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ABSTRACT

The main purpose of this paper was to explore the media
image of the COVID-19 pandemic through the perspective
of Polish media polarisation. In order to achieve this, a
quantitative and qualitative analysis of the content of cov-
ers from 10 socio-political magazines, representing differ-
ent ideological inclinations [left-wing, liberal, conservative,
right-wing and Catholic] was conducted between January
and June 2020. The study focused not only on the scale to
which the coronavirus appeared on the covers, but also on
the textual and visual representation of it. Additionally, the
contexts in which COVID-19 appeared were analysed. As it
turned out, apart from the medical context, the pandemic

was mostly presented through political, social, economic
and religious perspectives, of which the first was the most
visibly connected with polarising media content, indicat-
ing clear links between the ideological bias of the maga-
zines and the ways they described reality.

INTRODUCTION
The media has taken massive interestin
the coronavirus. After all, it has made them
change the way they function and domi-
nated the content presented to the audi-
ence. Naturally, reporting on the epidemic
involved non-medical contexts. When func-
tioning within the framework of states and
implementing their editorial policies, the
media referred to the pandemic according
to their own ideologies, activities of authori-
ties, reactions of citizens and various insti-
tutions. The question remains open as to
whether the media ideological bias was
related to the subjectivisation of the COVID-
19 narrative; that it might be assumed that
the coronavirus content should be fact-
based and emotionally neutral in order to
provide reliable knowledge and not lead to a
potential escalation of stress or fear.
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The Polish media were analysed here
because this country is interesting for sev-
eral reasons. It is politically/socially polar-
ised (Gorska 2019: 2) and Polish media are
also polarised (Chapman 2017:7). The main
axis of the division is the ideologisation of
the media, as expressed by the highly-polit-
icised content, where the ideological bias
is identified by criticism (liberal/left-wing
media) or support (conservative/right-wing
media), including the public media, referred
to as the ‘propaganda machine’ (Reporters
without Borders 2020) of the conservative/
right-wing, pro-Catholic, Prawo i Spra-
wiedliwos¢ (PiS) party.

Also the way the authorities
approached the 2020 pandemic is inter-
esting. The first case of the disease was
announced on March 4.0n March 10,
mass gatherings were cancelled, on March
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11, school classes were suspended and

on March 12, epidemic emergency was
declared. It all happened while there were
only 49 cases of COVID-19 noted. Although
there was no rapid growth of the pandemic
(asin other European countries), further
restrictions were tightened on March 20,
when the state of the epidemic was intro-
duced.On March 16, the wearing of masks
in public places was mandated and on
April 1, parks, forests, hotels, beauty ser-
vices were closed. After a lockdown, on
April 20, the guidelines for the ‘new nor-
mality’ (the gradual easing of restrictions
while maintaining a sanitary regime), were
implemented and they were introduced
between April 20 and May 30. The easing of
restrictions did not take place as a result
of the falling number of new cases: on the
contrary, in August COVID-19 proved even
stronger and the authorities introduced
regional restrictions on August 6. In Octo-
ber Poles had to deal with a second, much
higher, pandemic wave. Although there are
huge numbers of daily confirmed COVID-19
cases [over 12,000 on October 22 alone],
not all restrictions from the March-April
period have been implemented.

The pandemic has also gained a politi-
cal context. The main reason for this was
the presidential election (planned for May)
and a brutal election campaign (Kozinski
2020). Other factors included the lack of
consistency of those in power regarding
the wearing of masks and the irresponsible
remarks of politicians. In July the Prime
Minister encouraged people to vote for the
PiS candidate, informing them the epidemic
was in retreat (Maciuszczak, Prus 2020),
and scandals arose involving members of
the ruling party (e.g. the Minister of Health).

Taking into account the scope
of Polish media polarisation, their role
during the pandemic and the nature of the
pandemic’s course, this paper attempts
to answer whether the pandemic was the
subject of media polarisation and to char-
acterise the media image of COVID-19 in
the context of media polarisation.
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LITERATURE REVIEW:

MEDIA POLARISATION

AND MAGAZINE COVERS
This phenomenon is reflected by Hallin
and Mancini, who point out that within the
framework of polarised pluralism the media
became instruments of political struggle in
conflicts between

“dictatorships and by movements
struggling against them, but also
by contending parties in periods

of democratic politics” (2004: 61).

Prior remarked that the media “offer ideo-
logically slanted content”; especially the

“smaller, more specialized,
opinion-focused new media out-
lets”, which “provide the great-
est opportunities for one-sided
media exposure’, offering “more
ideologically extreme packages
of news and opinion”(2013:102,
104).

The research by McCluskey and Young
provided

“more evidence of polarisation
than moderatism (...) suggesting
that the ‘enduring value’ of mod-
eratism (...) may no longer apply
in the contemporary media and
political environment” (2012:574).

