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The purpose of this paper is to examine the Hungarian Fidesz-KDNP government´s discursive practices of control and care during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. The paper researches the Hungarian government’s communication on the official Hungarian COVID-19 Facebook page during the first wave of the pandemic. Its aim is to answer the question how the Hungarian government articulated control and care to reinforce sedimented gendered division of care work and institutions of control to tackle the potential disruption of the system of care before the widespread vaccination of the elderly population was available in the country. The paper argues that the pandemic has allowed the government to exert control in areas, such as the crisis in the workforce market and health care system, as well as in the destabilized system of care work. The main finding is that in the material the government performs control over care work, whose intensified discussion during the pandemic could lead to a potential disruption within the illiberal logic on two different levels. First, physical care work related to immediate physical needs, like hunger, clothing, pain enacted by female shoppers, female health care workers and female social workers, is newly defined during the pandemic as local, family-bound and a naturally female task. Second, the government articulates care work, either as potentially harmful (for the elderly population and thus indirectly to the government’s familialist politics), or as vulnerable and in need of protection from outside influences (portrayed through the interaction of health care workers and “hospital commanders”). This enables the government to perform full state control over care workers through the mobilization of police and military masculinity and to strengthen and re-naturalize the already existing hierarchies between traditional gender roles from a new perspective during the pandemic. This state of affairs highlights the vulnerability both of the elderly population, on whom its familialism builds, and of the system of informal care work, which builds on the unpaid care work of female citizens, who paradoxically are also articulated as potential harm for the elderly and for the system.
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INTRODUCTION
Established gender roles highly contribute to the level of economic, health, and physical risks certain social groups face during a pandemic (Davies and Bennett 2016; Smith 2019; Connor et al., 2020). Women in Europe and the United States, limited by sedimented and unquestioned social gender norms, are, for instance, often expected to augment their caregiving roles during disease outbreaks (Smith, 2019; Connor et al., 2020). During national lockdowns due to the outbreak of the 2019 novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) additional care-related tasks, such as daytime childcare, have been the responsibility of women as well. It has resulted in a higher “caregiver burden” women in general need to face, that is a “multidimensional toll that caregivers experience to their social, emotional, spiritual, financial, and physical wellbeing” (Adelman Ronald et al., 2014; Connor et al., 2020). Julia Roth (2020) states that the COVID-19 pandemic is not just a health-related crisis, but functions “as a sort of prism or burning glass though which manifold systemic and structural pitfalls, inequalities and injustices became visible in new dimensions”. She points out that, as a consequence, the COVID-19 pandemic made topics that have “often been reduced to feminist niches,” such as gendered care work and the divisions of labor, more visible for the general public. This was clearly the case in Hungary, for example, especially after the closure of secondary schools when such gender disparities became immanent (Milanovich 2020; Roth 2020; Ti mit csináltok, 2020; UNICEF 2020). Moreover, some scholars even state that the pandemic has the potential to disrupt certain implicit pacts regarding the division of care work among genders and generations within and beyond families (Alon et al., 2020; Gregor and Kováts 2020).1
In Hungary, due to the economic tolls caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the state has decreased its social services, which has resulted in an increasing amount of unpaid and informal care work falling on women, especially in areas of childcare, elderly care, and health care (Ti mit csináltok, 2020; Fodor et al., 2021). Moreover, the cases from Hungary show how women tend to leave their lower income jobs more often than their male partners to provide extra care work for the family during the pandemic (Gregor and Kováts 2020; Ti mit csináltok, 2020). As recent research points out, even though on average Hungarian men have also increased their contributions to household duties, women’s contribution still grew significantly more than theirs and the pandemic has generally increased gender inequalities in terms of domestic care work (Fodor et al., 2021). The gender inequalities within the Hungarian informal care system became unsustainable after the closure of schools and the isolation of the elderly from the rest of the population in March 2020 (Ti mit csináltok, 2020). These two events have played an especially important factor in the organization of care work, as the contribution of elderly family members to care work within families, often manifested as childcare, cooking or help with children with disabilities (Ti mit csináltok, 2020), formed one of the bases of the Hungarian government’s social and family politics (Dupcsik and Tóth 2008; Gregor and Kováts 2020). However, as the elderly fall into the risk group, this population needs to stay in their own homes, even if they are healthy and mobile. This not only results in their isolation and the demand for extra care of their needs from the municipality–this care usually being provided by women working in daycare (Ti mit csináltok, 2020) but also in the suspension of the contribution of the elderly to the care work in many families. This dramatic change, paired with the closure of schools, results in additional childcare and teaching duties falling on families (Ónody-Molnár 2020). This situation could potentially lead to a crisis in the current informal caregiving system and the social politics of the government, which strongly builds on familialism, traditional division of work and the unpaid care work of women (Dupcsik and Tóth 2008; Grzebalska and Pető 2018; Gregor and Kováts 2020).
