworks presented in the second part of the article.
Researchers argue that it is crucial to separate the study of medical populism from the classical approach to
populism in the context of legitimacy claims*. Thus, this study focuses solely on the former. Medical populism
refers to using populist strategies in the context of health-related issues. It involves simplifying and
emotionalising complex medical information to appeal to the public. This approach often involves framing
health challenges that resonate with popular sentiments, utilising charismatic figures as medical authorities,
and creating a dichotomy between a “common sense” perspective and perceived elitist or expert-driven
narratives. The study aims to address a research question about how the TVP Info news portal used the
dimensions of medical populism to develop a political community and simultaneously justify the actions taken
by the government. It is based on source analysis of news published on the TVP Info news portal, i.e., a public
media entity controlled by the ruling party. It uses content analysis to unpack the dimensions of medical
populism in narratives from the detection of the first COVID-19 case in Poland on March 4, 2020, until
February 24, 2022. The endpoint is marked by the day the war broke out in Ukraine. Simultaneously, it was a
period when restrictions were not as stringent, there were fewer reported cases of coronavirus infection, and
the media shifted their focus from the coronavirus crisis that was slowly subsiding to the immigration crisis
that began.

The analysis commenced with filtering news to establish the corpus of articles and videos related to the
pandemic and including significant information for studying medical populism. Therefore, the news under
scrutiny included the following keywords: pandemic, COVID-19, coronavirus, lockdown, and restrictions. It
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resulted in developing a corpus of 7457 news with the keyword “pandemic,” 9408 with “coronavirus,” 1919
with “restrictions,” 1224 with “lockdown,” and 9150 with “COVID-19.” The analysis includes the whole news
population about the pandemic, which was determined with the above criteria. To illustrate arguments in the
research findings section, we choose the most frequently occurring statements that showed dimensions of
medical populism. The typology presented by Lasco' served as a theoretical tool. Once a database of articles
containing these keywords was created, they were read and viewed if they contained video materials. They
were then grouped into theory-based themes and interpreted through a theoretical lens of the four dimensions
of medical populism presented by Lasco?, followed by conclusions and insights from this comparison. This
process facilitated answering the research question. To maintain clarity in the study, the following section is
divided into four parts, each referring to one of the dimensions of medical populism.

Research findings

The Polish government’s response to the 2020 protests, which erupted in opposition to the
Constitutional Tribunal’s ruling on abortion, was marked by a combination of negotiated management and
escalated force law enforcement and the strategic use of populist narratives to justify its actions®. The protests,
which saw tens of thousands of citizens take to the streets, were framed by the government and state media as a
threat to public order and national unity, with the protesters often depicted as lawless and disruptive. In line
with the populist rhetoric of “us versus them,” the ruling party and its supporters painted the demonstrators not
as legitimate dissenters but as part of a broader anti-government, “dangerous” minority. This narrative was
reinforced by claims that the protests posed a public health risk, especially in the context of the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic, thus allowing the government to justify its harsh response, ranging from police
crackdowns to legal threats, under the guise of protecting public health and safety. The use of populist framing
to discredit the protests, coupled with appeals to national solidarity, sought to solidify the government’s
position while portraying those who opposed it as a destabilising force, further deepening societal divisions.

Dividing a society into “us” and “them” to develop a community?

From the beginning of the pandemic in Poland, TVP Info journalists created a typical populist
narrative dividing Poles into “us” and “them.” The first such articles appeared in March 2020, in which the
news titles suggested that the opposition spread fake news about the actions taken by the Law and Justice
government*. The opposition was attempting to delegitimise pandemic measures and crisis management.

Another contentious issue that simultaneously opened the possibility of dividing society was the
presidential elections scheduled for May 2020. TVP Info published articles emphasising that the form of
elections proposed by the ruling party was the safest and best option. Meanwhile, by opposing this form, the
opposition was portrayed as endangering the lives and health of Poles’. The construction of a community
supporting postal voting was thus implemented, simultaneously distancing this community from those who
opposed the idea. The division was reinforced in the fall when Poland was strongly affected by the second
wave of the pandemic. Recordings from the beginning of the pandemic showed that one of the opposition
politicians suggested holding elections in the fall, claiming that the pandemic would still be ongoing by then®.
This allowed the portrayal of opposition politicians as those who did not care about public health while
depicting the rulers as right in making political decisions.

