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This article studies how a technocratic populist can visually perform the authenticity and
connection to ‘the low’ that is key to a populist performance while also maintaining the
performance of expertise that is central to technocratic populist success. It relies on the
case study of Czech prime minister Andrej BabiS and uses Facebook data from his profile
in March and September—October 2020, the two peak moments of the crisis in the first and
second waves of the COVID-19 pandemic. After offering a timeline of the Czech COVID-19
epidemic in 2020, it applies a dramaturgical analysis to four representative photos from
Babis’ Facebook page. It finds that Babis was able to simultaneously articulate both
expertise and authenticity, thereby both creating a connection to ‘the people’ while also
articulating himself as an expert capable of handling the pandemic. He articulated expertise
through a technocratic bodily performance, presenting himself as a cosmopolitan leader
with international symbols of power like neutral-colored suits and elegant surroundings. At
the same time, he also articulated himself as an authentic politician by showing his
Facebook followers backstage imagery like a disorganized table and by showing
himself as a busy man and an exceptionally hard worker. By illuminating the visual
performance of technocratic populism, it offers insight into how technocratic populists
constitute the expertise that their success rests on and that can also pose a threat to
democratic societies, especially in a time of crisis.

Keywords: technocratic populism, performance, visual politics, Andrej babis, Facebook, COVID-19

INTRODUCTION

Recent years have witnessed a rise in studies focusing on technocratic populism as a distinct variant
of populism (e.g., de la Torre 2013; Bustikova and Guasti, 2019; Castaldo & Verzichelli 2020;
Perottino & Guasti 2020; Snegovaya 2020). Guasti and Bustikova (2020, 468), define technocratic
(sometimes referred to as managerial (Havlik 2019) or centrist (Havlik & Voda 2018)) populism as
an “output-oriented populism that directly links voters to leaders via expertise,” wherein leaders
present themselves as experts and present a “direct, personalized link” to their people, crossing over
traditional left-right divides. Understanding populism as a “mode of articulation” (Laclau 2005) that
creates an antagonistic frontier between “the people” and “the Other,” technocratic populists present
themselves as representative of the ordinary people, pitted against the elite political establishment as
the Other. It emerges as a response to perceived bad governance (Bustikova and Babos, 2020);
technocratic populists often position themselves as anti-corruption fighters, such as Igor Matovi¢ in
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Slovakia, or leaders from business who can translate their
experience into good governance, such as Andrej Babi§ in the
Czech Republic. Similarly, entrepreneurial populism (Heinisch &
Saxonberg 2017) appears when success in business forms the
basis of a leader’s claim to power. Entrepreneurial populist parties
are socially moderate and centered around a highly trusted leader
with a background in business, who claims that he will run the
country like a business; Heinisch & Saxonberg (2017) note that
this type describes Babi§ particularly well.

In considering populism through Laclau’s lens as a mode of
articulation, this study views populism as a performative act
(Moffitt 2016; Palonen 2018) and a process of political meaning
making (Laclau & Mouffe 1985). “The people” and “the Other” do
not exist before they are articulated, and thus constituted, in
opposition to one another. These meaning making processes take
place not only through spoken or written language, but also
through rhetorical, stylistic, or visual articulations or actions,
which are constitutive because of their performative character
(Palonen 2019). In other words, it views populism as form rather
than content (Laclau 2005; Palonen 2021); both “the people” and
“the Other” are empty of meaning until a political actor
constitutes them. In a technocratic populist movement, then,
‘the people’ would generally be constituted expansively rather
than exclusively in a national or ethnic sense, and “the Other” is
more likely to appear as the political elite behind the perceived
bad governance. The technocratic populist claims to represent the
people in the “empty space of power” (Palonen 2021) by
articulating himself as an expert who can more effectively
work on their behalf.

The core logic of technocratic populism thus lacks the strong
nativism and nationalism that characterizes the more frequently
occurring right-wing populist movements, although technocratic
populist movements can and sometimes do incorporate nativist
and nationalist elements in their discursive frameworks; Babis, for
example, articulated immigrants as part of the constituent Other
in his pre-2021 parliamentary election campaign messaging
(Andrej Babis, 2020e, September 23, 2021). Technocratic
populism has anti-democratic potential in that it aims to
quash debate in the name of prioritizing expertise (Bustikova
and Guasti, 2019; Havlik 2019; Guasti 2020b). It delegitimizes
political opponents and leads to apathy among potential voters
(Bustikovd and Guasti, 2019). Amidst the growing awareness of
technocratic populism as a potential cause of democratic
backsliding, the COVID-19 pandemic offered an
unprecedented opportunity for it to shine. Even beyond
previous findings that crises both provide an opening for and
often are an inherent element of populist politics (Moffitt 2015;
Moffitt  2016; 2017; 2018),
technocratic populism and its politicization of expertise hold a
unique appeal in a crisis demanding expertise in public health (or
at least the appearance of it) above all else (Guasti & Bustikova
2020). At the same time, people are open to losing civil liberties if
a trusted expert made the decision to take them away (Arceneaux
et al., 2020). This allowed technocratic populists in the Czech
Republic and Slovakia to follow a similar playbook in their
handling of the crisis. In addition to bypassing previously
established and institutionalized methods of responding to the
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crisis and going about policy making in an erratic way, responsive
to public demands—both features of general populist crisis
responses—technocratic populists additionally politicized and
thereby weaponized medical expertise to gain legitimacy
(Bustikova and Babo$, 2020). In the Czech Republic, this
playbook worked well during the first wave, but then fell apart
in the second wave when Babi§’ responsiveness to public demands
of openness pushed him to delay the government’s response to
the increasing case numbers in the late summer and early fall.

Populist politicians, however, do not simply appeal to their
potential electorate through policy proposals and decisions,
technocratic or otherwise. They make affective connections
with supporters through their physical performances; what
they do with their bodies and the way that they behave is just
as important as what they say (Casullo 2020a: 29). Elements like a
populist politician’s clothes, hairstyle, posture, and hand gestures,
in addition to their words and diction, all come together as part of
a populist political style, which attempts to appeal “the people”
against “the elite” and often relies on “bad manners” (Moffitt
2016: 44) or “flaunting of the Tow™ (Ostiguy 2017), that is,
abnormal political behavior, in order to do so. These physical and
linguistic discursive articulations are performative, producing the
effects that they name (Butler 1993). Social identities are formed,
according to Butler, 1988 (529), through the “stylized repetition
of acts through time,” acts which obtain meaning through their
relative position in a discourse. The meaning granted to any
individual performative action is also unfixed, but it is based on
the meaning acquired by previous iterations of the same or
similar actions (Peck, et al, 2009). To claim the mantle of
control that technocratic populists claim their level of
expertise must grant them, then, they must perform this
quality of expertise through recognizable articulations that
constitute it. When these articulations take place on social
media, as is the focus of this study, it is worth remembering
that they are usually the work of a professional PR team crafting
the populist politician’s ultimate performance, a fact widely
known and publicized in Babi§’ case (e.g., Rysava & Dolejsi
2018); however, these curated social media performances still
contribute to the overall bodily performances of populist leaders.

Casullo (2020a, 30) describes these articulations as the
technocratic bodily performance, which “erases the marks of
subjectivity and ... is as impersonal as possible.” It relies on
“proper” clothes from the professional world, such as neutral
colors, business suits, and simple hair styles. It rejects anything
ostentatious and limits the use of status symbols, thereby allowing
the politician him or herself to appear transparent, a carrier of
expertise rather than a flawed human. The elements here are
cosmopolitan rather than connected to a certain national or
ethnic identity; they are international symbols of expertise and
leadership that cross the lines of business and politics.