According to Roth (2020), the pandemic brought to light an institutionalized lack of gender equality and the crisis of systems of care work in many countries, which could potentially be used by anti-hegemonic right-wing populist groups to mobilize people against the hegemonic power holders. This points to the argument that gender as a “symbolic glue” often serves to affectively mobilize nationalistic, religious or anti-immigration policies (Korolczuk and Graff 2018, 799; Gunnarsson Payne et al., 2019; Aharoni and Féron 2020). Roth (2020) also argues that conservative political actors in hegemonic positions, in order to take control over the possible disruptions during the pandemic, need to reinforce and re-naturalize the idea of “the heteronormative family and the respective role models” as well as “the feminization and racialization of care work.” In Hungary the right-wing Fidesz-KDNP government has stabilized its hegemonic position and has since 2010 won the parliamentary elections with a landslide on three consecutive occasions. Thus, from their perspective the visibility of inequalities within the care work system can be seen as a threat that potentially disrupts their familialist social politics and opens up the discursive field to anti-hegemonic voices within the country. Accordingly, the government framed the COVID-19 pandemic as yet another crisis (similar to recent political, financial, or natural crises) (Orbán 2020, 00:2:20-25) that destabilizes the country’s health, economic and legislative system (Koronavírus, 2020, March 23). This paper argues that the pandemic has allowed the government to exert control in other areas, such as the crisis in the workforce market and health care system, as well as in the destabilized system of care work. The paper researches the Hungarian government’s communication on the official Hungarian COVID-19 Facebook page during the first wave of the pandemic. Its aim is to answer the question how the Hungarian government articulated control and care to reinforce sedimented gendered division of care work and institutions of control to tackle the potential disruption of the system of care before the widespread vaccination of the elderly population was available in the country.2
HUNGARY
The political landscape of Hungary is described as an illiberal democracy, a hybrid political system where an exceptional degree of power is concentrated within a parliamentarian democratic setting (Krekó and Enyedi 2018, 39). The idea of transforming Hungary into an “illiberal state” originates from PM Viktor Orbán, who defined illiberalism as a state-organizing logic that is based on nationalism, community, work, and Christian values, rather than liberal values, such as freedom, that are dominant in Western-European states (Orbán 2014). The “illiberal turn” in the Hungarian polity started in 2010 with the landslide electoral victory of the right-wing Fiatal Demokraták Szövetsége (FIDESZ)–Kereszténydemokrata Néppárt (KDNP) coalition over the left-liberal camp (Laczó, 2018). The illiberal turn means an increasing centralization of political power and a decrease in checks and balances, indicted by the government´s growing control over the courts, media and civil society. A lack of pluralism was justified by renewing the perceived threats against the polity, and a change in the electoral rules and the Constitution permanently weakened the political opposition. These changes have been in power for the last three electoral cycles (Bustikova and Guasti 2017, 168-174). In Hungary, the illiberal hegemony is constituted through the exclusionary imperative of “liberal” values and a “symbolic-constitutive rejection of the liberal left as illegitimate to rule or participate in (defining ‘real’) democracy” within and beyond the country’s borders (Palonen 2018, 9). The rejection of liberal values and a return to Christianity and a work-based society has also affected the Fidesz-KDNP government’s gender politics. Even though in Hungary, as opposed to the rest of Central and Eastern Europe, so far there are no civil anti-gender movements, current research draws attention to the anti-gender right-wing political discourse of the Fidesz-KDNP government (Kováts and Pető 2017). The government connects the term “gender” to the ideological control of the liberal European Union (Félix 2015; Kováts and Pető 2017). Therefore, after their landslide victory in 2010 they launched their family mainstreaming policies as a reaction to the allegedly anti-family and anti-Christian gender mainstreaming policies of the EU. Family mainstreaming has offered an illiberal solution to the problem of declining demography, which it sees in increasing the birth rate as opposed to immigration, which it connects to the EU’s liberal gender mainstreaming (Juhász 2012; Grzebalska and Pető 2018).
Accordingly, scholars see ideological familialism as “a form of biopolitics which views the traditional family as a foundation of the nation, and subjugates individual reproductive and self-determination rights to the normative demand of the reproduction of the nation” as a “key tenet of the illiberal project” (Kemper 2016; Grzebalska and Pető 2018, 167). In Hungary, however, besides ideological familialism a strong social familialism is present as well that is rooted in a widespread lack of social trust (Dupcsik and Tóth 2008). This means that family relations enjoy more strength and trust in the country than any other social relations, which are often based on obligation and are easy to destabilize (Dupcsik and Tóth 2008). This leads to a generally positive attitude among Hungarian citizens towards the family as a value as well as traditional gender roles associated with families, independently of their stand on gender equality (Dupcsik and Tóth 2008; 2014). Thus, traditional gender-based work division within families has remained generally intact in the country, even if the employment status or stand on gender equality shows variety among Hungarian citizens (Dupcsik and Tóth 2014). In general, more than 75% of care work, most typically laundry, cooking, and cleaning, is done by females, a division which typically none of the family members finds unfair (Dupcsik and Tóth 2014, 231). Accordingly, the Fidesz-KDNP government’s family mainstreaming policies can be understood as a way to combine ideological familialism in the name of illiberalism with a strongly present social familialism in citizens’ attitudes in order to gain electoral popularity. In the name of family mainstreaming, a Family Protection Bill became part of the Hungarian Constitution in 2013, which defines “family” from a traditional, heteronormative and Christian perspective. In 2012 the Catholic Church’s influential Lexicon (2003) was translated into Hungarian.3 The publication, which has triggered anti-gender civil movements throughout Europe (Kuhar and Paternotte 2017), introduces the doctrine of complementarianism, a central demand of current anti-gender movements throughout Europe (Kuhar and Paternotte 2017). Complementarianism, which has replaced the doctrine of female subordination, acknowledges basic women’s rights and their equally important work in public life as that of men. However, it also stresses the naturally different nature of men and women and especially women’s “special responsibilities for the family” (Case 2016, 7-8). The fact that the Lexicon’s most important parts on gender roles have been translated separately and published in advance in a journal for caring professionals (Kováts and Pető 2017, 119), points to the government’s highly gendered understanding of care work both within and beyond families. Even though later on the government highlighted the idea that family mainstreaming does not oppose but nourishes gender equality (Kováts and Pető 2017, 122), the government’s understanding of gender equality is comprehensible only within Christian teachings on gender complementarianism (Case 2016 13), as its gender polices “are often framed in a way that assumes and reaffirms traditional gender roles” (Grzebalska and Pető 2018, 167). As these roles disadvantage female citizens with higher education (Grzebalska and Pető 2018) and lessen the chances of women with children to re-enter the labor market, leading to a marginalization for women with small children (Fodor and Kispeter 2014), the family policies of the government only benefit women in traditional caregiver roles, in particular, as “mothers” (Grzebalska and Pető 2018).