According to them,

“contemporary news values

offer reasons for news pres-
ence favouring polarisation”, and
“extremes are more intuitively
novel, entertaining, and colourful,
representing another common
news value” (2012:576-577).

The phenomenon was also described by
Siezieniewska (2014:330), who drew the
media division line between elite (informa-
tive, with in-depth analyses) and mass
(entertaining, lightweight) media and by
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the authors of the “Media Polarisation a la
Francaise” report, who defined media polar-
isation according to two dichotomies: “insti-

tutionalists” vs. “anti-elites” and “traditional”

vs. “partisan” (Institut Montaigne 2019: 2).

The theoretical framework of this arti-
cle is the concept of Gtowacki and Kus, who
defined media polarisation as

“the ways in which different soci-
etal and political views, attitudes
and behaviours are being both
reflected and supported by the
media” (2019: 103-104).

In the context of media polarisation the
authors offer 4P formula, highlighting the
importance of such issues as pluralism,
political parallelism, professional journal-
ism and the public. They believe, that

“The question whether media
outlets integrate different opin-
ions or rather choose one par-
ticular societal or political view
(partisan media) depends on
several systemic factors, such as
integration between media and
politics (political parallelism) and
the strength of journalism culture
and accountability (professional
journalism). Media polarisation
might be supported by the atti-
tudes and needs of the public
who might want to simply con-
sume that news which is close to
their own preferences.” They con-
clude that “all these conditions
are interrelated with the state

of democracy and its tradition: a
weak political culture together
with a lack of critical assessment
of media content by members of
civil society” (2019:104).

They also specify levels of polarisation

both structural and behavioural. The first
consists of media policy/regulation, market
structure, ownership, financing and govern-
ing. Gtowacki and Kus consider that the
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“response to diversity of political
and societal divisions, which usu-
ally become more visible in terms
of topics which create discus-
sions and controversies (...) might
be further manifested in jour-
nalistic actions and behaviours”
(2019:104-105).

And that is when the behavioural level of
media polarisation appears. It consists

of biased reporting, media tribes/media
enemy creation and acts of verbal/physical
aggression.

It can be said, that the structural level
of polarisation is of a systemic nature,
resulting from state regulations, as well as
the rules of operation of broadcasters and
publishers (e.g. editorial policies). Behav-
ioural level of polarisation refers more to
the media content and its effects. Among
those effects, it is worthwhile to mention
misrepresentation of politics (McCluskey,
Young 2012:569), “multiplication of ethi-
cal standards” (Gtowacki, Kus 2019:112),
undermining professional solidarity among
journalists (Niziotek 2007), “political entan-
glement of the media” (Figel 2009: 144), low-
ering of journalistic standards (Szuleka et
al. 2019:54), “disproportion of information”
handed to recipients (Trzaskowski 2015:
70) or spoiling public debate in that users
of polarised media close themselves to dif-
ferent views, seeking sources of knowledge
confirming their previous opinions (Prior
20183:120; Strupiechowska 2018: 147;
Jurkowitz et al. 2020). Kotras states that
current media discourse “serves to reinforce
and deepen isolation” between two oppos-
ing camps” (2013: 106), while Morris (2020)
notes that “there is a link between certain
channels and viewers’inability to connect
with or understand members of the oppo-
site political party.” As a result, “citizens
select media sources that match their
ideological bias and obtain a signal that
is tailored to that bias” (Gul, Pesendorfer
2012:3). As Dzieciotowski summarised
“ideologically engaged narratives help
build a community of like-minded readers”
(2016-2017:47).
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Gentzkow and Shapiro raised the issue of
the marketing aspect of the phenomenon,
claiming:

“People tend to view an attitude-
consistent news brand as more
believable, which induces news
producers to bias their content
in the direction of their audience
in order to sustain the appeal of
their brand” (in: Prior 2013:120).

It can be assumed that the above opinion
also applies to other media. Such a conclu-
sion is drawn from the research by Brzoza
and Kornacka-Grzonka, who stated that
political affiliation of socio-political
magazines

“..is quite clearly expressed on
their covers” (2017:115).

This statement is important in relation

to the subject of this paper. It is common
knowledge that covers are a marketing tool,
creating the brand image of a magazine
(Losowsky 2007: 34;Jenkins, Tandoc 2017:
283), the “magazine’s face” (Johnson, Prija-
tel 1999: 240), or the “magazine’s philoso-
phy and identity” carrier (Rosas-Moreno et
al. 2013:3). They perform an informational/
promotional function aiming at creating the

“magazine’s brand and express-
ing its values, allowing the read-
erstoidentify it (...) directing the
recipients’ attention to the con-
tent, inviting them to explore it
by appropriate selection of cover
themes”. (Jupowicz-Ginalska
2018a:106).

