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Abstract

The global pandemic in 2020 significantly reshaped influencer culture worldwide as
travel restrictions and the closure of many public places such as pubs and cafés limited
the options for what constituted aspirational content (Hund et al 2019) in the pre-
pandemic world. While social media influencers undoubtedly play an important role in
spreading awareness and sometimes vital information about covid-related situation to
their audience (Abidin et al 2020) there’s also evidence of Instagram and TikTok
influencers involvement in the spread of conspiracies and false information regarding
the pandemic (Maly 2020) and of the role that Instagram influencers played in the
mainstreaming of QAnon-related narratives in the US (Remski, 2020). The proliferation
of political narratives on Instagram is thus an ongoing trend, accelerated by the
pandemic, but most likely here to stay, as Instagram evolves and competes with other
(re)emerging platforms.

The aim of the paper is to analyse the role of lifestyle Instagram influencers in shaping
the public narrative that explains COVID-19 as an orchestrated political event aimed at
curbing civic freedom in the Czech Republic. The narrative of COVID-19 as political
cause is often placed in the context of post-socialist historical experience of the Czech
citizens, where the invocation of totalitarian past has a highly symbolic discursive value
— in this context, the anti-pandemic restrictions are discussed as a return to
authoritarian communist state (closed borders and the restrictions on freedom of
movement and right to assembly are the most discussed markers of the perceived
return of the past).
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The paper attempts to identify the role lifestyle influencers may have played in the
proliferation of the distrustful narrative (and subsequently in the formation of negative
attitudes towards vaccination). Empirically it builds on long-term digital ethnography
(participant and non-participant observation at the platform, semi-structured narrative
interviews) among a group of 15 Czech female influencers aged 23 to 35. The focus of
the analysis is on two key elements in the process of the narrative shaping and
proliferation:

1 - The shift in the both the self-perception and public perception of lifestyle influencers
from aspirational celebrities towards opinion leaders via the process of “politicization of
the domestic” on Instagram. While the role of platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and
YouTube has been widely discussed and researched in the context of political
communication and its actors (for example Finlayson 2020, Stétka et al 2019 in the
Czech context), Instagram on the other hand has until recently been suspiciously
absent from these debates. In the public imagination Instagram tends to be perceived
as female dominated space for aspirational lifestyle content where politics is
intentionally overlooked, even though evidence shows that Instagram has been used for
spreading disinformation in 2016 US presidential election, to mention one example
(Howard et al 2018, Leaver at al 2020). The gendered character of influencers’ work on
social media (Duffy 2016, Duffy and Hund 2019) often leads to the assumption that
politics, seen as male domain, is excluded from the influencer communities on
Instagram. Social media on the other hand offered women an unprecedent tool of
political expression, where the dedication to the domestic affairs could be seen as a
political act on itself (Stern, 2020) and female political activists have been able to utilize
their platform in novel ways, proliferating political content via connecting it to everyday
lifestyle choices and domestic issues (Miller-Idriss, 2020).The paper argues that the
pandemic further blurred the boundaries between domestic and political on Instagram
because “staying at home” was performed as an expression of political opinion and the
everyday lifestyle decisions such as where to play with children or where and how to
shop for groceries could be used to demonstrate a political stance towards the
government-imposed restrictions. The female lifestyle influencers used their platforms to
chronicle these now politicized everyday decisions and to subsequently communicate
their opinion to their followers. They also started openly discussing their political
opinions to justify their actions when facing critique.

The concept of “third space” developed by Scott Wright seems to be particularly useful
in the context of the discussed data. Wright defines “third spaces” as non-political online
spaces where political talk emerges. Women seek refuge in primarily non-political
places because the openly political online arenas discussion are often dominated by
men and perceived as unsafe. Women are often actively discouraged to participate in
the discussion by men and are targets of sexist attacks and various forms of hate-
speech (Vochocova 2018, Jane 2014, Poletta and Chen, 2013). In this sense, female
influencers aim at creating “third spaces” within the communities of their followers on
Instagram where they feel safe to discuss their attitudes towards the pandemic openly.

2 - The shift from domestic to political on Instagram needs to be explained in the context
of historical experience of (post)socialism in the Central and Eastern European region.
Previous research (Hefmanova and Lehecka 2016) indicated that the distrust of



mainstream media narratives in the post-socialist space is often framed by what is
perceived as mainstream media hegemony and the need to “do your research” before
forming an opinion. Influencers are adapting to this context by placing themselves as
the ones who are “doing their own research” and present information filtered through
everyday reality of average citizen as opposed to elitist journalists or politicians. While
the hashtag #doyourownresearch has been in the English-speaking context recently
associated with the spread of QAnon conspiracy, its Czech variations used among
lifestyle influencers often point to the perceived media hegemony which is seen as a
dangerous return of past totalitarian practices of the state. Within this context, the
influencers are positioning themselves as the independent voice of the public and thus
an important democratic element in the pandemic situation.
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