However, in spite of the widely spread ideological and social familialism that results in generally positive attitudes towards traditional gender roles and a gender-based division of labor within families, the COVID-19 pandemic has initiated still ongoing public discussions on the systematic inequalities and limitations of the informal caregiving system (Laborczi 2020; Milanovich 2020; Ti mit csináltok, 2020; UNICEF 2020; Ónody-Molnár 2020; Bánlaki, 2021; Szabó, 2021). From the perspective of ideological familialism, discussions problematizing the power structures within traditional family constellations, that is, the amount of care work falling on women and the unfair division of labor between family members and between families and the state, mean a threat to familialism. Emancipatory discussions tend to see families as potential spaces of oppression, while familialism defines them as emotional units (Dupcsik and Tóth 2008). Moreover, emancipatory discussions potentially lead to the emergence of other (feminist) ideologies that could challenge the ideology of familialism, a challenge which, according to research, has been historically missing from Hungarian social and political discourses (Dupcsik and Tóth 2008). Thus, the turbulent gender-related consequences of the pandemic could potentially renew the gender mainstreaming versus family mainstreaming discourses and shed light on how the government’s family mainstreaming in effect hinders gender equality (Kováts and Pető 2017, 122; Ti mit csináltok” 2020). The government, instead of addressing the need for more female care workers during the pandemic (Ónódy-Molnár, 2020), tried to prevent discussions about the crisis in care work (Laborczi 2020; Milanovich 2020; Ti mit csináltok, 2020; UNICEF 2020; Ónódy-Molnár, 2020) by, for example, framing the closure of schools as fulfilling a request initiated by concerned (caregiver) parents (Grád-Kovács 2020; Ti mit csináltok, 2020), supporting and reinforcing their caregiver roles. Moreover, in its discursive practices the government also tried to re-naturalize traditional gender roles and feminize care work. It is these discursive practices that this paper aims to analyze.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
To capture the core ideas that the Fidesz-KDNP government has communicated during the pandemic and to embed the manifest content of their communication into its illiberal and anti-gender politics, I used the method of qualitative content analysis (Drisko and Maschi 2015). This holistic view on the communicated content favors the explanatory research design this paper is applying, in which the knowledge about the context in which the content is embedded is more clearly defined than in a basic and descriptive content analysis (Drisko and Maschi 2015, 91; Krippendorff 2013). Following the methodological steps of iterative qualitative sampling (Drisko and Maschi 2015), I defined my sample based on a cyclical process between data collection and data analysis. Collecting data from several sources, such as the official Hungarian COVID-19 homepage, the homepage of the government and several Facebook pages using the iterative sampling process, I decided to concentrate on the official Hungarian Facebook site on the COVID-19 pandemic as the source of material for the analysis. The page is maintained by the government and it provides the most material for analyzing the research question, namely the gender aspects of the government’s control, which is often articulated implicitly, and can be best captured through the analysis of the published visual material. In addition, recent research points out that Facebook is the most relevant and widely used social media in Hungary (Lévai 2018). Accordingly, the platform plays a crucial role in communication during the pandemic: the state of emergency was announced on the Facebook page in a video format; official announcements from both the Hungarian PM, Viktor Orbán, and the Operational Group (the Operational Group Responsible for Defense against the Coronavirus-infection; in Hungarian: A Koronavírus-fertőzés Elleni Védekezésért Felelős Operatív Törzs) were also live-streamed on Facebook. According to the Facebook page’s own introduction, the audience can read “trustworthy, controlled information in connection to the novel coronavirus and the defense against it” (Koronavírus 2020). The site defines itself as a governmental page and as the official Facebook page of the Operational Group. The Facebook page actively promotes the official governmental homepage on COVID-19 in Hungary, which serves as a source for the information published on this Facebook page and with which the content of its daily shared information often corresponds. The Facebook page, however, publishes more visual and less written content than the COVID-19 homepage. With more than 212,000 followers, the page has a relatively wide outreach in the country and received more than 190,000 likes by the end of 2020. According to visitors’ ratings, the page has a higher than average rating, obtaining 3.6 out of 5 stars. This number shows among the 126 respondents who rated the page how many recommended or did not recommend it, either by leaving a recommendation on the page itself or recommending it to other friends on Facebook. The biggest criticism from people who did not recommend the page is that the information posted is not objective and that the page instead creates panic, either by “blowing up” the importance of the coronavirus or by spreading governmental “propaganda” (Koronavírus 2020). Nevertheless, the posts receive a high level of reader engagement. On average each post from March and April, the most active phase of information sharing during the research period, has received more than 1,000 likes, more than 250 comments and was shared almost 180 times.4
I collected data from the page between 11 March and 18 June 2020, indicating the launch day of the Facebook page and the date when the state of emergency and the Enabling Act were withdrawn in Hungary (Koronavírus 2020). That is, the material concentrates on the first wave of the pandemic in Hungary. However, in terms of the findings, the performativity of control and its gender aspects continued throughout 2020 as well. The material from the data collection period consists of 365 posts and 757 images.5 The largest amount of information was published in March and April. As of 30 April 2020, the situation in the country stabilized and the national lockdown was lifted; in May and June the number of posts significantly decreased. First, I coded the posts as holistic entities, meaning that I coded both the published images and the texts they contain with nominal themes to describe the structure of the data. Throughout this phase I applied a combined deductive–inductive coding plan, combining previous preconceptions focusing on the theme of control and their gender aspects, such as the portrayal of male and female figures and their gender roles with an inductive “open-coding” approach to the data (Strauss and Corbin 1998; Drisko and Maschi 2015). In March the main themes were the case of a group of Iranian exchange students who were first diagnosed with the virus in the country and apparently refused to cooperate with the police; the announcement of the state of emergency and the closure of schools, which happened on the 16th of March; and the risk elderly people face combined with the reported extra care for them within the families as well as in the country. In April the most frequently mentioned theme was the lockdown, paired with photos showing law enforcement workers in operation, referring to the government’s heightened legislative control over the pandemic and over citizens during the lockdown. A large number of the posts were dedicated to the theme of available health care instruments and the state of facilities in the hospitals, such as the government’s control over the crisis through imported health care supplies and newly built hospitals. In addition, the visual portrayal of the work of health care workers became a regularly occurring theme. Later the economic action plan of the government was introduced, portraying the government as being in control of the financial consequences of the pandemic. At this time, the discussion on the elderly moved to the discussion on elderly homes, which became a hotspot for the virus and where most COVID-19 patients died during the researched time period. Visual portrayals of several elderly homes were published on a regular basis, presenting the investigating, and controlling national bodies taking over control in these institutions. In May the economic action plan, and especially the need and established possibilities for work were thematized the most, portraying the government as calm and optimistic about taking back control over the virus. In June mostly practical information was posted about the reopening of restaurants and borders. The government ended the state of emergency and numerous posts reported the successful defense against the virus, portraying the government as successfully controlling the virus.