It is important to study these bodily performances because the
populist leader embodies the whole movement and thus also “the
people” (Casullo 2020b), becoming an empty signifier that
represents all the movement’s demands. However, the
technocratic bodily performance might seem incompatible
with the functions that a populist leader’s body performs.
According to Casullo (2018, 2020b), the populist leader’s body

Frontiers in Political Science | www.frontiersin.org

November 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 734093


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#articles

Hartikainen

has three functions: there is always something that connects him
to the “lower” traits of the people; he always has something that
differentiates him from his followers; and he always displays a
symbol of power. Symbols of power are easy to find in a
technocratic populist’s bodily performance, perhaps a business
suit or the elite surroundings where the leader is photographed.
The same goes for elements that differentiate the leader from his
followers: while for Hugo Chavez this was an expensive watch
that went along with his more common dress (Salojarvi 2020), the
technocratic populist might employ any number of subtly placed
designer items—a watch, glasses, electronic tools, etc.—that
contribute to the performance of expertise.

The connection to the “lower” traits of the people—in other
words, the “bad manners” that make up part of Moffitt (2016)
conception of the populist political style—must look different for
technocratic populists than they do for politicians whose main
source of appeal was not expertise, however. Examples of this type
of link to the people, such as Donald Trump’s “inappropriate”
rhetoric or Timo Soini’s football scarfs (Salojarvi 2020), could
harm the image of expertise. At first glance, technocratic
populists maintaining expertise as a key part of their appeal
appear more closely connected to Ostiguy (2017) conception of
the “high,” rather than the transgressive “low.” This marks an
important distinction between technocratic populists and many
other populist leaders, but an expansive view of “the low” reveals
angles that connect it to a technocratic performance. The “low”
marks a politician as “one of ours” (Ostiguy 2017: 6) in the eyes of
a voter; in a political-cultural sense, it appears as personalistic and
strong leadership (Ostiguy 2017: 9-10) or even “ballsyness,”
(Ostiguy 2017:10), the propensity to take action rather than
merely talk about it. Articulations that fit into these categories
within “the low” may still not appear to be transgressive or “bad
manners,” which points to a limitation in the approach to
populism as a political style. However, the “low” element of
the populist leader’s body could also take the form of a
performance of political authenticity, which entails four main
dimensions of a politician’s performance: consistency, intimacy,
ordinariness, and immediacy (Luebke 2020). Populist politicians
often show their “authentic” natures in so-called backstage
imagery (Salojarvi 2020), which often presents them as
something other than an ideal, manicured politician. They
often blur the lines between front stage and backstage, relying
on backstage imagery (Timo Soini’s greasy hair, for example)
even in official photographs. This produces an effect of
transparency and authenticity, which helps to connect the
populist leader to “the people.”

With the different technocratic populist embodiment of “the
people,” however, the backstage imagery that constitutes political
authenticity must take a different form, producing the effect of
expertise rather than a connection to the people through the low.
Just as the technocratic bodily performance relies on
internationally recognizable symbols of power and expertise,
the technocratic performance of authenticity might rely on
recognizable visual elements signifying hard work, exhaustion,
or access to high places—that is, the backstage and usually unseen
elements that come together in the end to produce the front stage
expertise and power that the technocratic populist uses to work

Andrej Babi$; Technocratic Populist Performance

for the people (see Table 1). Through this performance of
authenticity, technocratic populists can both appear
cosmopolitan and “high” while still connecting to the
personalistic “low” as they show the backstage process that
goes into creating the “high.” Rather than transgressing by
breaking the rules, a technocratic populist does so by
“authentically” revealing the underside—the hard work, the
time spent, the messy office spaces—of what goes into
following them.

This paper builds on Bustikova and Babos (2020) study of
the policy decisions that technocratic populists made during
the COVID-19 crisis, turning instead to how they perform the
expertise that technocratic populists claim to have. Relying on
a broad conception of the populist leader’s bodily
performance to include not only his costume and physical
presence but also his props, staging, and backdrop, this paper
will consider how a technocratic populist visually performs
technocratic expertise and thereby embodies the people
through visual backstage imagery in a crisis situation, using
the case study of Czech prime minister Andrej Babi$. It finds
that while Babi§ maintained the technocratic bodily
performance that is not typical to populist leaders, he also
deployed non-bodily backstage imagery in order to forge a
link with the people.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The first section of the results gives a timeline of the COVID-19
pandemic in the Czech Republic during the time of study, between
March 2020 and October 2021. I began by observing the
progression of the pandemic virtually, following Babi§ and
numerous other politicians and journalists on Facebook and
Twitter and visiting Czech-based media sites in Czech and
English on a weekly basis throughout the first 7 months of the
pandemic (March-October 2020). The media organizations
included Seznam zpravy, Cesky rozhlas, Respekt, Hospodaiské
noviny, Radio Prague International, Expats.cz, and Prague
Morning, among others. Based on this observation, I
determined the turning points around which I structured this
study and gathered the Facebook data that I analyze below. The
observation revealed three concrete phases of the early pandemic in
the Czech Republic regarding the level of control that the
government was trying to impose over the country: the initial
onset and subsequent restrictions, the near-return to pre-pandemic
life over the summer, and the second period of crisis in the fall after
case numbers started to rise over the summer. This corresponds to
three turning points: the beginning of the first wave, the loosening
of control, and the beginning of the second wave. As the aim of this
study is to explore the performance of a technocratic populist in
crisis, I gathered data focused around the two turning points that
launched the crisis periods, i.e. the moments when the government
declared a state of emergency to mark the beginning of the first and
second waves. While the second wave had already begun in
epidemiological terms well before the government declared the
state of emergency, the tone of the government messaging
noticeably shifted at that point.
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TABLE 1 | Technocratic bodily performace + technocratic performance of authenticity.

Technocratic bodily performance (Casullo 2020a)

Cosmopolitan symbols of power and expertise
Business suits

Simple hairstyle

Andrej Babi$; Technocratic Populist Performance

Hypothesized technocratic populist backstage performance of authenticity

Elements signifying hard work, e.g., unkempt desk or clothes
Imagery from “behind the scenes” (e.g., outside of the public eye, in private spaces or meetings, etc.)

Status symbols in the form of tools for work (e.g., fancy electronics)

L] L]

L] L]

® Neutral colors e Evidence of long working hours
L] L]

L[]

Lack of status symbols —

The data analyzed in this article consists of all of the
photographic posts on Andrej Babi§ Facebook page from two
time periods: March 1-31 2020, and September 11-October 10,
2020. In addition to being the most used social media network in
the Czech Republic (Mackové et al., 2017), Facebook is also the
platform that Babi§ uses most comprehensively to communicate
with his supporters. While he has nearly double the amount of
followers on Twitter (445,100 on Twitter vs. 271,721 on
Facebook, as of February 2021), his Twitter feed consists
almost entirely of retweets and receives very little engagement.
On Facebook, however, his posts regularly receive thousands of
reactions and hundreds of comments, and he occasionally breaks
news exclusively on his Facebook profile. While Babi§ has a PR
team dedicated to crafting his image on Facebook, the posts still
go out under his name and in his voice on his public page, so this
study considers him as the ‘owner’ of the posts; as such, the
curated posts are also articulations that constitute Babi§’
performance as a technocratic leader, even if someone else
chose and posted them. Facebook posts thus provide suitable
data to analyze Babi§’ performances as a leader. Both of these
periods encompass the time both immediately before and
immediately after the onset of the crises brought on by the
first and second waves, respectively. According to the timeline
laid out below, this paper defines the onset of crisis in the first
wave as March 12, when Babi§’ government first declared a state
of emergency. It considers the onset of crisis for the second wave
to be September 21, when then-Health minister Adam Vojtéch
suddenly resigned. The two sets of data thus encompass a
comparable amount of time both before and after the
beginning of the crisis period.