The following events used to divide society were anti-government protests, specifically the
entrepreneurs’ strikes. Illegally imposed restrictions on public gatherings were justified by the need to care for
public health. Polish law provides a mechanism for limiting the right to assemble, but it was not implemented
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while, according to TVP Info, protesters threatened many people'. Thus, a division was between those who
wanted to express their opposition to the regulations imposed by the Polish government and those who adhered
to them. At the same time, public gatherings supporting the government were not criticised’. Some articles
discussing pro-government assemblies did not mention how they could affect public health, while others
promoted them®.

The most significant division and the search for danger in “others” who stood against “us,” the people,
began after the announcement of the controversial ruling by the Constitutional Tribunal regarding abortion.
Protesters took to the streets despite the illegally enforced assembly ban. In articles on the TVP Info portal,
politicians from the ruling party were quoted as presenting protesters as a “threat to people’s safety” when “the
lives, health, and jobs of Poles are most important™. Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki appealed for
solidarity and joint action, speaking about “our shared responsibility,” “let’s set aside political disputes,” or
“let’s stand together. A narrative was thus constructed in which “we,” “the people,” and “Poles” must have
stood together to fight the coronavirus by refraining from protests. Therefore, those who opposed the calls did
not want the good of the “community.” Moreover, Morawiecki underscored that “health is our common
concern” and “we need the solidarity cooperation of all generations and specialists from various fields to shape
pro-health attitudes, promote responsibility for oneself and fellow citizens.” Journalists exposed that “we”
could overcome the pandemic victoriously if “we mobilise and adhere to restrictions™. Thus, everyone who
followed the government’s orders and adhered to restrictions built a community caring for the health and lives
of Poles. Over the following weeks, articles focused on the extreme irresponsibility of protesters, suggesting a
high likelihood that protests would worsen the epidemic situation in Poland. It was underlined that those
participating in and supporting protests disregarded Poles holding an “anti-Polish revolution™. Gatherings and
participation were called illegal®. During the peak of infections, journalists questioned whether protests held in
October 2020 could have influenced the number of infections, and the answer was affirmative. People were
again encouraged to refrain from protests for the good of the “community”®. Examples from other countries
indicated that “self-discipline has slowed down the coronavirus,” including measures such as limiting
interpersonal contacts and movement!°.

During the third pandemic wave, the opposition was attacked again, portrayed as pressuring the
government to reopen the economy a few weeks earlier than possible. When the article was published in the
same week, 34 thousand infections were recorded. The same video included scrolling banners: “The stake of
our actions is the lives of Poles” and “Prime Minister: ‘We need national solidarity”'!. Besides, Morawiecki
addressed an appeal to the opposition, emphasising that they did not know how to act in solidarity with the
government and asked not to worsen the situation'?. These actions divided society: opposition politicians
worsened the epidemic in Poland, whereas the Polish government did everything it could to ensure public
health and safety.
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To sum up, TVP Info employed classic divisions into “us” and “them” and implemented a strategy in
which “they” posed a threat to “our” safety. For over two years of the pandemic, an attempt was made to build
a political community, including those concerned about public health and following all governmental
recommendations without regard for action legality. TVP Info primarily blamed the opposition and
participants of anti-government protests for jeopardising the health and lives of Poles. Moreover, a trend
emerged during the analysis: someone was always to blame whenever the epidemic worsened, and another
wave occurred. It was never those who managed the crisis measures.

Common-sense solutions as a remedy for the community?

In March 2020, the initial “common-sense” solutions appeared aimed at combating the pandemic. One
of the first articles on the TVP Info website was entitled “An expert appeals: Let’s not shake hands and keep
our distance™. A few days later, restrictions were introduced and presented. They limited fundamental rights
and freedoms, including those related to public gatherings®. These measures were implemented faster and more
forcefully than in other countries, justified by public health concerns. Additional restrictions were introduced
the following days, including limitations on leaving the house. A sense of community was fostered by
appealing to adherence to these guidelines, highlighting that if people did not comply, “we would not be able
to save human lives™.

The subsequent common-sense solutions included the closure of forests*. Experts’ statements were
then published, pointing out that the shape of the infection curve in Poland depended on citizens and their
mobilisation. Simultaneously, it was noted that the Polish government made excellent decisions at the
beginning by imposing stricter restrictions than neighbouring countries®. The theme of compliance with
regulations appeared consistently, with the same argument each time — caring for the health and lives of Poles
and the economy, because a higher number of infections equalled more restrictions, leading to the closure of
businesses. A sense of community was thus built among those who observed regulations. In contrast, those
who opposed these solutions were portrayed as not belonging to this community, automatically acting against
the community of Poles.