As the next step, I qualitatively analyzed the connections and conflicts between the content categories (Krippendorff, 2013). The epistemology that guided the analysis and interpretation was the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe (1985). The analysis was based on the theoretical categories of discourse, articulation, and nodal point, which I will briefly define before presenting the results. Laclau and Mouffe (1985) displace the term “ideology” with “discourse” when talking about hegemonic struggles and thus they open up “reality as a site of [discursive] struggle” (DeLuca, 1999, 334). Importantly, discourse is not restricted to speech but is understood as “both the use of words and the actions” (Laclau 2006, 106), based on which (Palonen, 2019, 181) highlights the material means and consequences of its meaning-making processes. Using this understanding of discourse, the paper analyzes the posted texts and images in relation to the government’s legislative actions, which I conceptualize both as a contextual background to and as part of the government’s discourse, often occurring within the material. In Laclauian discourse theory, meaning is created through articulation, a practice that links together certain contingent–linguistic and non-linguistic, natural and social–elements into a partially fixed system. This system is established through relationality among the elements, which relations establish (fix) their meaning (Howarth, 2014, 5). Such meaning-producing relations are organized around a nodal point, meaning certain privileged signs that other signs in the articulation are ordered around, and whose meanings are defined in relation to them (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 112-113). The nodal point I was concentrating on when designing the study was control, and during the analysis I particularly examined how the system of care work is included in the government’s articulation of control. Accordingly, during the analysis I focused on the relation of the content categories care and control and my goal was to answer the question how their connections shed light on the gender aspects of control and how they potentially address the gender-related consequences of the pandemic.
RESULTS
Gendering control and care
In its articulation of control, the Hungarian government has widely used war metaphors during the pandemic, which, according to recent literature (Van Rythoven 2020), can serve to reduce the insecurities by connecting the time of the pandemic to well-known war-related collective memories and images (Goode et al., 2020). Already the introduction of the emergency law that refers to Articles 48–54 of the Constitution, which “provide for special emergency powers in case of an imminent danger of war and external armed attack and in the event of a natural or industrial disaster” (Kovács B., 2020), invoked the “war against the pandemic” metaphor, as it did in several other countries in Europe as well. Moreover, in January 2020 the government appointed the Coronavirus Operational Group, responsible for the defense against the disease, consisting of “many more army commanders in uniforms than healthcare professionals” (Kovács B., 2020). Since the state of emergency, three members of the Coronavirus Operational Group held a live-streamed session on national television every day at noon, where they reported on the latest progress of the pandemic, announced new rules and regulations, and gave advice for the time of the quarantine. They regularly appeared in the posts of the Coronavirus Facebook Page. Most of their press conferences were streamed live and stored to the page in video format, and captured stills of the members with added citations from the press conferences were used as visual material for the posts. The trio consisted of two male law enforcement workers, often a police officer and a soldier, and Cecilia Müller, the national Chief Medical Officer, leader of the National Public Health Center, who, due to her practical everyday advice and caring manner, became “the grandmother of the country” (Presinszky 2020). Müller is usually pictured in news about the health aspects of the virus, either reporting on its general spread in the country (e.g.: Koronavírus, 2020, April 3); drawing attention to the heightened care that the elderly population requires (Koronavírus, 2020, March 28); giving practical advice to families how to take care of them (Koronavírus, 2020, April 1); giving instructions on how to visit their family members in hospitals (Koronavírus, 2020, March 11); informing the public about the available health care services (Koronavírus, 2020a, May 15); or emphasizing and thanking the “devoted work” of the health care workers throughout the pandemic (Koronavírus, 2020a, May 12). The images of Róbert Kiss, Police Lieutenant Colonel and Tibor Lakatos, Colonel in their police uniforms, on the other hand, illustrate news on stricter border control (Koronavírus, 2020, April 21); or statistics on how many people were sanctioned for breaking the restrictions (Koronavírus, 2020, March 30; Koronavírus, 2020a, April 19). This gender division attributed to news about health care and control reflects the gendered articulation of care and control, which is striking in the imagery used by the government during the pandemic.