In order to concentrate on Babi§’" own visual performance
during crisis, the data set includes only posts that contain at least
one new photo posted to Babi§’ timeline. That is, it includes posts
with one photo or a photo album, but it does not include
photographic posts shared from other Facebook profiles or
pages, and it also does not include a large photo album posted
to Babi§’ profile in early October that only included photos which
had previously appeared on his timeline during the year prior to
the actual post. It also excludes posts that contained exclusively
text, videos, infographics, and other non-photographic visuals. In
total, it consists of 134 posts, 62 from March and 72 from
September and October.

In order to account for the character of the data set as a whole,
this study first employed a loose content analysis (Rose 2001)
using a coding scheme developed through the process of
analyzing the March data and then applied to the September/
October data. I developed the coding scheme by creating a

category for each of several elements from each photo: the
main explicit or implicit themes in the photo; the location
where the photo was taken, if it was either visibly clear or
clear through a location tag; whether Babi§ was alone in the
photo, and if not, who else was in the photo with him; and what
key props (Goffman 1959; Salojérvi 2020), if any, were present in
the photo. As new themes, locations, people, and props appeared,
I created new categories for each and then did a second round of
coding on the March data using the full coding scheme. I then
used the same coding scheme for the September-October data,
only adding categories that were unique to that data set (e.g.,
locations in Brussels or various EU and other foreign officials). To
select the representative photos, I counted which of each
element—themes, locations, people, and props—appeared most
frequently in each of the data sets and then found the two photos
from each set that featured all of, or the greatest number of, the
most frequently appearing elements.

To these photos I then applied dramaturgical analysis
(Goffman 1959; Salojarvi 2020) adjusted for analysis of visual
material on social media (Hendriks et al, 2016). The
dramaturgical approach views political activity on social media
as a performance through which actors construct their desired
political selves (Marichal 2013), thus accounting for the planned,
curated nature of a politician’s social media feed. It views the
social media data as essentially theatrical, asking the same
questions about it as one would about a play in a theatre: who
are the characters? What is the plot? What is the setting, and what
props are used? How does the audience receive it? This approach
blends particularly well with the performative approach to
populism, because it analyzes the data through a performative
lens, breaking down the material into its constituent elements and
asking how they come together in the final performance, i.e., each
of the Facebook posts analyzed. Each of these elements, after all,
constitutes its own small part of the populist movement as a
whole, and an in-depth dramaturgical analysis breaks down each
post, or performance, to reveal the individual elements and
explore how they come together. Thus, a qualitative analysis of
a limited number of representative posts reveals valuable insights
about the often-overlooked details that make up a technocratic
populist performance that a broader empirical quantitative
analysis would overlook.

Hendriks, et al's analytical framework for dramaturgical
analysis of social media material consists of two dimensions
(scripting and staging), with a series of questions for each (see
Table 2, below). This includes a question on audience reception,
which I modified to fit this data set: “How do Facebook
commenters respond to the scripting and staging of the post?”
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TABLE 2 | Questions for dramaturgical analysis (Hendriks, et al., 2016).

Andrej Babi$; Technocratic Populist Performance

Definition and questions

Creating a particular political effect by casting the characters in the performance and directing their expected behavior

“Who are cast as the main characters and what role do they play in the performance?”

“What happens to the scripting and performance in any discussion forums?”

Dimension
Scripting
“What is the central narrative?”
“Who is the imagined audience?”
Staging

“Who manages the performance?”

Organizing, managing, and directing materials and audiences to ensure that the performance “works”

“What role do they play on the stage (center or backstage)?”
“What props, images, and sounds are used and how?”

I used this as a starting point for my analysis of the Facebook
comments. As this was only a small part of the dramaturgical
analysis, I did not independently code the comments, but instead
I'looked at the first 20 “recommended comments” that Facebook
offered for each post to gauge how and whether they reflected the
scripting and staging of the post as explored through the other
questions. I then added the question of whether the photo shows
the front stage or the backstage of politics (Salojarvi 2020), as an
additional method of gauging the authenticity that it can
constitute. Based on the dramaturgical analysis of the
representative photos from Babi§’ Facebook feed, I will then
discuss how he performed both authenticity and expertise
during the COVID-19 crisis. I analyze authenticity using
Luebke's definition of political authenticity as consistency,
intimacy, ordinariness, and immediacy combined with
Salojarvi's conception of ‘backstage imagery’ as a conveyor of
authenticity. I rely on Casullo (2020a: 30) description of the
technocratic bodily performance as the framework through
which I understand expertise.

RESULTS

Timeline of the COVID-19 Pandemic in the

Czech Republic

The Imposition of Control

When the Czech Republic began imposing broad restrictive
measures across the country in response to COVID-19, it was
among the first wave of European countries to do so (Due to
the spread of the coronavirus the government has declared a
state of emergency and on March 12, 2020 further tightened
preventive measures, 2020). By March 10, there was already
evidence of community spread in numerous Czech regions,
and on March 11, the day before WHO declared COVID-19 to
be a true pandemic, the Czech government closed all schools
except kindergartens. From that point forward, the Babi§ and
his government charged ahead with a series of restrictions that,
at the time, largely went unchallenged. They imposed a state of
emergency on March 12, claiming the additional powers that
went along with it. The government approved a nationwide
quarantine, which began on March 16, and the Czech Republic
became one of the first European countries to close its borders
the same day. On March 18th, they imposed the first face
covering regulation in the EU, which set off loud criticism as

the supply of masks and other PPE could come nowhere close
to meeting the demand. Private citizens thus began making
masks and giving them to each other in a notable show of
nationwide solidarity.

This initial imposition of control relied on expert technocratic
advice (Guasti 2020a), but concerns soon emerged about the
transparency of the government’s response and the chaos and
poor communication that characterized it. The unity granted by
the opposition in the beginning of the pandemic collapsed when
the government tried to push through legislation that would have
benefitted Babi§ by giving the government power to bypass
parliament even after the end of the emergency powers
declaration (Vlada md napad, jak uhdjit zdkazy. Novy zdkon
da pravomoc ministerstvu, 2020), which the opposition blocked
by threatening to take away their support for the emergency
powers declaration. The government then faced a further loss of
control when the Prague Municipal Court ruled several measures
to be illegal, including limits to the freedom of movement and
travel abroad and the closures of large stores. Guasti (2020a)
writes that this pushback from the opposition, guided by
additional democratic safeguards like investigative journalism
and healthy civil society, protected Czech democracy when the
pandemic threatened it. By the time that the government’s
temporary grip on power began to slip, the country had
already succeeded in bending the curve of the pandemic.

During this period, the key nodal point to emerge were the
facemasks. The Czech Republic was the first country in Europe to
mandate broad mask usage (B. 2020), a move which received
acclaim in the international press. While recommendations
regarding facemask usage from WHO and numerous other
countries were still ambivalent, the Czech Republic mandated
that no one could leave home without a face covering, be it a
surgical mask or a repurposed scarf (Willoughby 2020). A
YouTube video sharing the Czech experience with masks in
English went viral enough that then-Health minister Adam
Vojtéch added a statement to it, recommending that his
colleagues in other countries institute a similar mandate. Babi$
also “claimed” the video, congratulating its creators and sharing it
twice on his Facebook—once through a Washington Post link, in
a post where he also wrote (in Czech) that he sent it to the
European leaders and President Trump (Babis, 2020e), and once
with a direct link to the video with a caption in English,
exceptionally, urging people to join the Czech Republic in
wearing masks (Babis, 2020d).