If that is the case, then polarised editorial
policies — which are examples of struc-
tural polarisation — will be expressed in the
form of front covers with polarised con-
tent designed in such a way as to draw the
attention of consumers and to encourage
them to buy the magazine.

The ideological bias of a magazine is
most fully presented by cover stories (CS),

as they systematically reflect the editors’
attitude towards the world. They are divided
into the main ones (MCS; the most visible:
large graphics, noticeable text) and the sup-
porting ones (SCS; less visible, based on
text, without or with smaller graphics).

The role of the former ones is to
“draw attention to the magazine
and encourage people to browse
it”, while the latter ones - ‘to
enhance, complete and diversify
the message”. (Jupowicz-Ginalska
2018b:5).

METHODOLOGY
The visible occurrence of the partisan
media in Poland is proved by their political
parallelism and the lowering of standards of
professional journalism, mostly in relation
to right-wing media, including magazines,
which are the examples of highest degrees
of partisan involvement according to Blum-
ler and Gurevitch, 1995. These media are
defined by their general pro-government
approach. It should be added that liberal
and left-wing media, despite their not
uncritical attitude towards the government
opposition, are clearly against the ruling
party, thus also politicised). These observa-
tions are supported by weakening political
culture (e.g. departing from the principles of
the rule of law or undermining equality of all
citizens) and a lack of critical assessment
of media content since Poland is divided
into socio-political tribes each ‘owning’
its own media that radically attack oppo-
nents. Taking this into consideration it can
be assumed that all conditions for media
polarisation have been met.

Bearing in mind that Polish media are
ideologically split, choosing the research
sample was based on the structural level of
media polarisation (because of its systemic
nature), expressed by media editorial poli-
cies (as a specific example of media poli-
cies).

The final research sample (Table 1)
consisted of Polish printed socio-political
weeklies. It should be stressed once again
that most of the selected media have
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Religiousness:
— Catholic media (CM)
— secular religious media (SRM)*

Ideological bias:

- left-wing (L)

— liberal (LI)

— centrist (C)

— conservative (CO)

Title — secular non-religious media (SNRM) - right-wing (R)
Polityka (P) SNRM LIZL
Newsweek Polska (NP) SNRM LI
Sieci (S) SNRM CO/R
Tygodnik Powszechny (TP) SRM c/L
Przeglgd (Prze) SNRM L
Gazeta Polska (GP) SNRM CO/R
Do Rzeczy (DRz) SNRM CO/R
Gos¢ Niedzielny (GN) CM CO/R
Idziemy (1) CM CO/R
Tygodnik Solidarnos¢** (TS) SNRM CO/R

* As Adamski et al. (2020) explain, “media are deemed to be Catholic if they have a Church assistant, appointed by the local bishop.
The Church assistant ensures that the Catholic media present the holistic teachings of the Gospel and the Church”. “Tygodnik
Powszechny”, although “is considered a magazine of the intellectual Catholic elite”, “is not currently a Catholic magazine as defined
above” So, although it represents a religious (Catholic) point of view, it remains secular in the terms of the Catholic doctrine (and

could be described as “media of Catholics”, Guzek 2016, p. 24).

** TS is the magazine that represents The Independent and Self-Governing Trade Union Solidarnosc.

TABLE 1. Categorisation of the selected weeklies.

Source: personal collection

Research goals (RG) Research questions (RQ)
1. Describing the scale and manner of presenting a) How can the media presentation of COVID-19
COVID-19. be characterised?

b) Inwhat kind of contexts was COVID-19 most

often presented?

2. Describing the presentation of COVID-19 in the context a) Was there a link between the editorial policies of the
of media editorial policies (structural polarisation) media (their policies) and the way the pandemic was
and textual/visual content (behavioural polarisation) presented (did structural polarisation imply

behavioural polarisation)?
b) Did COVID-19 topics polarise the media?

TABLE 2, Research goals and questions.
Source: personal collection
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recently taken a radical political stance.
Left-wing and liberal magazines usually
criticise the government, while the right-
wing and conservative ones support it

(e.g. almost directly encouraging voting for
the representatives of that party). This divi-
sion is studied not only by academics (like
Mielczarek 2018; Jakdbczak 2019: 249,
Gtowacki and Kus 2019), but also confirmed
by journalists themselves. One of them even
claims that the media “passionately fight
each other — in the name of the political and
cultural war between Poland and Poland”
(Gtowacki 2019). These ideological divisions
are enhanced by financial issues, another
element of the structural level of media
polarisation. In fact, within last few years
the right-wing media have received higher
advertising revenues due to the support

of state companies; whereas, liberal and
left-wing media have gained lesser support;
(Sikora, 2017).