A significant point concerning common-sense remedies was the presidential election in 2020. The
ruling party proposed postal voting, which the opposition was reluctant to agree to, citing difficulties in
organising it and the need for changes in the electoral code. Nevertheless, TVP Info published articles
featuring statements from crucial politicians of the ruling party, including the President of the Republic of
Poland, justifying support for this decision as an element that would not endanger Poles®. Furthermore, articles
justified postal voting abroad. Various reasons were given for why it would not be possible to vote in person,
and there was also mention of the passage of a new law by the Sejm regarding the presidential elections by
post in 20207. On the one hand, the arguments were plausible. On the other hand, Poland has an institution of a
state of emergency. It was not used despite including the implementation conditions met by the pandemic. Its
imposition would have allowed for a legal postponement of the election date. This political decision of non-
usage was justified in an equally populist manner by the Minister of Justice, who argued that after introducing
such a state, Poland could expose itself to compensation claims from foreign companies. He argued that the
primary concern was safety, not financing foreign firms®.
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Another wave of the coronavirus reached Poland around September 2020. It was followed by the
introduction of additional restrictions and the tightening of regulations. TVP Info declared zero tolerance for
disregarding the DDM (Disinfection, Distance, Masks) rule!. The increased argumentation for introducing
additional restrictions emerged before the Constitutional Tribunal’s ruling. New restrictions took effect on
October 23, 2020, the day the ruling was announced, and protests began throughout Poland. The Minister of
Health was quoted as convincing that they were introduced for the Polish people, and the coming weeks would
be crucial for the further course of the pandemic. Hence, the DDM principle was essential and should have
been respected’. During the following weeks, the previously mentioned articles on solidarity appeared,
indicating that the limitation of fundamental rights, such as freedom of assembly, was carried out only for the
good of Poles and the Polish economic situation®. When the fourth wave of coronavirus began, new common-
sense solutions appeared. Morawiecki stated, “The more people get vaccinated, the less severe the restrictions
will be, and eventually, they will disappear completely’™. So, the vaccine was seen as an element that could
influence restrictions rather than their absence in the future. However, the period between the last two articles
is a few months, so errors and a lack of control over the pandemic are visible, as well as the recurring narrative
in which two main arguments appeared: the life and health of Poles and the economic situation.

In summary, TVP Info introduced common-sense remedies, ranging from presenting first-hand
accounts of celebrities to reassure the public to straightforward justifications for increasingly stringent
restrictions. TVP Info featured quick solutions, such as the upcoming vaccine and subsequent vaccination
programme, to protect Poles from further restrictions. The arguments in the narrative primarily focused on
public health and the future economic condition of the country.

Community benefiting from dramatizing?

Populist politicians in power use dramatization and exaggeration of a crisis as a justification for their
actions, mainly when these actions significantly restrict civil rights and freedoms. During the pandemic
outbreak in Poland, TVP Info prepared citizens for the worst: “Is it a pandemic already? Recovered individuals
get infected again”; “Bolt from the blue. Merkel predicts that the coronavirus will infect up to 70 per cent of
Germans™. Such constructed headlines could generate the approval of Poles for restrictions that emerged just a
few days later. In the early stages of the pandemic, journalists discussed the potential growth of infections and
the dramatic global struggle unfolding®. There were also articles stating that “Europe has become the epicentre
of the pandemic” emphasising that Poland was one of the first countries to introduce quarantine and movement
restrictions’. Like previous articles, these could prepare the public for additional restrictions as proportionate
and justified precautions. The Minister of Health assured that isolation worked efficiently as protection against
the coronavirus and compared his role to that of a commander-in-chief during wartime®. Subsequent statements
also focused on justifying restrictions. TVP Info intensified the message in the headline, stating, “we have a
choice: closure or hundreds of dead™. However, he was referring to limiting social activity to a minimum or
tens of thousands of sick individuals. An essential element that could create a field for dramatization was the
election crisis and the division between the ruling party, which wanted to conduct postal voting, and the
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opposition, which strove to postpone the elections. Therefore, articles like “Ziobro: Presidential elections in the
fall are the opposition’s madness™' and “Andrzej Duda: If we do not elect a president, the country will plunge
into chaos™ emerged. The presented situation aimed to convince the audience to support the government’s
decisions and, through dramatization, could evoke fear and, consequently, aversion to the opposition.
Moreover, journalists legitimised crisis management because, against the backdrop of their articles, the
solutions proposed by the ruling party seemed rational.