Frontiers in Political Science

www.frontiersin.org 5

November 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 734093


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#articles

Hartikainen

While the government celebrated its success in limiting the
spread of the virus and largely attributed it to the masks, others
noted that the government had mandated mask use at a moment
when there was a severe shortage of medical supplies. In lieu of
government support in acquiring masks and despite well-
publicized attempts to get them from abroad, it was actually a
grassroots effort that spread masks throughout the populace
(Loksova & Hoteni, 2020) with hundreds of people banding
together in a united effort to sew each other masks. During
this time, Babis celebrated the unity of the Czech people in a time
of crisis on his social media pages while mostly ignoring the critics
saying that his government had not done enough. From the mask
mandate forward in the initial crisis period, Babi§ wore a mask in
all photos or videos posted to his Facebook. The masks were
either surgical or fabric, with the fabric ones often displaying
either a Czech flag or at least the colors of the flag. When he did
respond to criticism about the mask mandate coinciding with an
overall lack of PPE in the country, he excused the government’s
action by claiming that the situation was the same in countries
across the world and highlighting a particularly bad situation in
Slovakia (Babis, 2020b).

Through social media, Babi§ presented himself as a prime
minister for all, employing a civic conception of the Czech nation
and using the flag as a rallying point both on Facebook and in
Prague; every time he announced that a COVID patient had been
cured, he represented this as a victory for the nation. While he still
received criticism from opponents, for example about the
unavailability of masks or his attempt to push through
legislation that would benefit from him, there was little debate
about whether the country had mounted a successful COVID
response. Babi§ celebrated the country’s victory, ignoring the
discussion over whether the credit should have gone to himself
and his government or the grassroots movements of people
banding together.

The Loosening of Control

Just as it had imposed restrictions earlier than many other
countries, the Czech Republic also began to loosen these
restrictions earlier. It had become clear that the country’s
effort to track and trace cases of the virus were succeeding,
despite the appearance of hotspots. The emergency powers
declaration ended in May, and the government lifted many
regulations even earlier than initially planned, once it began
appearing as though the loosening of restrictions was not
causing an uptick in viral spread. By late May and throughout
June, the daily number of new cases was in the dozens. People
flocked to expanded outdoor dining and drinking spaces, and
later indoor spaces as well. A sense of success reigned; not only
had the country stopped an epidemic in its tracks, but the
opposition and civil society had also prevented executive
overreach from Babi§ (Guasti 2020a). The international press
held the Czech Republic up as a positive example of having
successfully handled the pandemic. Babi§ stopped appearing
exclusively in masks and moved on to publicly focusing on
other public health issues, specifically the fight against cancer
(Bartonicek et al., 2021). When the opposition demanded a
concrete plan for a potential second wave of COVID-19, Babis
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responded by saying that “We shouldn’t scare people about a
second wave; we're prepared for it” (Bartonicek et al., 2021).

Throughout the summer, various outbreaks of the virus kept
cropping up, for example in the Karvind mine in Silesia in May
and June (McEnchroe, 2020) and in a Prague nightclub in July
(Novakova, 2020). The country’s collective embrace of the
renewed openness remained through the beginning of
September, then, as case numbers began to tick back up. On
August 31, Babis took part in a panel discussion with the other
Visegrad Four leaders in Slovenia at Lake Bled, where he referred
to the group’s success in confronting the virus as a past event that
they had already completed, referring to the V4’s “results” rather
than recognizing it has an ongoing struggle (STA - Slovenska
tiskovna agencija, 2020).

Attempt at a Reimposition of Control
Case numbers started rising rapidly in the first third of
September, when daily infections rose first over 1,000 and
then over 3,000 for the first time on Sept 18 (Czech Republic
Exceeds 3,000 Daily COVID-19 Cases for First Time, 2020). The
government reimposed mask mandates in most indoor public
spaces, but the mandates included many exceptions and changed
frequently, and there were no attempts to limit people’s activities.
Amidst rising discontent in the public and the media, Health
Minister and ANO member of parliament Adam Vojtéch
suddenly resigned on September 21 (‘Chci dat prostor pro
feSeni epidemie. ‘Ministr Vojtéch rezignoval na funkci
ministra zdravotnictvi, 2020), saying that he was proud of his
and his team’s work during the first wave; in a separate statement
on Facebook, Babi$ also congratulated him for managing the first
wave “unbelievably” (Babis, 2020f) while neglecting to mention
anything about the second wave. Given the concentration of
power in ANO around Babi§ alone, many media reactions to this
claimed that Vojtéch was, in effect, taking the fall for Babi§’
inaction in confronting the second wave. Roman Prymula, an
epidemiologist who had become a highly trusted apolitical public
figure during the first wave, became the new Health Minister.
The country re-entered a state of emergency on Oct 5 (Today
Starts the State of Emergency. What You Need to Know, 2020),
but government restrictions remained inconsistent and
confusing, which resulted in much criticism. When cases
continued to rise, the government began increasing
restrictions, culminating on Oct 21, when they reimposed the
strictest lockdown since the spring, and Babi§ gave a press
conference apologizing for his government’s handling of the
pandemic since May (Smith-Spark & Kottasova, 2020). On
October 22, however, a major Czech tabloid captured photos
of Prymula, among others, without a mask on, coming out of a
Prague restaurant when restaurants were supposed to be closed
(Pravé on vyhlasuje nejptisnéjsi opatieni: Pod rouskou tmy si
Prymula bez rousky vyrazil do restaurace, 2020). Prymula resisted
even Babi§’ calls for him to resign (Prymula byl v restauraci s
Faltynkem a bez rousky, 2020), claiming that he had not done
anything wrong and that the media had overblown the situation
(EuroZpravy.cz, 2020). On October 27, however, Babi§ named
pediatrician Jan Blatny as the new Health Minister, and he
officially took over on Oct. 29.
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TABLE 3 | Results of the content analysis.

Relevant results of the content analysis (in % of total photos)

March — %
Themes Calming 12.90%
Long hours 14.50%
Non-pandemic 16.10%
Foreign partnership 17.70%
Press conference 14.50%
Location Strakovka (Office of Government) 37.10%
Airports 12.90%
Warehouse 6.40%
Prague Castle 6.40%
Overlooking Prague 6.40%
People in the photos Babi$ alone 30.10%
Unnamed coworkers 24.10%
Blue-collar workers 11.20%
Karel Havlicek (Minister of the Economy) 11.20%
President Milo§ Zeman 6.40%
Health Minister Adam Vojtéch 6.40%
Props Full suit and tie 45.10%
Face covering (any type of mask) 35.40%
Surgical mask (specifically) 21.00%
Messy desk 14.50%
Suit, no tie 12.90%
Video conferencing screen 12.90%

After that, the government remained a constant object of
criticism and mistrust, and the Ministry of Health fell to ridicule,
as Blatny’s eventual replacement, Petr Arenberger, lasted less
than 2 months before resigning, only to be replaced by Adam
Vojtéch in May 2021. The epidemic remained out of control for
months after Prymula’s resignation. From the beginning of
November 2020 until the spring of 2021, the country went
into and out of strict lockdown measures, and Babi§ and his
government received criticism for confusing guidelines and for
not being willing to fully shut down activity. The series of
lockdowns, fluctuating between looser and stricter, did not
soon result in an improved epidemic situation overall. In early
2021, the Czech Republic was among the worst in Europe in
terms of cases per 100,000 inhabitants (as of Jan 13, 1119/
100,000) and deaths per 100,000 inhabitants (as of Jan 13,
15.58/100,000).