Control
References to a fight against the virus are constant on the COVID-19 Facebook page as well. In March 2020, for instance, Orbán announced that defense against the virus was organized on four fronts: police, military, health care and economic (Koronavírus, 2020, March 23). Since then, the presence of law enforcement and military masculinities significantly increased in the media in general, and accordingly, on the Facebook page as well, as military masculinity took over control on all four of the above-mentioned fronts. Thus, the visual articulation of control is strikingly gendered: the images illustrating the posts in this category represent police officers (85%) and soldiers (95%) with male actors.
First, police officers were portrayed as embodiments of legislative control over the pandemic. Since 4 March, as a heightened level of control was announced to be necessary, the power of law enforcement forces was widened, and emergency laws were introduced. In the material, police control was initially exerted over the first diagnosed COVID-19 patients, the “non-cooperative” Iranian students (Koronavírus, 2020, March 9). Their behavior in the hospital was framed as a crime by the Hungarian police and the short criminal proceedings ended with the controversial and, according to the civil protection organization Helsinki Committee, illegal deportation of 13 Iranian citizens from the country (Koronavírus, 2020, March 8; Az iráni diákok kollektív kiutasítása, 2020). Besides, control was regularly performed over people in home quarantine, in the material usually by publishing data on how many people had been ordered to stay in home quarantine and how many of them did not obey the laws, making police interventions necessary. The visual illustrations usually feature images of police officers (Koronavírus, 2020, March 20; Koronavírus, 2020a, April 23; Koronavírus, 2020, May 14).6 Further, since 28 March a strict lockdown was introduced: people could only leave for work and shopping purposes, which were patrolled by police officers (MTI 2020). Since 27 April the usage of obligatory masks was also controlled and the absence of masks was penalized by police officers first only in Budapest, but later extension to a national level was also discussed (Kötelező maszkviselést, 2020; Kötelezővé teszik, 2020). In the material, regular reports were published on how many people violated the lockdown and face-mask rules and were sanctioned by heavy fines or were involved in criminal proceedings (e.g.Koronavírus, 2020, April 8; Koronavírus, 2020b, April 19). The visual illustration of the information contains albums with 5-10 images portraying sanctioning and disciplining police and military authorities walking on the streets, interrogating people, or potentially giving out fines (Koronavírus, 2020, April 7; Koronavírus, 2020, April 8; Koronavírus, 2020b April 19).
Second, another frequent war-related metaphor is the war over the health supplies. Orbán, for example, frames health masks imported from China as “the loot of the Eastern raids” (Koronavírus, 2020, March 24). The military is highly involved in controlling and distributing the necessary health supplements, and military forces are portrayed as helping the government by taking supplies from airplanes and distributing them among health care facilities, such as hospitals and homes for the elderly. Military forces also took over control of hospitals. On 30 March Hungarian military officers were appointed as “hospital commanders” to the head of each hospital. These positions were filled either by police officers or soldiers and were represented, apart from one image, by male figures, reflecting the social reality of gendered work segregation in Hungary (AEEK 2019). Officially, their task is to control and manage the material and human resources of the hospitals (Béres 2020), activities which are also regularly photo-documented on the Facebook page (e.g.:Koronavírus 2020, March 30, Photo album: “Védőeszközök és a kórházparancsnokok”). Further, military forces also built an emergency hospital in the small town of Kiskunhalas within two and a half weeks of Orbán personally visiting (Koronavírus, 2020, April 11) and regularly disinfected homes for the elderly, which was also thoroughly documented in visual albums in the material (e.g.: Koronavírus, 2020 April 17). Finally, on the economic front, military officers took control over the production of the country’s strategic companies, such as the Hungarian Oil Company (MOL) and directed it to produce disinfection liquids (MOL Hygi) that they then distributed to hospitals and homes for the elderly (e.g.:Koronavírus, 2020, April 16, Photo album: “Fertőtlenítőszerek is érkeznek a kórházakba”). In addition, the Hungarian Army has stepped up as a strategic new employer for everyone who was left without a job after the pandemic (Koronavírus, 2020b, April 23; Koronavírus, 2020, May 19). The articulation of control thus connected the government’s more controlling (centralized) legislative measures with its aspiration to control (or lessen) the pandemic’s negative health-related and economic consequences. This gives control a double meaning: its meaning as lessening freedom, that is regulation, causally relates to its meaning as lessening damage, that is protection, a more outward looking and conflict-oriented version of care. Control, both in terms of regulation and protection, is connected to masculinized state institutions, such as the police and the military, which masculinizes control and embeds it into a conflict-based, militarized war-topology.
Care
Following the example of Cecilia Müller, besides military and police masculinities, femininized health care workers are portrayed in a large number of Facebook posts with photo albums capturing them during work, containing 9-15 individual images each (e.g.: 30 April 2020, Photo album: “Sok a munka a Szent János Kórházban is”). On the textual level, the group of health care workers who are particularly thanked due to their “devoted work” are the nurses, family doctors and the trained volunteers who work as auxiliary nurses during the pandemic (Koronavírus, 2020, April 30; Koronavírus, 2020b, May 12). This list concentrates on health care workers either with the least amount of education in health care (nurses and volunteers), or who are employed by local municipalities as opposed to the state (family doctors), engaging with the direct needs of the patient, as opposed to specialists or doctors (Kovács K., 2020; Blaskó 2020). Visually, health care workers in direct physical contact with patients are almost exclusively portrayed through female figures, performing the gendered act of care work: bending down to patients with a smile and touching them gently (e.g.:Koronavírus, 2020a, May 15, Photo: No title added), whereas among the patients there was no significant difference in terms of gender representation. This reflects the binary social reality, as according to statistical data there are significantly more female than male workers among nurses, however there are more male workers among doctors (AEEK 2019). Importantly, however, although their body is almost fully covered with the protective gear obligatory in hospitals when working with COVID-19 patients, thanks to various tactics in their portrayal, their bodies are still visibly gendered. Such tactics are, for instance, close shots of the facial area, close shots of the hair area that makes the length of the hair visible even if it is covered by a protective cap, or in some cases shots of handmade writings (for instance “Dr Dóri”) and drawings (for example a flower) on the protective gear, the flower assumedly being made by and referring to the person who wears it (Koronavírus 2020, April 30, Photo: No title added).7 Care is thus strongly feminized in its articulation. Care work is articulated as it does not require high education and, in contrast to the masculinized state institutions of control, is organized locally by the municipalities, both in the cases of the hospitals as well as the homes for the elderly. Care differs from the protective understanding of control–which is articulated as conflict-oriented, focusing on threat and organized on the state level–as it is based on help and compassion, focuses on those in need, and is connected to the personal and physical dimensions of direct interactions.