Table 2 presents detailed research
goals and questions for this paper. Its major
aimis to analyse how the structural level
of media polarisation is reflected in behav-
ioural modes in the context of COVID-19 (in
terms of media tribes/media enemy crea-
tion, acts of verbal/ physical aggression
and biased reporting, when the latter ones
mean reporting in extremely subjectivised
and/or radicalised way).

No hypothesis was formulated as the
research was of an exploratory nature.

The research method adapted was the
quantitative-qualitative, comparative con-
tent analysis (Pisarek 1983; Lisowska-Mag-

dziarz 2004), carried out on the weeklies’ CS.

Within the research process, covering
the period January-June 2020, verbal
and visual references to COVID-19 from CS
were coded (keywords such as pandemic,
epidemic, COVID-19, disease, vaccine,
infection, doctors, hospitals, remoteness/
mobility, crisis, plus direct or metaphorical
visual symbols).

The analysis, apart from aggregating
informational data, focused on thematic
contexts: medical, political, social, eco-
nomic, religious, culture, sport and self-
promotion. The CS were coded by the author
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of this paper. The first version of the data
set was completed in mid-July, checked in
mid-August and revised as necessary. The
final version of the data set was prepared
on 22/08/2020.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
General Data
In total 1444 CS (300 MCS, 1144 SCS) were
published: 232 referred to the pandemic (55
MCS, 176 SCS). COVID-19 was mentioned in
all the magazines (Table 3). The virus was
therefore an ever-present theme, either as a
primary or secondary content. The disease
was first mentioned in February (in SCS),
focusing on its origin, scale and whether it
was going to hit Poland. At the end of March
and in April, the coronavirus dominated the
covers (in MCS and SCS). In mid-May, the
media interest in it decreased, but it did
not disappear. COVID-19 appeared in GN, |,
NR P, Prze, S,and TP (in SCS).

Thematic Contexts
Table 4 presents the results for the
thematic contexts analysis.

The medical perspective most often
appeared in the liberal weeklies. The politi-
cal context was hardly taken up by religious
magazines. The social context dominated
in liberal magazines, Prze and TP. The lib-
eral media, DRz and TS were more likely to
mention the economy. Religious issues were
highlighted in the religious weeklies. Some
publications (S, DRz, P), reached out for
self-promotion; highlighting the uniqueness
of the content.

Specific thematic categories have
been singled out within the most popu-
lar contexts to further explore the links
between media polarisation and COVID-19
(Table 5).

The Medical Context

The most frequent theme was the course of
the disease. The magazines tried to answer
questions such as “Why is the coronavirus
so dangerous?” (NP, 6-SCS); “Epidemic of
fear. Are we really being threatened by new,
deadly diseases?” (P, 6-MCS); “How long
will the epidemic last? Three scenarios”
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Magazine cs CS-COVID-19 MCS MCS- COVID-19 scs SCS-COVID-19
P 240 50 30 12 210 38
NP 125 34 30 6 95 28
S 148 26 30 6 118 20
P 195 23 30 4 165 18
Prze 147 19 30 6 117 13
GP 98 19 30 7 68 12
DRz 153 18 30 5 123 13
GN 12 20 30 4 82 16
/ 136 12 30 1 106 11
TS 90 M 30 4 60 7
TABLE 3. CS (MCS, SCS) — quantification.
Source: personal collection
©
c
.2
© k) %)
o 2 %) € 3
E © © - € 3 <4 =]
[ 2 o © o = =% o
S ] b k] s 2 < 2
= = £ & ] & & <
P 15 9 7 8 4 6 2
NP 14 4 8 6 1 1 3
S 10 12 2 0 2 14 3
GP 9 6 2 1 1 2 2
P 7 4 6 3 6 2 0
GN 4 2 5 2 8 5 0
Prze 3 6 8 2 0 0 0
DRz 2 8 4 4 3 6 0
TS 2 2 3 4 1 1 0
/ 2 1 3 1 7 0 0

TABLE 4. CS thematic contexts on COVID-19.
Source: personal collection
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TABLE 5. Categories of contexts.
Source: personal collection

1

NP
TP
Prze
GP
DRz
GN
TS



BALTIC SCREEN MEDIA REVIEW 2020 / VOLUME 8 /IN FOCUS

(S, 14-SCS); “The Swedish way to deal
with the pandemic. How does it work?”

(S, 16-SCS); “Where the curve is falling:
from the Czech Republic to Colombia” (TP,
21-SCS).

The magazines also described the
fight against the epidemic in articles such
as “Professor Gielerak: a latent virus and
half an hour to save a life” (GP, 15-SCS);
“Saved from the plague” (/, 10-SCS); “(...)
Lonely dying of coronavirus” (NP, 23-SCS),
“Reports from the isolation” (P, 22-SCS);
“Whatis it like to get ill with COVID-19.
Moving stories” (S, 18-SCS); “Against the
pandemic: reports from the four corners of
the world” (TP, 14-SCS).