While the health system has so far been able to maintain the
capacity to treat all COVID patients, there were concerns about
the number of front-line health care professionals catching
COVID. A further problem is the rise of disinformation,
resistance to mask wearing, and conspiracy theories regarding
the vaccine. The government received media criticism for failing
to adequately communicate with the public early about the
vaccine, which may have been one cause of the vaccine
hesitancy now circulating online (Kabrhelova 2021). Overall,
Babi§ has ended up in a very unpopular position due to his
government’s handling of the pandemic and to the
perception—which he promotes—that he is ultimately in
control. While he and his government received praise after
handling the first wave, and his ANO party received its
highest level of support in 6 years, 2020 ended with support
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Sept and Oct — %
Themes Non-pandemic 13.90%
Foreign partnerships 12.50%
The EU 9.70%
Location Strakovka 33.30%
Airports 19.40%
Brussels 25.00%
People in the photos Babi$ alone 38.90%
Unnamed coworkers 19.40%
Military officials 8.30%
Health Minister Roman Prymula 5.50%
Props Full suit and tie 59.70%
Respirator 51.30%
Messy desk 27.80%
Glasses 27.80%
Video conferencing screen 26.40%

for Babis and ANO slipping in favor of the opposition parties
(Vachtl 2020), with the parliamentary elections coming up in
October 2021.

The rest of the data and analysis will focus on the key inflection
points gathered from this timeline: the initial imposition of
control in March at the beginning of the first wave and then
the attempted reimposition of control in September/October at
the beginning of the second wave. These were the moments
during which the situation was most in flux and therefore
direction and expertise from the prime minister would have
been the most in-demand. They were also the points at which
the pandemic was the main, if not the only, focus of the news, and
therefore also of Babi§’ Facebook feed.

The Results of the Content and

Dramaturgical Analysis
Table 3 shows the key results of the content analysis, which I will
divide into the March and the September/October data sets.

The March Data

In the March data, five themes turned up significantly more than
any others. Eight posts (12.9%) offered a calming message, for
example a photo taken at a warehouse full of food on March 13,
when the trend of panic buying was spreading across the globe.
Nine posts (14.5%) included a press conference. Nine posts
(14.5%) emphasized Babi§’ long working hours, either through
explicit mention or through the time when they were posted. 10
posts (16.1%) centered non-pandemic related themes, but the last
of these was posted on March 11—1 day prior to the crisis onset.
The most prominent theme among those categorized was foreign
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partnership, with 11 posts (17.7%) featuring this theme. Within
this category, four foreign partners came up: the European Union
(four posts, 6.4%), China (three posts, 4.8%), Russia (two posts,
3.2%), and the ViSegrad 4 (two posts, 3.2%).

The location category was less varied. 23 posts—over a third,
or 37.1%, of the whole March set—were taken at Strakovka, the
Office of Government, where Babi§’ main office is located. These
included, for example, photos taken in Babi§’ office and photos
taken at the main press conference area. The only other
prominent location category was airports, with eight posts
(12.9%); these posts documented the cases in which the Czech
Republic received medical material from abroad (namely from
Russia and China). Finally, there were four photos (6.4%) each at
a warehouse, at Prague Castle, and overlooking Prague.

In the category of people in the photos, 19 photos (30.1%)
featured Babi$ alone. In the photos either of Babi§ with other
people or other people without Babis, the group of people most
frequently present were non-recognizable figures who appeared
to be aides or people who Babi§ was meeting with; 15 photos
(24.1%) included this category of people. Another seven photos
(11.2%) included blue-collar workers, for example airport or
warehouse workers. The only public figure who showed up
frequently was Karel Havli¢ek, the Minister of the Economy,
who appeared in seven photos (11.2%). President Milo§ Zeman
and Health Minister Adam Vojtéch appeared in four photos
(6.4%) each.

The props coding category was varied, including both Babi§’
clothing and the items that surrounded him in the photos. By far
the most frequently occurring prop was a particular outfit: a full
suit, including a tie, which showed up in 28 photos (45.1%). The
second most common prop was a surgical mask, which appeared
in 13 photos (21.0%), although in total some type of mask
(whether a surgical mask, cloth mask, or respirator) appeared in
22 photos (35.4%). There were three other prominent props:
Babis desk, always strewn with papers, appeared in nine photos
(14.5%); he was wearing a suit with no tie in eight photos
(12.9%); and a video conferencing screen appeared in eight
photos (12.9%). Based on this analysis, a representative post
from the March data set would be taken at Strakovka (the Czech
Office of Government) with Babi§ alone, wearing a suit and
possibly also a mask, and the post would thematize either a
foreign partnership, emphasis on Babi§’ long working hours, or
a press conference.

The September/October Data

The data from Babi§’ Facebook in September and October
showed much less variation. Thematically, the posts were
much less defined than the March data. Many posts simply
involved Babi§ in his office during normal working hours,
which often did not specify what he was working on or even
emphasize long working hours, a pronounced theme in the
March data. The most pronounced themes in this data set
were explicitly non-virus business (10 posts, 13.9%), foreign
partnerships (9 posts, 12.5%), and the EU (7 posts, 9.7%).
This, however, left the majority of posts uncategorized
according to the framework developed during the initial
analysis of the March data.

Andrej Babi$; Technocratic Populist Performance

Similar locations to those in March showed up in the
September and October data, however. There were 14 posts
(19.4%)) at an airport, although in this dataset they portrayed
Babi$ himself in transit rather than him meeting shipments of
medical material on the tarmac. A further 18 posts (25.0%) came
from when he was in Brussels for EU meetings. However, by far
the most frequently occurring location was Strakovka, with 24
posts (33.3%), including 18 posts (25.0%) within that category of
photos specifically from Babi§’ office.

There was also very little variation in terms of who turned up
in the photos. Babi§ was pictured alone in 28 posts (38.9%), by far
the most prevalent category. There were 14 posts (19.4%)
featuring unnamed or unrecognizable officials or coworkers,
most of them appearing alongside Babis. There were another
six posts (8.3%) featuring military officials. The only recognizable
public figure who appeared in more than one post was Roman
Prymula, who was named the health minister on Sept. 21, but he
was only pictured four times (5.5%) in this dataset.

The props category, however, presented a larger collection of
prominent objects than any of the previous categories in this
dataset. The object that turned up the most was Babi§’ fancy suit,
which appeared in 43 posts (59.7% of the total posts). The second
most frequently occurring item was a respirator, which was
present in 37 photos (51.3% of the total posts). Babi§’ desk
strewn with papers and his glasses both appeared in 20 posts
(27.8% of the posts), and immediately following those was the
video conferencing screen, in 19 photos (26.4% of all posts). From
this analysis, a representative post from the Sept-Oct data would
be uncategorized by theme and would feature Babi§ alone in
Strakovka, wearing a fancy suit. There would also be a respirator
in the photo and it could contain some combination of the
following props: the desk covered in papers, Babi§’ glasses, and
the video-conferencing screen. Based on the qualitative content
analysis of the full dataset, the next section will now report the
results of the dramaturgical analysis of four representative
photos, two from each period. The overall results of the
dramaturgical analysis can be found in the following Table 4.