Controlling care
Firstly, the articulation of control in relation to care sheds further light on how the masculinized institutions of control and the feminized interpersonal tasks of care relate to each other. Importantly, in the visual representation of law enforcement workers during their controlling and sanctioning activities in public spaces, 77 percent of the civilians they encounter are female figures. These figures are often pictured during their shopping activities either near a supermarket carrying shopping bags or in a market hall browsing among goods. The reason behind the high number of such images is the regulation that restricted the time to between 9 and 12 a.m. for only the elderly population to visit the stores. To ensure that citizens follow this regulation, law enforcement workers organized systematic raids in market halls, food stores, and pharmacies (e.g.:Koronavírus, 2020, March 31, Photo album: “A kijárási korlátozás 4. napja”). As these locations are visited mostly by female citizens–in any age group–providing care work for their families, the illustration usually portrays female figures during typically female everyday activities, such as doing the shopping and browsing among products. This is counterbalanced with a controlling male figure, usually a police officer, talking to the female figure. The figure of the police officer is usually portrayed as taller or bigger and with a more relaxed body composition than the female figure, which establishes a hierarchized and gendered connection between care and control (e.g.:Koronavírus 2020, April 2, Photo: No title added). On the textual level, this portrayal is framed as an act of caring protection as, for instance, the following image description shows: “The police uses “reassuring, helpful, empathetic and loyal measures” to encourage the public to comply with the curfew” (Koronavírus, 2020, April 2, Photo: No title added). Besides, as women who are portrayed on such images are labelled as “elderly people” in the description, these images articulate control as “empathetic” protection first and foremost, of the elderly population (e.g.: Koronavírus, 2020; March 29, Photo: No title added). However, in some images younger women are portrayed, and the capitation of those images refers to the sanctioning meaning of control, such as: “In the last 24 hours, police officers have taken action in 1255 cases against those who violated the rules of curfew” (Koronavírus 2020, April 10). Accordingly, these portrayals might represent younger female figures as potential harm towards the elderly, who they endanger if they do their shopping outside the permitted hours. This means also a potential harm indirectly towards the government’s politics of care, because this politics centers on the contribution of the elderly to care work within families and thus depends on the safety of this population (Dupcsik and Toth 2008; Grzebalska and Pető 2018; Gregor and Kováts 2020).
Secondly, another theme that pictures control as protection of the elderly, and thus indirectly of the government’s politics of care, relates to the mass COVID-19 infection in old people’s homes caused by not following hygiene rules in several of these institutions. Controlling groups representing the “epidemiological authority of the government” were sent to many of these institutions to check the professional competence of the care workers in the institutions and whether they complied with the epidemiological and hygiene rules ordered by the government (e.g.:Koronavírus, 2020, April 11, Photo album: “Ellenőrzés a Pesti úti idősotthonban”). Members of the controlling group are often portrayed with the elderly residents of the institutions. In such cases, they are pictured in a caring position, for instance with a smile, and use various techniques to lower their body position, such as taking a seated position, or bending over towards the residents (e.g.:Koronavírus 2020, June 18, Photo: No title added). Accordingly, control is articulated again as care and protection towards the elderly. However, when portrayed with social workers, the posture of the controllers’ change. In their portrayal, social workers, mostly women, are pictured in lower body positions, for instance lowering their heads or looking upwards towards the controlling figures (e.g.:Koronavírus 2020, May 14, Photo: No title added). On the contrary, members of the controlling groups are pictured in higher body positions, and even if they are not homogenously gendered–meaning there are just as many female as male figures among them–they are portrayed as bigger in comparison to the female social workers. Further, they often carry sheets of papers with them while questioning the social workers (e.g.:Koronavírus 2020, May 14, Photo: No title added). Thus, the hierarchy between care and control is immanent. Besides, the feminization of care work is again striking as all social workers portrayed in the material are female. Moreover, the social workers are wearing more homey outfits, for instance, slippers, and only a face mask to protect themselves. By contrast, the controlling figures are always wearing full-body protective gears, gloves, covered outside shoes and hair protection (e.g.:Koronavírus, May 14, 2020, Photo: No title added). This portrayal can refer to a gendered private-public differentiation between care and control. In addition, repeated posts reported that doctors were not present at old people’s homes in Budapest during the time of the official control, so they could not execute professional medical control over the residents and over colleagues (e.g.:Koronavírus, 2020a, April 24). This further emphasizes that care work in its most direct and physical form (such as the care work provided by social workers, nurses, and volunteers during the pandemic) needs professional control either from a doctor, or from the government’s authorities.