During another crisis, the one caused by protests related to the Constitutional Tribunal’s ruling,
protesters were called “death sowers™. The police spokesperson stated, “It is not the places that infect, but
clusters of people™. This was used to justify issuing fines to individuals who decided to participate in
demonstrations and the restrictions on gatherings. In subsequent articles, there was talk of “minimising” the
effects of demonstrations with possible further restrictions®. By depicting the situation in this way, additional
restrictions could be justified. In summary, the Polish government’s action pattern involved “observing” and,
at the same time, dramatizing the situation so that citizens would not be surprised by subsequent government
decisions when the pandemic went beyond its control. Dramatization pertained to the threat posed by the
coronavirus and the opposition, justifying the implementation of postal voting and portraying protesters as a
risk to the community. It aimed at legitimising actions at a specific moment.

Science for a newly built community?

TVP Info, referring to knowledge, used information on the fringes of falsehood and predicted the
future when simplifying the crisis, spectacularising it, and creating divisions. At the beginning of the
pandemic, journalists appealed to knowledge, discussing the possibility of 250,000 Britons dying if appropriate
measures were not implemented. The article also emphasised statements from specialists that restrictions
should have been maintained for 18 months or longer®. It used the invocation of specialists to dramatize the
crisis and further legitimise additional restrictions imposed by the government.

Throughout the pandemic, the surname of Wtodzimierz Gut, a virologist justifying some of the
government’s actions, recurred in the articles. Initial comments revolved around coronavirus testing, following
criticism from an opposition representative about the government’s lack of test availability for people who
wanted to get tested. The virologist commented that such tests were not done “in the kitchen.” Instead, it was a
complex process, and testing should have only been done when necessary’. The issue was complex, but the
virologist provided a straightforward answer to explain the inability to test more people.

The virologist named the call for more tests “health populism” and talked about testing 38 million
people every five days. However, the then-presidential candidate did not mention that every resident of Poland
must have been tested but that everyone should have had the right to choose and the opportunity to get tested.
Subsequent statements concerned the possibility of young people not observing restrictions and potential
scenarios for further imposing additional restrictions. Gut presented dark scenarios, such as closing districts or
cities, and talked about the worst-case scenario in which everyone got infected, and some died®.
Simultaneously, the government representatives denied rumours of closing cities. This same virologist also
tried to predict the future. In one of the early statements, he assumed that the return of the coronavirus in the
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fall was unlikely if it was well extinguished while also recommending staying at home and isolation'. Before
the 2020 presidential elections, TVP Info published expert opinions stating that postal voting was safe, did not
increase the risk of infections, and that transmitting the coronavirus by mail posed minimal risk®>. These
opinions were used to justify holding the elections via postal voting and to justify conducting presidential
elections without implementing a state of emergency.

During protests the Constitutional Tribunal’s ruling, experts and virologists, mainly Gut, condemned
protesters. For instance, in the article “Virologist: Protesters on the streets act extremely recklessly,” journalists
drew comparisons of these protests to the Italian scenario. They suggested that participants would experience
social ostracism, eventually leading them to comply with the imposed regulations®. It aimed to show the
negative consequences of protest and spark fear. Journalists relying on references to science and expert
opinions strengthened divisions and discouraged protests. The appeal to expert knowledge also included an
element of forecasting. Gut expressed an opinion on how many infections could occur in Poland and assessed
the pandemic-fighting strategy as pre-emptive moves necessary in case of an increase®. The same expert, a few
days and a few weeks later, commented on the effectiveness of these restrictions, their initial effects, and
predictions about future infection declines®. This was meant to justify and simplify the understanding of
restrictions. However, shortly after that, new restrictions were introduced, and when Gut was asked about
them, he expressed support, justifying it by stating, “What was allowed has been abused™. Thus, a trend of
supporting government actions and those who unquestionably complied with bans and condemning those who
did not comply was evident. Gut uncritically embraced the COVID-19-fighting strategy employed by the
ruling party, but citizens were always blamed for the increase in infections.

Gut also sought answers to questions about the rise in infections when the COVID-19 vaccine was
already available. He noticed that the development of the pandemic would depend on people, particularly
pointing out that those who did not believe in the coronavirus were harmful. According to him, too few people
were vaccinated to impact the virus spread rate’. Expert knowledge served to simplify an explanation of
increases in infections. Returning to the supportive opinions of Gut before the fourth wave of infections, he
indicated that it would be a “falka” (slight wave) (suggesting a less severe wave) rather than a “fala” (wave).
Furthermore, a month earlier, he supported easing restrictions®. However, three months later, in an interview
with another virologist, it can be read that it is “high time for a local lockdown.” In this article, the virologist
justified the introduction of further restrictions and predicted a bleak scenario for the future of Poland during
the pandemic’. It is noticeable how experts’ statements were adjusted to the steps taken by the Polish
government at a given time. This made it easier to convince and justify the imposed restrictions to the TVP
Info audience.