Representative Photo #1: March 17, 2020

This post (Figure 1) is representative of the March dataset in that
the location is Stromovka (evident both from the location tag and
the photo in the background to Babi§’ left), Babi§ is pictured
alone, he is wearing a full suit and a surgical mask, and it was
taken during a press conference. Given that the date is March 17,
less than 1 week after he declared the state of emergency, there is
no need to specify the theme of the press conference. Beginning
with Hendricks et al.'s rubric, we turn first to the scripting of the
post. The main and only visible character in the post is Babis
himself, and the central narrative is that Babi$ is informing the
public about the government’s discussion on the COVID-19
crisis. Due to the photo angle, it is conceivable that Babif is
the only government official taking part in this press conference,
which gives him a leading role in both combatting the crisis
(because he was at the meeting) and informing the public about
the crisis (because he is the one speaking about it). The imagined
audience is twofold: because it was posted to Facebook, the
audience is Babi§’ followers on Facebook; however, the media
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TABLE 4 | Results of the dramaturgical analysis.

Definition and
questions

Dimension

“What is the central
narrative?”

Scripting

“Who are cast as the
main characters and
what role do they play in
the performance?”
“Who is the imagined
audience?”

“How do Facebook
commenters respond to
the scripting and staging
of the post?”

“Who manages the
performance?”

“What role do they play
on the stage (center or
backstage)?”

“What props, images,
and sounds are used
and how?”

Staging

Photo #1

Babi$ alone, informing the
public about the pandemic

Babi$ is the main and only
character, the “hero” in
charge

Facebook, media
professionals

Mostly buried under criticism
re: mask availability

Babis/photographer

Babis center, photographer
behind the camera

Suit and tie, podium, flags,
backdrop: place Babi$ in a
position of government

leadership; mask: indicates
crisis, incites angry reaction

Photo #2

Babis engaging in the
international Visegrad 4
partnership

Babis, busily working and
engaged; Matovi¢, taking
part in discussion

Only Facebook

Mostly ignored

Babis/photographer

Babis: on the sideline;
photographer behind the
camera

Suit; surroundings indicate
government power and elite
status; video conference
screen as a status symbol;
mask indicates crisis
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Photo #3

Positive narrative of Babis§
working with an external
group

Babis engaged in the
meeting with a lot going on;
faces of those in the meeting
obscured

Only Facebook

Mostly ignored

Babis/photographer

Babis, seen from behind and
in profile; photographer
behind the camera

Props showing hard work:
papers, tablet, video
conference, drinks on the
table; crisis indicated in
respirator and hand sanitizer

Photo #4

Intragovernmental cooperation
between national and regional
levels, led by Babis§

Babi§, as the only character
without his face obscured; he is
listening and focusing

Only Facebook

Heavily discussed, both
supported and criticized

Babis/photographer

Babi$ seen in profile; the work is
centered

Props creating hard work:
papers, glasses, drinks, tablet,
video conference’ crisis
indicated in respirator and hand
sanitizer

Tiskovka po jednani viady

OO0 2tis.

Andrej Babis je v Ufad vlady CR.

(-!’ 17. btezna 2020 - Praha, Ceska republika - @

svo

959 komentart 31 sdileni

FIGURE 1 | Representative photo #1. Caption: “Presser after a meeting of the government.” (Babis, 2020a, March 17, 2020).
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professionals present at or otherwise watching the press
conference are the implied audience to the scene portrayed in
the photo. Turning to the staging of the post, the manager can be
seen as either the photographer, whose perspective is the same as
the audience at the press conference, or as Babi§, who takes
ownership of the post as a whole by putting it up through is
Facebook account; this result is the same for each of the
representative photos. Babi§ in effect controls the choice of
photo and the choice of what information goes into the
caption, because both go out in his name, regardless of
whether he has a social media team actually making those
decisions. In this sense, Babi§ is both the central character of
the post and its manager. Many of the props in this post all point
to a position of leadership: the full suit and tie, the uniform of
power both in government and in the private sector; the press
conference podium, which confirms that the person in the photo
is trusted enough to speak to the public; and the flags behind
Babis, which sediment him in a position of government power
rather than simply managerial power. The position of the flags
mean that Babis is visually backed by both the Czech Republic
and the EU.

The one additional notable prop is the surgical mask, which
communicates the crisis and which was, in effect, the main symbol of
the Czech first wave. At the point when Babi$ put up this post, masks
were required anywhere outside of the home for the country’s entire
population, but at the same time, there was also a shortage of PPE that
was affecting both health care workers and the rest of the population
alike; this resulted in the grassroots movement of people sewing
masks for each other. Delving into the comments on the post, it
immediately becomes evident that this issue of mask availability took
much of the focus away from the central narrative of Babi§ in control.
While some of his apparent supporters left positive comments
thanking him, for example, for his work as prime minister and
for leading by example, the majority of the “most relevant” comments
that Facebook displays are from people criticizing Babis for giving
himself access to surgical mask after having made the mistake of not
being able to provide them for the rest of the country. Both sides of
this, however, do grant Babi§ control over the situation. From his
supporters, Babi§ receives full credit for leading the country in crisis;
from his detractors, he receives full blame for not ensuring an
adequate supply of masks. Moving outwards to the question of
front stage vs. backstage, this photo represents the front stage of
politics. There is nothing intimate or revealing about a photo from a
press conference; in fact, this photo could have appeared just as easily
in the mainstream media, representatives of which were surely
present when it was taken. Rather than constituting authenticity,
photos such as this one contribute to the constitution of Babis,
previously the CEO in charge of a company, as Babi§, now the
government official in charge of a country.

Representative Photo #2: March 26, 2020

The next representative photo (Figure 2) comes from Babi§’
office on March 26, 2020. Beginning with the scripting, the central
narrative is about Babi§ engaging in the regional Visegrad 4 (V4)
partnership. The photo leaves out two of the V4
partners—Hungary and Poland—and thus leaves Babis, the
main character, alone with Igor Matovi¢, the then-prime
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minister of Slovakia, as the supporting character. Slovakia,
having once belonged to the same country as the Czech
Republic, is still regarded as a “brother nation” of sorts, far
more so than Hungary or Poland. The imagined audience is
solely on Facebook; the empty table and empty space surrounding
Babi§ implies that no one is in the meeting besides him and the
other country leaders. While the audience does not learn anything
about the content of the meeting, the framing of the photo
suggests that the audience on Facebook is getting a behind the
scenes look. In terms of staging, the photographer is
backstage—literally behind Babi§—even Babi§ himself is not
centered in the photo. Instead, he is across from Matovi¢, and
while Matovi¢ is farther away from the audience’s perspective, the
angle of the shot puts his face in the picture instead of Babi§’. The
audience reaction in the comment section, then, is quite mixed on
this photo, with very few of the top comments referring to the
meeting. While some commentors congratulate Babi§ on an
unspecified job well done, others criticize him on various
fronts: for wearing a mask while alone in a room, for ignoring
“Greece and the new wave of migration,” for not having a plan to
address the crisis.