Thirdly, the hierarchical relation between care and control is expanded from physical care work to health care in general when law enforcement workers appeared in the hospitals. According to the COVID-19 Facebook page, the appointed “hospital commanders” fulfilled two roles. On the one hand, they provided hospitals with enough medical and protective gear to protect health care workers who are in direct contact with the patients, who, as I showed above, are mainly gendered as female. On the other hand, they ease the workload of medical directors and hospital directors, who are exclusively male actors in the material, which again reflects the existing hierarchized gender segregation within Hungarian health care (AEEK 2019). This articulation of control further nuances its meaning: control as a means of protection is targeted at feminized health care workers, whereas with male hospital directors, control acquires the meaning of help and assistance. When female health care workers are portrayed with “hospital commanders,” they are usually placed in the background as passive figures, watching the male figures and waiting for them, for example, to unpack protective gear (e.g.:Koronavírus 2020, April 3, Photo: No title added). On the other hand, images of “hospital commanders” offering help to the hospital directors picture them on a similar eye level, as coworkers, which is also signaled by their shared activities (e.g.:Koronavírus 2020, March 30, Photo: “Fábián Bertold rendőr alezredes”). Thus, whereas protection refers to a built-in hierarchy between protector and protected, help and assistance is portrayed as cooperation between two equals.
Finally, the articulation of control and care has a geographic dimension as well. For instance, the largest old people’s homes with the highest numbers of infections and death cases are in the capital. Here the frequent negative portrayal offered an opportunity to highlight a Budapest versus countryside division in the material. Furthermore, discourses on homes for the elderly also emphasized the centralized nature of control over the locally organized care work, as the management of old people’s homes and the care of the elderly in general (for example, home deliveries, etc.) were reportedly the responsibility of the municipalities and not the government. Thus, performances of control became the exclusive responsibility of the centralized government, who controlled local municipalities, who in turn performed care work (Koronavírus, 2020, March 25). The geographic differentiation has its gender aspects as well. People in the countryside are pictured as female and are referred to in the material as in need of help. They are portrayed as waving to police officers from their doorsteps, who according to the description of the images visit them to offer help (e.g.: Koronavírus 2020, April 20, Photo: No title added). The capital area, however, is continuously referred to as a place “where police officers have a lot to do” in terms of controlling and sanctioning those who do not cooperate with the lockdown regulations. They are often shown to be women, for example jogging outside in front of a huge outdoor banner that says, “Stay home” (Koronavírus 2020 April 2, Photo: “Koronavírus - Maradj otthon!”), walking without masks (Koronavírus 2020, April 7, Photo: No title added) or getting a fine (Koronavírus, 2020 April 10).
In conclusion, in the analyzed material, control is articulated both as regulation and protection, tightly bound to the masculinized state institutions of the police and the military. In relation to care, which is articulated in a highly feminized way, on the one hand, control means protection: first and foremost, the protection of elderly people, but also of care workers, and citizens from the countryside. On the other hand, control regulates and sanctions care work when it is portrayed as a potential harm to the elderly population. Care work as a potential harm is performed by young female citizens who shop in the time frame reserved for the elderly, and by female social workers in old people’s homes who do not comply with hygiene rules. Care and control are articulated in a gendered way both on the visual and on the textual level of the material. On a visual level, caregivers are portrayed as women in their own environment (wearing slippers and informal clothing), where control appears as an external factor, mostly portrayed by male figures or masculinized positions. On the textual level, nurses are thanked for their “devoted work,” where passion and humanity are the most important factors, proven by that fact that even briefly trained volunteers are suitable to execute it (Koronavírus, 2020b, May 12). The work of law enforcement workers, however, is framed as a highly professional duty in the material (Koronavírus, 2020a, April 24), referring to a gender-based differentiation that renders feminized care work to the realm of the informal, private sphere, whereas masculinized control is associated with the institutionalized public sphere. The government performs control over care work, whose intensified discussion during the pandemic could lead to a potential disruption within the illiberal logic on two different levels. First, physical care work related to immediate physical needs, like hunger, clothing, pain, enacted by female shoppers, female health care workers and female social workers, is newly defined during the pandemic as local, family-bound and a naturally female task. Second, the government articulates care work, either as potentially harmful (for the elderly population and thus indirectly to the government’s familialist politics), or as vulnerable and in need of protection from outside influences (portrayed through the interaction of health care workers and “hospital commanders”). This enables the government to perform full state control over care workers through the mobilization of police and military masculinity and to strengthen and re-naturalize the already existing hierarchies between traditional gender roles from a new perspective during the pandemic. This state of affairs highlights the vulnerability both of the elderly population, on whom its familialism builds, and of the system of informal care work, which builds on the unpaid care work of female citizens, who paradoxically are also articulated as potential harm for the elderly and for the system.