In summary, the appeal to science and expert knowledge structured social divisions. One individual,
Gut, often played the role of a significant expert. Other experts also appeared, albeit less frequently. His
opinions aligned with the strategy pursued by the government, justifying the imposed restrictions. Some of the
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predictions were incorrect, leading readers astray. References to external expert opinions were also used to
justify postal voting and simplify the issue. They allowed journalists to shift responsibility for the increase in
infections onto “others” who were not part of the community following the government’s directives without
regard for legality.

Discussion and conclusion

TVP Info divided society and sought to depict the government’s opponents as a threat. The latter
included the opposition, entrepreneurs, pandemic sceptics, and those participating in protests the Constitutional
Tribunal’s ruling. At the same time, while dividing society, emphasis was placed on “solidarity,” “acting
together,” and a new dimension of patriotism. Those who fully accepted and did not question the government’s
actions during the pandemic could belong to this community.

While simplifying the pandemic, the division and community-building also relied on the same scheme,
which adhered to the principle of “those who are not with us are against us.” There was an effort to argue for
public health by closing places like forests. Then, there were discussions about increased controls enforcing
existing regulations without implementing a state of emergency, which would have fully empowered the
government to make such decisions. Nevertheless, the most prominent example of a common-sense solution
was the ruling party’s idea of conducting postal voting due to concerns for public health. This argument also
surfaced during attempts to suppress the anti-government protests. Any restrictions on civil rights and
freedoms were justified either by the above or concerns about the future state of the economy.

Simplifications also emerged regarding the upcoming vaccine, which was seen as a remedy for all the
restrictions necessary during the pandemic to protect the health and lives of the community members.
However, when the vaccine arrived and the coronavirus continued to threaten Poles, a simplified narrative
emerged that the more people get vaccinated, the fewer restrictions would affect the community.

Dramatizing the crisis was evident from the very beginning. It was visible in headlines designed to
capture the reader’s attention. However, this did not occur in a single form, as problems related to the
coronavirus and politicians from the ruling party, the opposition, and participants in anti-government protests
were exaggerated. Once again, a narrative emerged suggesting that those who did not adhere to restrictions
belonged to the “dangerous” group. Medical populism used to convey this information was vivid, intense,
emotionally charged, and capable of influencing the audience. It aimed to prepare citizens for the possibility of
further restrictions being imposed.

Invoking science was the final element of building community and justifying the government’s right to
rule. In most articles on the TVP Info website, the expert was consistently one person. Gut’s opinions
supported the government’s actions, whether they involved tightening or loosening restrictions in Poland. He
discussed the epidemiological future of Poland and often unsuccessfully tried to predict the situation. Besides,
TVP Info cited external experts and their expertise on the safety of conducting elections in Poland. These
opinions aligned with the government’s narrative. Expert knowledge applied to dividing society into “us” and
“them,” simultaneously not only building a community but portraying “them” as a threat. Experts spoke on the
increase in infections shortly after anti-government protests or sought responsibility for the rise in infections
due to the low number of vaccinated individuals. However, it was also used as an element of dramatisation
through strong, suggestive narratives used in headlines regarding new variants of the coronavirus.

All these dimensions of medical populism were used to build a political community and create a
division into “us” — the community and “them” threatening the community. Anyone who unquestioningly
supported the actions taken by the government and disregarded the legality of the introduced regulations could
be included in the community because, at that moment, public concern (public health and the future of the
economy) was the most important. The analysis reveals the strategic deployment of dramatization, common-
sense solutions, expertise invocation, and the dichotomy of “us” versus “them.” It underscores the media’s role
in shaping public perception and consolidating support for the government’s pandemic response.

This article is valuable for practitioners in the fields of media studies, political communication, and
public policy, as it highlights the powerful role the media can play in shaping public perception during times of
crisis. By examining how TVP Info employed populist rhetoric to influence public opinion and justify
government actions, the article provides key insights into how media narratives can be strategically used to
divide society, consolidate support, and legitimise political decisions. For policymakers, the findings critically
reflect on the potential consequences of using media to manipulate public sentiment and the ethical
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implications of such practices. For media professionals, the analysis underscores the responsibility of
journalists and media outlets to ensure balanced and impartial reporting, especially regarding issues that
directly affect the protection of public health and civil rights. Overall, the article serves as a reminder of the
importance of media literacy, critical thinking, and transparency in political communication, which are
essential for maintaining democratic processes and protecting public trust.
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