Two props show up in both photos: the full suit and the
surgical mask. Babi§’ surroundings are a key difference, however.
The trappings of government still appear in the photo: the Slovak
and EU flags in the video, and the Czech coat of arms and portrait
of Czech president Milo§ Zeman on the wall. The photo does not
come from a public space, though, but rather from Babis’ office in
Strakovka, which would not necessarily be recognizable to
viewers if the post did not include a location tag (although
regular followers of his account would most likely find it
familiar, because it shows up in so many of his posts).
Looking around the office, though, it contains symbols of
power that would be applicable in both the government and
corporate realm, like Babi§’ suit, the polished wood table with
matching chairs, the chandelier, and the video conferencing
screen. The less formal elements of the scene, then, are the
papers in front of Babi$ on the table and his hunched posture.
These less formal elements in particular place this photo in the
backstage category. Babi§ gives an “authentic” look backstage
through the framing of the photo, which does not appear to be
posed, and which visually centers the work in front of Babis (the
papers and the conversation with Matovi¢) rather than himself. It
shows Babis ignoring the publicity while visibly focusing on the
work—even his line of sight appears to be directed at his papers.

Representative Photo 3: October 14, 2020

The first photo (Figure 3) from the September-October dataset
takes us back to the same location: Andrej Babi§’ office in
Strakovka. Babi$ is once again the central character, as the
photo offers a clear view of neither the names nor faces of the
people on the video conferencing screen. The imagined audience
is once again Babi§’ Facebook followers, although in this case the
possibility remains that he is not alone in the office. There are at
least two potential central narratives here. For those who know
that the Change for the Better group aims to work towards “a
restart of the Czech economy,” then the narrative lies in Babi§
working with an external group to better the Czech Republic
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A Andrej Babis je v Urad vlady CR.
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FIGURE 2 | Representative photo #2. Caption: “V4 meeting” (Babis, 2020b, March 26, 2020).

economically speaking. Those who do not recognize the group, =~ Change for the Better group. Through a photo like this,
though, will still grasp a generally positive narrative of Babi§  followers can see his modus operandi at work in, for
working with an external group to help the country somehow. As ~ example, the fact that he prepares for a virtual meeting with
was the case with the previous photos, the scripting and the  physical papers and still uses a tablet. Even this backstage shot,
narrative do not form the basis of the discussion in the comment ~ however, still displays a sense of grandeur through the
section, which instead consists of a mix of his supporters  chandelier overhead.
defending him and pledging their support and his detractors
offering unrelated criticism. In this case, though, several of thetop ~ Representative Photo #4: October 14b
comments included plays on the name of the external group, like ~ This photo (Figure 4) contains many clear visual similarities
“A change for the better will happen when you resign. Don’tdraw ~ with the previous one, which was taken on the same day.
it out!.” Instead of external cooperation, this narrative is of
In this photo, the government-related props are almost  intragovernmental cooperation between the national and
entirely absent, leaving instead the image of a busy and  regional levels. While the central narrative of the previous
important person. Props like the papers on the table, the  photo left the crisis out, viewers would most likely understand
video conference (which takes up a significant portion of it to be implied here; Babi§ posted this photo the day after
the space available in the photo), the tablet computer on  announcing a new, restrictive set of regulations, at a time
the table, and the tea pot and water jugs together all create ~ when cases were rapidly rising. Babi§ is once again the main
the impression that the meeting is a long and important one,  character, with the blurred pictures of the governors in the
requiring preparation work (the papers) and not allowing time ~ background as the supporting characters. He plays a leading
for breaks (the drinks). The crisis is also present in the photo,  role, both visually and through his position, which is literally
though, through the respirator that Babi$ is wearing and what = above the governor level. As this is another backstage photo,
appears to be hand sanitizer or another sanitizing spray on the =~ Babi§’ followers on Facebook are the audience again. Babi§
table. This is another backstage photo, giving followers a  and the photographer manage the photo again, and again
glimpse into a private meeting between Babi§ and the  Babifisina central position, although he is giving attention to
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FIGURE 3 | Representative photo #3. Caption: “Videocall with the Change for the Better group” (Babis, 2020c October 14a 2020).

the meeting at hand rather than the photo. In the comment  displays symbols of wealth and power, like the designer glasses

section, where the usual mix of his supporters and detractors  and the video conference screen, there are also displays of Babi§’

turn up, various threads of the central narrative do appear  personal imperfections—again, the glasses.

repeatedly. Some congratulate him on his handling of the

pandemic, others criticize it; some point out ANO was not .

able to win many of the regional governorships; still others Overall Results of the Dramaturgical

make specious claims about the pandemic and how the new Analysis

restrictions are unnecessary, because, for example, “it’s just ~ Each of the representative photos includes several of the visual

another flu.” elements of the technocratic bodily performance. Babis is wearing a
Because this is also a post involving the regional governors,  suit in every photo, and all of them are the same neutral, dark grey

then, Babig can be seen as the manager on multiple levels, asitis  color. There is no obvious change in his hair, which is just a simple,

expected that he would be running the meeting in addition to  short cut. In addition to wearing the business suit as a uniform of

running his Facebook page. The props are very similar to the = power and expertise, the pictures also show Babi in settings that

previous photo, constituting Babi3 as a busy man hard at work; ~ communicate a similar message: the press conference and his
this photo additionally shows a pen and a pair of glasses, both  elegantly appointed office. The designer glasses are a present,
tools indicating focus. The crisis is also present again in the props, ~ yet subtle, status symbol connected to Babi§" bodily

with the respirator and sanitizer. The visual governmental props  performance; they are also a display of a personal imperfection.
are also absent from this photo, but the caption makes it clear that ~ Babi§’ technocratic performance in this set of representative
the post focuses on government business. Finally, this photo is ~ photos, then, is nearly exactly as expected.

also similar to the previous one in that it gives a backstage view of We now turn to how, as a technocratic populist, Babis visually
running the state like a firm. Again, followers can see an  performs authenticity as an embodiment of the people within this
“authentic” look at how Babi$ works with some of his most  technocratic bodily performance. Three of the four representative
important governing partners, a glimpse into a meeting that may ~ photos did fit the hypothesis that this authenticity would be based
have been reported on later but which was evidently not open to ~ on backstage visuals showing Babi$ as a hard worker. The first
the public, if it took place in Babi§ office. While the photo still ~ photo, which shows Babis at a press conference, is strictly a front
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~=p Andrej Babi$ je v UFad vlady CR.
~ @ 14.tijna 2020 - Praha, Ceska republika - @

Videocall s hejtmany pravé ted'

O0@® 965 732 komentara 6 sdileni

FIGURE 4 | Representative photo #4. Caption: “Videocall with the regional governors right now” (Babis, 2020d, October 14b 2020).

stage image; nothing about it fits the criteria of authenticity, = photos. While there were photos in the dataset that showed
besides the fact that it helps to build up the quality of consistency =~ him wearing less formal attire, for example a shirt without a
when viewed along with the rest of the visual posts that show how  jacket or a sweater, the full suit appeared in far more of the
Babi§ spent the entire working day. The other three photos,  photos. By combining the technocratic bodily performance
however, show Babi$ in backstage settings in terms of both the ~ with the images of disorganized work, Babi$ was able to both
content of the image and the staging. All three of them show him  create a veneer of transparency and authenticity linking him to
in exactly the same place: in his office, at a big table covered with ~ the people while also not dropping the technocratic
papers, having a virtual meeting on the big screen. They also all ~ performance nor the appearance of expertise.
show him at non-frontal angles, with the photographer This performance of the hard worker did not, however,
positioned either behind or to the side of him, and in none of  include posts showing Babi§ working exceptionally long hours.
these cases is he actually looking at the camera. This creates the ~ This would be very easy to achieve on Facebook, simply by
impression that the audience is getting special access to the  posting photos of Babi§ working late in the evening or on
backstage side of expertise, or the work that goes on behind  weekends. While there were posts in the dataset that did
the scenes in order for the expertise to come about. This, we are ~ thematize long working hours, though, none of these
led to believe, is what it looks like and what actually goes into  representative photos did so. On the contrary, they were all
running the state as a firm. posted on weekdays during normal daytime hours, and they
The three backstage photos also come together to constitute  all show Babi§ working with other people during the working day
Babi$ as a rather disorganized person, who works from papers  rather than on his own at times when other people would not be
strewn across a table even during a video call. His desk is  expected to be working.
always shown as a busy, full space, creating the impression of The representative photos did show Babi$ surrounded by a
ongoing work that requires a great deal of information and  series of status symbols, however. They reveal that Babi§ has
access for it to happen. Rather than maintaining a bodily  access to technology that many people working from home would
‘backstage’ performance of an unkempt or ethnically  never be able to own—the combination of the big screen and the
particular populist leader, Babi§’ disorganization bleeds into tablet, not to mention the formal office surroundings, such as the
his working style, which he makes visible through these  furniture and the chandelier. While there is nothing physically on
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TABLE 5 | Babi$’ technocratic bodily performance and performance of authenticity.