They also gave advice or examples of
those who helped others. In “Coronavirus
[a practical guide]”, GP, 18-SCS; “How to
avoid coronavirus — advice from Minister
Szumowski” (GN, 11-SCS). S described a
senator from the PiS, who “did not hesitate
a moment when there was a shortage of
doctors in hospitals” and “came to the res-
cue” (next to the photo of the senator as a
politician, there were photos of the sena-
tor as a doctor, wearing a protective suit.
14-MCS).

When reporting on the extent of the
pandemic, the weeklies indicated its scale,
e.g.“The end of the world as we know it”
(NP, 12-SCS); “Professor Krasnodebski:
how the epidemic will change our world”
(S, 18-SCS); “Ways to deal with the virus.
From trust to rigour — as many countries,
as many strategies” (TP, 17-18-SCS). There
were also references to China, e.g. “Wuhan -
the city where the coronavirus appeared”
(GN, 6-SCS); “Virus from China. In the age
of big cities there will be more epidemics”
(TP, 13-SCS). S also asked about the origin
of the virus: “Biological weapon or freak
of nature? China kept information about
the coronavirus hidden from the world for
weeks. That is why many people do not
believe in the official version” (MCS-17).

To a lesser extent, the magazines
referred to the treatment of the disease,
its future and the image of health care
(these themes were almost abandoned by
the Catholic media).
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In the first case, the media reported
similarly about medicines/vaccines, the
role of hygiene (additionally GP highlighted
Poland’s success in fighting the virus, writ-
ing about a discovery of Polish chemists;
MCS-13). In the second case, the maga-
zines foresaw the end of the epidemic or its
remission. In the third case, the liberal and
left-wing media reported on problems in
the health care sector, such as “The hospital
that does not listen to the Minister” (NP,
19-SCS); “Hospitals of fear. Healthcare col-
lapse causes more victims than COVID” (P,
17-SCS), “Medics like lepers” (NP, 18-SCS);
“Doctors like lepers” (P, 18-SCS); “Anti-
vaxxers threaten doctors” (Prze, 23-SCS).

The conservative right-wing media
referred to WHO, questioning its relevance
(GN, 18-SCS) and calling its chairman
“a liar,a communist, a favourite of China
and Russia” (GP, 15-SCS).

Medical CS were accompanied by
emotional texts and images (medics,
protective clothing, vials, pills, hospitals).
The media involved the visualisation of the
coronavirus itself. As a recurring logo, it
appeared on the covers of DRz (16-SCS),

GP (16-SCS) and S (14-MCS, 14-SCS). Its
modified form appeared e.g.in TP (10-SCS,
instead of spikes it had sprouts), P (18-MCS:
a couple looks at the red sky with a COVID-
like sun shining; 19-MCS: President Andrze]
Duda wears a COVID-shaped crown); TS (18-
MCS, a nunin a heroic pose flies between
coronavirus-alike logos). Using non-medical
symbols of the pandemic gave the message
a wider meaning, highlighting the political
and social impact of the disease.

The Political Context

It appeared most often with regard to the
presidential campaign/elections and issues
concerning the government, the president
and the opposition’. The greatest interest in

1 The elections were scheduled for 10/05/2020, just
after the end of the national lockdown. The opposition
called for postponement of the elections. PiS, from
which the president/candidate for the second term

of office came from, did not intend to step down.

It planned to organise postal voting (despite the lack
of appropriate legislation). In the midst of subsequent
scandals, the government decided to postpone the
election until June.
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Title Ccs Cover
S “The Minister of Health tukasz Szumowski in a strong interview.

This is the Polish plan for a war against the epidemic” (13-MCS).
DRz “The minister versus the virus. Who is tukasz Szumowski, head of the

Ministry of Health? Plus the Do Rzeczy report: presidential elections

later? The plagues devastating Poland in the past; How have crises

affected the economy?” (12-MCS).
GP “You will only hear the truth from me. My patient is the whole of Poland,

we have a chance to reduce the spread of infections.” (12-MCS)
TS “I do not deal with politics; | deal with the epidemic” (16-MCS)

I.Il?::g SIE POLITYKA,

NP “tukasz Szumowski. Can these eyes be lying? He considers

contraception to be a violation of the Decalogue, he is friends with

Morawiecki, and he chats about boxing with Kaczynski. Who is the

minister responsible for fighting the coronavirus?” (17-MCS)
Prze “kukasz Szumowski: the minister of health or propaganda?” (18-MCS)

TABLE 6. Minister Lukasz Szumowski in the CS — examples.
Source: personal collection
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Cs

Cover

“We are exposing the opposition’s dangerous plan. This is how they want
to destroy the elections. The aim is to create chaos. It is supposed to
prevent an effective fight against the crisis and bring them to power.
They will not give up on anything” (16-MCS).