DISCUSSION
In this paper I analyzed the Hungarian Fidesz-KDNP government’s articulation of control and its relation to care work in the material published on the official governmental Facebook page during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. The material shows that the government has used the pandemic to articulate a new crisis and thus, that the health crisis, often framed as global disruption in everyday practices, served to maintain the continuity of performing control in the country. First, on the level of execution, the government performed strong control by strengthening its centralized illiberal position though the announcement of emergency laws–like the Enabling Act, which provided it with even wider executive powers than before–regulations, and by strictly controlling all public information in connection to the pandemic and sanctioning everyone who did not comply with these rules. Such executive control was performed by the government-controlled state institutions through frequent appearances of law enforcement workers, police and military officers. Second, in relation to care, the articulation of control gained a double, somewhat contradictory meaning. In the material control in relation to care was articulated either as protection, first of the elderly population and second of the health care workers, or as a regulatory and sanctioning act towards female citizens who by performing care work also potentially harm the elderly population and thus indirectly the government’s familialist politics. Importantly, the above-mentioned articulations of care and control, have an immanent gendered layer. First, portraying care work of the sick and elderly with female figures can be seen as an attempt to feminize care work through re-naturalizing its gendered portrayal and to re-naturalize its place in the private sphere to support the government in its neoliberal social politics to give out as little financial support and aid as possible during the pandemic. Second, the feminized care work is also articulated as in need for state control, portraying female citizens, especially those who provide care work in the informal or lower paid professional spheres, as a potential threat towards the elderly and government’s familialist politics. Even though further research is needed to elaborate this point, this portrayal might refer to the government´s attempt to create new scapegoats for the instabilities of its social care system instead of addressing its shortcomings (Szikra 2018). This potential harm of female citizens to the elderly has a geographic emphasis as well. As “gender mainstreaming” is usually framed as the ideological colonialism of the West in Hungary (Kováts and Pető 2017, 120) and is associated with the urban ruling elite, thus the capital area (Graff et al., 2019), the illiberal anti-elitism intertwines with anti-gender stances. In the material, female citizens are more often portrayed as potentially harmful in the urban than in the rural settings. Further conclusions would require additional research. Still, this portrayal resonates with a recent sociological finding, according to which the pandemic particularly increased the gender inequality in terms of household work in the cities, by increasing the amount of care work especially among middle class, highly educated city dweller females (Fodor et al., 2021, 95). They, accordingly, potentially represent the biggest threat to disrupt the government’s social and family politics. In Hungary, the government exerts control over care work, whose intensified discussion during the pandemic could potentially lead to a disruption within the illiberal logic during the first wave of the pandemic, when rapid vaccination of the elderly and of care workers (health care workers, school and kindergarten teachers) was not yet available to stabilize the disrupted system of care work. Sedimented gender roles and control over the care system are successfully reinforced to prevent any possible feminist anti-hegemonic mobilization within the country. In the long term, this gives an opportunity for the government to strengthen its anti-gender family politics in which care work can be understood as a constellation of private and unpaid cross-generational and cross-gender transactions, and to create new scapegoats in the portrayal of city dweller female citizens. Further research would, however, be necessary to explore how the visible structural and systemic inequalities influenced feminist anti-hegemonic articulations within the researched period (Roth 2020).
DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
Publicly available datasets were analyzed in this study. This data can be found here: https://www.facebook.com/koronavirus.gov.hu.
AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
The author confirms sole responsibility for the following: study conception and design, data collection, analysis and interpretation of results, and manuscript preparation.
FUNDING
During the writing process the author was funded by the Kone Foundation project, a Now-Time, Us Space: Hegemonic Mobilisations in Central and Eastern Europe (nr.: 201904639) and was supported by the Academy of Finland funded Whirl of Knowledge: Cultural Populism in European Polarised Politics and Societies (WhiKnow) project (nr.: 320275).
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
I would like to thank the HEPPsinki research team for their valuable support, my PhD supervisor, Emilia Palonen and the organizers and participants of the Gender and Populism SKY PhD Seminar at the University of Helsinki for their insights and comments.
11Footnotes
1The effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on intensifying established gender order has resulted in Hungary, and in many other countries, in an increase of reported cases of domestic violence against women (Nők elleni erőszak, 2020). This “shadow pandemic“ (Özkazanç-Pan and Pullen 2020) is often associated with the lockdown regulations in many countries around the world. The explanation is that being locked up together increases violence in families, which is often affected by culturally sedimented gendered ways of coping with the increased levels of stress during the pandemic (Nők elleni erőszak, 2020; Özkazanç-Pan and Pullen 2020). According to research, men often abuse alcohol to cope with increasing levels of stress associated with financial difficulties (Dunaway, 2018) and isolation (Posfai, 2020) during pandemic outbreaks or economic recessions. Moreover, due to the decreased opening hours or the shut down of public service providers during lockdown – in Hungary this includes courts – reporting cases of domestic violence is also harder and even the progress of reported cases is slower than usual. Hence, many victims face isolation leading to even more stress and violence (Nők elleni erőszak, 2020; Posfai 2020).
2During the second wave of the pandemic similar governmental tendencies concerning control and care can be observed. However, the government set up a rapid vaccination process for the elderly and for teachers, which also suggests that the government did take some actions to tackle the disrupted system of care work.
3Lexicon of the Family, Családlexikon 2012
4In comparison, posts on the most popular Facebook page in Hungary, that of the airplane company Wizz Air, with over 3 million likes, had on average similar user engagement numbers just before the pandemic outbreak in the country (Wizz Air Facebook statistics, 2021).
5This paper is designed in line with the most recent ethical guidelines on social media research (Townsend and Wallace 2016) and the privacy policies of the online platforms from which the material is collected (e.g., “Terms of Service” 2019). As all actors included in the research are public figures and the COVID-19 Facebook page is openly accessible for the public with hundreds of thousands of followers, it is reasonable to consider the data from there as public. As the aim of, and reasonable expectation for, the platform is to reach as many people as possible with their contents, the data are not considered sensitive and their direct republication is not considered to pose any potential harm to their publisher (cf. Townsend and Wallace 2016).
6To reinforce the war rhetoric, it is worth noting that those in compulsory home quarantine needed to post a sign from the authorities (“a red card”) on their door, which can easily be connected with the segregation of Jewish citizens during the Second World War (Kovács K., 2020).
7When male and female health care workers are portrayed together, a certain gendered hierarchy is visible among them with the male body occupying a central and higher position, whereas female bodies—usually more than one near to a single male body—occupy the lower positions of the listener or the assisting helper, for instance when the male figure is getting into his protective gear (Koronavírus 2020b; May 15, Photo: No title added).
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