Technocratic bodily performance Babis

(Casullo 2020a)

’ bodily performance

Cosmopolitan symbols of power and
expertise

Yes: surroundings, attire,
accessories (glasses)

Hypothesized technocratic populist backstage
performance of authenticity

Elements signifying hard work

Andrej Babi$; Technocratic Populist Performance

Babi$’ backstage performance of

authenticity

Yes: messy desk, drinks on the table

Business suits Yes Imagery from “behind the scenes” Yes: photos in his office, in private
meetings

Neutral colors Yes Evidence of long working hours No

Simple hairstyle Yes Status symbols in the form of tools for work Yes: video conference screen, table,

Lack of status symbols Yes fancy surroundings

Babi§’ body that differentiates him from his followers as Chavez’s
Rolex did for him (Salojarvi 2020), the location and surroundings
of Babi§’ body in these representative images serve the same
function without interfering with the performance of
technocracy. He occupies an elite space while still keeping a
distance between his physical body and that space. The
technology used in a work environment also contributes to the
performance of the hard-working technocrat, particularly in the
context of the COVID crisis. By holding these meetings virtually
and posting photos of them, Babi§ was in effect posting reminders
both of the ongoing crisis and the fact that he was working to
address it; the same can be said for the masks, respirators, and
hand sanitizer that appear in the photos as well. While the specific
content of the press conference and each of these meetings
remains unsaid, the presence of the pandemic-safe elements
like the virtual meeting and the face coverings leave open the
possibility—and indeed suggestion—that the pandemic is in fact
the topic of discussion.

DISCUSSION

In this paper, I analyzed Andrej Babi§’ visual performance of
technocratic populist expertise during the COVID-19 crisis in
order to explore how a technocratic bodily performance could
be combined with backstage imagery (Salojiarvi 2020) in order
to maintain a link to “the people” in a uniquely technocratic
populist way. It found that Babi§ did align himself with Casullo
(2020a) conception of a technocratic bodily performance in
terms of the cosmopolitan symbols of power and expertise,
business suits, neutral colors, simple hairstyle, and lack of
status symbols actually connected to his body, but that these
elements leave out the potential visual articulations appearing
in his surroundings. Understanding a performance of expertise
to include not only the actor’s body, but also their actions,
requires a broader look at what appears around them, and this
study found that the backstage elements of Babi§’ performance
did appear around him rather than connected to him. Whereas
departing from Casullo’s technocratic bodily performance
could have inhibited the performance of expertise that
made technocratic populists so appealing early in the
COVID-19 crisis (Guasti & Bustikova 2020), including
backstage imagery as Babi§’ surroundings positioned him as
both a technocratic expert and an exceptionally hard worker
(see Table 5).

This study found that the main backstage imagery appearing
in Babi§’ visual performance included behind-the-scenes
locations, disorganized working spaces, and non-bodily status
symbols. The behind-the-scenes backdrop of his office
contributed to the performance of transparency and
authenticity that is so important for populist leaders (Salojarvi
2020); the photos visually removed the barriers between Babi§’
private working space and the public, offering the perception of
access and availability. This can be seen as analogous to other
populist leaders such as Chavez bringing their bodies—and thus
their populist movements, which they embody—into large groups
of “the people,” (Casullo 2018) but in the reverse. Rather than
going out to meet his supporters, Babi§ brings “the people” into
the seat of power along with him by so frequently publishing
pictures of himself there. The disorganized nature of Babi§ work,
then, serves a similar function as Timo Soini’s greasy hair or
football scarves, as an example of “bad manners” (Moffitt 2016)
linking him to “the low.” Instead of impinging on his impeccable
performance of technocratic expertise, however, a disorganized
workspace full of papers and drinks is a recognizable signifier of
hard and prolonged work. It assures followers that Babi§’ is
exercising his expertise and treating the situation with an
adequate level of urgency, while at the same time we can
regard his technocratic bodily performance as assurance that
he has the situation under control. Without the signifiers of active
work, the performance of expertise alone might not actually
contribute to the perception that Babi§ was engaged in solving
the problem. At the same time, the disorganization also lends
Babi$ some relatability and ordinariness, one of the elements that
contributes to political authenticity (Luebke, 2020).

Babi§” photos also included articulations of the ever-present
crisis, another key element of the populist style (Moffitt 2016), in
the form of the masks, respirators, hand sanitizer, and to some
extent even video conference screen. This remained the case even
when it was not strictly necessary, as several Facebook
commentators noted regarding his use of a respirator while he
was alone in his office. However, in three of the four photos, the
crisis was only present, rather than centered; the photos
articulated crisis amidst expertise, rather than vice versa. Once
again, this contributed to the melding of a technocratic
performance with a populist performance. This particular
crisis, however, provided the additional opportunity for crisis
to become an element of Babi§’ bodily performance, as the most
visible signifiers of the crisis were the masks and respirators that
Babi$ was wearing. In this way he was able to perform the crisis,

Frontiers in Political Science

www.frontiersin.org 14

November 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 734093


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#articles

Hartikainen

while at the same time performing, and placing himself in the
middle of, its remedy. This could also have contributed to the
technocratic populist appeal during the pandemic (Guasti &
Bustikova 2020), and this finding also opens the door for
further research to explore how technocratic populists
articulate crisis in the absence of a genuine public health crisis.

Notably, the technocratic populist actions during a crisis that
Bustikova and Babo$ (2020) found of bypassing established an
institutionalized methods of crisis response, erratic policy
making, and politicizing and weaponizing medical expertise
were not at all evident from Babi§’ visual performance. This
highlights the importance of research that views politics through
a performative lens, as it offers another explanation of how a
technocratic populist might be able to step into the empty space of
power in order to take those actions. His visual performance does,
however, exemplify another result of technocratic populism: the
sidelining of the opposition and thus the degradation of
democracy at the hands of technocratic expertise (Havlik 2019;
Guasti 2020a; Guasti & Bustikovd 2020). Babi§ was physically
alone in all of the photos, and the other participants in the virtual
meetings came from either outside of government or outside of
the Czech Republic. The photos thus articulated him as the sole
individual responsible for the Czech COVID-19 response and the
only person capable of crafting it. Strategically, this may not have
been the best choice, as Babi§’ poll numbers never fully recovered
to their highs from before pandemic, and the center-right SPOLU
coalition ended up narrowly beating ANO in the fall 2021
parliamentary elections. There are manifold reasons for this
defeat at the polls, likely including Babi§’ appearance in the
Pandora papers, which were published a week before the
election, and the resulting fallout, which has included multiple
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