Politicians affiliated with the opposition party Platforma Obywatelska.
Left to right: Borys Budka, Matgorzata Kidawa-Btonska (the presidential
candidate at the time), Donald Tusk.

DRz

“How is Platforma using the epidemic to their own advantage”
(14-SCS).

GP

LInterview with Prime Minister Morawiecki. An opposition president
would hinder the fight against the coronavirus” (22-MCS).

GP

‘Uaskowiak and Czarzasty: boors in the time of plague (13-SCS)”.
Jacek Jaskowiak - the liberal mayor of Poznan; Wtodzimierz Czarzasty —
a left-wing politician.

“Coronation? Recipe for election” (19-MCS).
President/candidate Andrzej Duda (PiS), consequently supporting the
government’s policy.

\7/. .
Koronacja?
PRZE’ - NAWYBORY

Prze

“Elections in May is lunacy” (13-MCS).
President Andrzej Duda.

WYBORY W MAJU TO

SZALENSTWO

4

P

“Vote carefully, the Prime Minister is playing with fire,
the virus is still killing” (28-SCS)
A reference to the Prime Minister’s opinion form July.

TABLE 7. The elections issue in the CS — examples.
Source: personal collection
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them was shown by the conservative-right
media, but also P and Prze. The pro-Catholic
magazines did not address it.

One of the main figures in the politi-
cal theme was the Minister for Health,
tukasz Szumowski. Table 6 shows how he
was presented on the covers of the maga-
zines. There was a noticeable discrepancy
between the conservative/right-wing and
liberal/left-wing media. The former showed
the minister in a positive light: as a politi-
cally neutral specialist, hinting at his medi-
cal education. The photographs were in
bright colours, and apart from the portraits
(of atired but respectable and focused
man), there were symbols - the Polish flag
and the logo of the Ministry of Health. The
liberal and left-wing weeklies doubted
Szumowski’s depoliticisation (raising his
conservative views and close relations with
prominent PiS politicians) and the sincer-
ity of his actions. That was accompanied by
gloomy portraits with dark colours.

Differences between the magazines
can also be seen in the way the election
topic was presented (Table 7). Here the
media consistently implemented their
editorial policies.

The right-wing conservative weeklies
were on the government’s side, supporting
the May election date and claiming that
the opposition president “would hinder the
fight against the crisis” (GP, 22-MCS). They
fiercely attacked the opposition and implied
that it was using the disease as a tool to
seize power. The liberal, left-wing media
and TP adopted opposing positions. They
called for the elections to be postponed,
emphasising the safety of voters. They
accused the government of stubbornness,
and - after the announcement of a new
election date - of a lack of transparency
in communicating this decision. They were
neutral towards the opposition.

All the weeklies used conspicuous
means of visual and linguistic expression.
They strengthened the message through
neologisms, epithets and metaphors (like a
letterbox, which — depending on the ideo-
logical bias of the magazine — symbolised
either the fight for the May elections or the
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crusade against them). The liberal maga-
zines were more likely to use sublime irony,
while the conservative and left-wing maga-
zines preferred to use blunt language.

The international perspective on
COVID-19 is also worth mentioning. The
liberal and Catholic media rarely raised this
topic, but the right-wing and conservative
media, in line with their critical attitude
towards the EU, envisaged its weaken-
ing, emphasised Poland’s strong position
towards Russia and developed corona-
sceptic theories (DRz: “Warzecha on coro-
navirus denialists. Are we fighting COVID-19
using too radical methods?”, 16-SCS; GP:
“Will the EU survive? A famous American
analyst describes the world after the pan-
demic”; 18-MCS). On the visual level, explicit
symbolism appeared, for instance, a closed
padlock and photographs of world leaders
or the drowning EU flag.

The Social Context

Two main themes appeared here: fear/
anxiety and a sense of community/loneli-
ness/mental problems/breaking/adjust-
ing to restrictions. The media similarly
approached anxiety/fear, pointing out

that the coronavirus affects physical and
mental health, causing large-scale panic/
psychosis. Almost all the weeklies treated
this topic negatively; either bluntly (Prze,
“Between fear and panic” 12-MCS), or meta-
phorically. For example the scattered word
#Polacy on the cover of NP was a symbol of
a broken, digitalised society (16-MCS), while
a mask on the face of the screaming per-
son from the Munch painting (TS, 11-MCS)
intensified the feeling of danger. TP broke
out of the convention, soothing the message
of fear with “common sense” and replacing
the spikes of the virus with green sprouts
(imagining a chance for revival, 10-MCS).
DRz succumbed to corona-scepticism, ask-
ing “How we succumbed to fear. COVID-19:
pandemic or psychosis?” (23-MCS).

The weeklies differed slightly in terms
of the sense of community/loneliness/men-
tal problems/restrictions. GN focused on
community building, support and a positive
motivating message (“In Go$¢: we are doing
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well, we as a society are passing the test”;
13-SC9).

The liberal media spoke in a similar
spirit of adapting to the “new normality”
(NP,13-MCS, P, 16-MCS) as well as TP (13-
MCS) and TS (18-SCS). The latter weeklies
(apart from TS) highlighted the negative
aspects of the pandemic, though loneliness
(P, 15-MCS: TP, 16-MCS, Prze, 20-SCS) and
life disorganisation (NP, 10-SCS). Some of
the magazines raised the issue of govern-
ment restrictions, wondering about their
lifting (S, 18-SCS) or proving that after a
long period of lockdown Poles are con-

sciously giving them up (P, 20-SCS, 21-SCS).

P indicated the hardships of the “new nor-
mality” (22-MCS), and referred to attempts
to fitin as “manoeuvring”

The media also reported other social

effects of COVID-19; writing about cancelled

weddings (P, 15-SCS), generation conflicts
(P, 16-SCS), the epidemic of “virus divorces”
(NP, 29-SCS) and an “epidemic of violence”
(Prze, 20-MCS). These consequences of the
pandemic were only noticed by the liberal
and left-wing magazines.

The gap between the media also
emerged with regard to education. The
conservative-right weeklies did not refer
to this issue, and the Catholic ones pre-
sented it neutrally. The liberal and left-wing
magazines were quite critical of remote
education coordinated by the government.
NP sneered: “The virus? Who cares, we have
final exams” (17-SCS), P wrote about the
“nightmare of home lessons” (20-SCS), and
Prze mentioned the “e-fiction of Minister
Piontkowski” (25-SCS). A similar narrative
was adopted by TP: “An un-remote school.
Equal and more equal students.” (28-SCS).

As far as the visual side of this thread
is concerned, the common denominator
seems to be the virtual world, which ena-
bled human contact during the lockdown
(mobile phones, video conferences, masks
also appeared).

The Economical and Religious Context
All the magazines anticipated negative
economic consequences of the pandemic,
predicting the second Great Depression
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(DRz,12-MCS; 19-MCS), inflation (12-SCS),
higher taxes (TP, 16-SCS), unemployment
(TS, 17-SCS; NP, 15-SCS), company bank-
ruptcies and the collapse of healthcare (P,
16-SCS, 17-MCS).

Other themes included economy
defrosting (GP, 17-SCS; P, 17-SCS; TP,
20-SCS) and grassroots initiatives such as
struggle for survival (NP, 20-SCS; P, 19-SCS;
TS, 14-SCS). The magazines disagreed
slightly on the issue of the government
anti-crisis shield. The conservative-right
and Catholic weeklies viewed it positively
or neutrally, while P described it as “leaky”
(14-SCS), and TP indicated its shortcomings
(14-SCS).

Despite the last observation, the eco-
nomic theme was presented in a factual
way, focusing on the analysis of the state of
the economy during and after the lockdown.

Regarding the religious context, the
right-wing and Catholic magazines wrote
about the faith either neutrally (DRz,
15-SCS; 14-SCS) or positively (DRz,13-14-
SCS; TS, 18-MCS; GP, MCS-15), with the
latter raising more issues, e.g. the Easter
season, changes in administering holy
sacraments and the clergy’s fight against
the pandemic. They also quoted Church
officials and highlighted the role of faith/
prayer in getting stronger, e.g. “The patron-
ess of Europe. In times of crisis, calamities
and plague, Saint Catherine proved that
those who faithfully obey God can amaze
the world” (GN, 17-MCS). Interestingly, the
magazines saw the brighter sides of the
pandemic: the chance for conversion and
the de-commercialisation of Easter (GN,
19-MCS, 26-SCS).

TP maintained a balance of opin-
ion; saw hope in faith, but also noticed
problems related to it, e.g. spreading dis-
ease in churches (16-SCS) or economic
issues (16-SCS). The liberal magazines
distanced themselves from the subject,
and addressed it quite rarely. The religious
theme did not appear in Prze.

CONCLUSIONS
Adescription of the scale and manner
of presenting COVID-19 on the covers of
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ideologically biased socio-political week-
lies (RG1) was provided. The frequency with
which the coronavirus thread appeared in
CS (RQ1a) was indicated, including their
chronological distribution.

All the media referred to the pandemic,
but to different extents. The liberal weeklies
wrote about the pandemic most often, while
l'and TS wrote about it most rarely. The
coronavirus enjoyed the greatest interest of
the magazines in the period of March-April.
Afterwards, interest was decreasing, which
could be related to the presidential election
campaign.

The contexts in which reference was
made to the pandemic (RQ1b) were also
indicated. The most popular were: medi-
cal, political, social, economic and religious
ones. The last appeared also on the covers
of secular magazines. Its popularity is not
surprising as Poland is a Catholic country
where faith and its practices were impor-
tant issues during the epidemic; Bozewicz
2020:3).

The research material collected was
also analysed in terms of the relationship
between the media editorial policies and
the ways in which the epidemic was pre-
sented (RG2).

The structural level of media polari-
sation, represented by different ideologi-
cal bias of the magazines, resulted with
the behavioural polarisation in some of
the analysed thematic contexts (RQ2a, b).
The relationship between the two levels of
media polarisation was clearly noticeable
in the political context, where the media
image of the Minister for Health and the
electoral threads were radicalised.

In other contexts it was more difficult
to imply the media polarisation. The medical
theme focused mostly on the disease with-
out ideologising it. There were only a few
exceptions including the right-wing media
criticising WHO, aggressively calling its
chief “a communist” and binding him with
Russia and China. This approach can be
connected with the hostility of these media
to all manifestations of left-wing ideology
(or even more so communism), but also
with the desire to divide the world into ‘our’

and ‘theirs’ (China became the antihero of
several right-wing media covers). It is also
worth mentioning that right-wing media
did not really mention about crisis in Polish
health care system (as it was ruled by right-
wing government).

In the social context, the weeklies did
not differ when they referred to anxiety/fear.
Traces of polarisation could be observed
in the areas of education and community/
loneliness/mental problems/restrictions.
There were even some signs of corona-
scepticism in right-wing media, but — what
is interesting — they appeared in June, close
to the date of the first round of the presi-
dential election).

The economic context did not signifi-
cantly polarise either (except in relation to
the government anti-crisis shield).

In the religious context the differences
can be observed in the number of CS pre-
senting COVID-19 through the angle of faith,
but it cannot be considered as the evidence
for media polarisation.

It can be said that the magazines usu-
ally published coronavirus content accord-
ing to the established editorial policies,
which was evident in the scale and specific-
ity of the contextualisation of CS.

The behavioural level of media polari-
sation was expressed by biased reporting
which could result with creating the enemy
through visual/verbal means of expression.
No media tribes creation was observed, but
it was not much needed to become one:
representing the opposite party or simply
China would be enough. Undoubtedly, it was
the political context that brought radical
differences between the studied media, and
the division was intensified by presidential
elections (RQ2Db).

Taking the above considerations
into account, it can be assumed that the
problem analysed here fits into the cur-
rent research trends of media polarisation,
according to which politics is one of the
major flywheels for this phenomenon.

This paper does not, therefore, prove the
emergence of new types of polarisation,
but empirically confirms that in COVID-
19 case left-wing and liberal media were
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against right-wing government and right-
wing media were pro-government.

On the other hand, however, it shows
that medical, economic and religious
threads can also be studied in the context
of media polarisation. It is true that in these
areas media spoke about COVID-19in a
similar spirit, but it can be assumed that
this situation would change with issues
linked to more controversial world views
and ideologies (for example, abortion,
euthanasia or contraception).

The media mostly used metaphors,
epithets, exclamations, neologisms and
questions. The language sphere was emo-
tional and engaged, referring to combat,
with the conservative-right weeklies using
bluntness slightly more often. The liberal
and Catholic weeklies were more likely to
use either neutral or more sophisticated
means of expression, also in the visual
layer. The pandemic was referred to either
directly (as a coronavirus logo — traditional
or modified, images of hospital equipment
and protective clothing, doctors) or indi-
rectly (photographs or images of saints,
maps of Europe). Symbolism also appeared,
with references to Polish national colours,
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images of flames, crosses, the globe and
a new symbol: the letterbox. Colours were
also important, which — depending on the
message formulated - strengthened the
message either positively (green) or nega-
tively (black, grey, red).

This paper has certain limitations.
Only the covers of magazines were stud-
ied — they were chosen as the subject
of analysis deliberately because of their
significant functions. It must be admitted,
however, that the front pages do not present
their medium’s editorial policies, but only
metaphorically and briefly mention them.
They cannot be treated as the full emana-
tion of the medium’s editorial policy. Fur-
ther research in this area would, therefore,
require deepening, i.e. analysis of entire
articles announced on the covers by CS.

It would also be interesting to see how
the media image of COVID-19 was shaped
by television, radio and the internet. The
research sample was also based on media
representing opposite ideologies (which
reflected the structural level of media
polarisation). In the future, it might be worth
examining how the pandemic was referred
to in the typical centric media.
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