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IS COVID-19 PART OF
HISTORY’S ETERNAL
DANCE MACABRE?

— From the plagues in Egypt to the Black
Death, the Spanish flu and now Covid-19, the
trail of human misery left by diseases and
disasters has been intense. For a social scientist,
what do these events mean for society and its
future?
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Plagues have been the persistent companions of human
communities for the entire history of homo erectus. Perhaps it
1s unsurprising, therefore, that together with natural disasters,
they have evoked religious responses to calamity that bring
into question the meaning of life and its injustice.

PLAGUES AND DISASTERS

In medieval times, the Wheel of Fortune symbolized the
precarious nature of human existence. The angel of death
was one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse. We have
graphic accounts of 10 plagues in Exodus. The most trouble-
some was the death of the first born in Exodus 11:4—6. This
plague engulfed Egypt in response to the Pharaoh’s unwise
boast that he knew nothing of Yahweh.

The most demanding challenge to human notions about
justice came with the Black Death in 1342 which killed an
estimated 200 million. One response to this plague was the
Dance Macabre which portrayed death as a sinister presence
sitting on the backs of his victims. A familiar children’s
nursery rhyme — Ring a Ring o’ Roses — allegedly describes
the symptoms that attended the victims, such as boils under
armpits and groins.

In modern history, the Spanish flu of 1918 killed up to 100
million people on the back of 20 million military and civilian
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casualties from the Second World War.

What do these plagues and disasters have in common apart
from the dry statistics? As a sociologist, two outcomes strike
me as worthy of consideration.

DEFINING A GENERATION

My first observation is that we have detailed information
about the distribution of fatalities by social class. In general
terms, the poor and the disprivileged suffer disproportionality.
However, of more interest is how catastrophic pandemics and
crises came to define whole generations. By ‘generation’,

I mean a cohort whose collective memory and sense of
identity is defined by a shared event that changed their world.
In modern history, we have the generation of the Great
Depression, the ‘disobedient generation’ of the 1960s, and
the generation of 9/11. What will characterize the mentality
and imagination of the Covid-19 generation?

My second observation is that while the statistics of
infections, recoveries and deaths are clearly important as
scientific facts guiding social policy, people want more than
statistics when the scale of the crisis calls out for a moral or
religious response. Why me? Why us? Why now?
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THE MEANING OF SUFFERING

Answers to such questions are called theodicies — beliefs
or ideologies that seek to explain the meaning of injustice
and suffering.

Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716)
developed the idea of theodicy

“We now have in response to the puzzle created
ample statistical by the idea of a loving, kind and
evidence regarding just creator in the context of the
the spread and devastating Lombardy floods in

impact of Covid-19
in developed
societies.”

1710. He proposed an optimistic
solution: ‘We live in the best of all
possible worlds created by God’,
but his optimism was lampooned
by Voltaire in ‘Candide’ (1759). The problem of theodicy
was raised critically by the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 on
All Saints’ Day, destroying Lisbon and killing up to 100
thousand inhabitants. Catholic theologians saw it as a
punishment of sinners. Rationalists were not convinced, but
the problem of meaning would not go away.

We now have ample statistical evidence regarding the
spread and impact of Covid-19 in developed societies.
Statistical modelling will offer various projections. However,
statistics are unlikely to make the coronavirus meaningful.
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What is the meaning of 1,000 deaths in England in one day
in April 2020? German sociologist Max Weber argued that
science was unequal to the task of meaning-making.

I envisage two opposed theodicies — one religious, one
political — emerging from Covid-19. During Easter 2020,
especially in Catholic Europe, there was a clear sense of

the suffering of Christ as a constitutive parable of human
suffering. In the tradition of the Man of Sorrows, the wounds
of Jesus have inspired artists to show his suffering as a
representation of our vulnerability. Can this Christian image
of suffering become a collective theodicy across cultures and
religions?

ALIENATION AND ALTERNATIVES

There is a second, darker alternative in a secular theodicy.
The economic and political crisis plays into the hands of far
right militancy in which extreme ethno-nationalism addresses
the alienation of ‘the left-behind’ and ‘the deplorables’ from
liberal democracy. Radical political movements are therefore
well served by Covid-19: close the borders, end immigration,
send migrant workers home, defend national sovereignty,
undermine international cooperation (UN, WHO, EU), reject
multiculturalism and destroy the liberal state and its affluent
elites.
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COVID-19 FORCES US
TO TAKE LINGUISTIC
DIVERSITY SERIOUSLY

— In a time of crisis like the current pandemic,
how can we influence behaviour change

and ensure international cooperation in a
multilingual world? And can we learn lessons
from the Chinese approach?
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The Covid-19 pandemic has presented the world with a joint
action problem like never before: how do you get close to eight
billion people to wash their hands and keep their distance?

Mass participation is critical to the success of prevention and
containment efforts. The most effective way to achieve mass
mobilization continues to be through state action. But the fact
that there are only around 200 nation states in the world but
over 6,000 languages raises a conundrum: how can we ensure
that everyone has access to timely, high-quality information in
their language?

For too | tat hes t “Mass participation is
Of 00 01, ST APPIDHEAES 1O critical to the success

speakers of minority languages of prevention and
— whether indigenous or mig- containment efforts.”
rant — have ranged from benign

neglect to forced assimilation. In order to gain access to the
state and its institutions — education, health, welfare or the
law — everyone was expected to speak the language of the
state — English in the US, French in France, Mandarin in
China, and so on. As a result of such monolingual approaches,
Spanish speakers in the US, Arabic speakers in France, or
dialect speakers in China have worse education, employment
and health outcomes than their compatriots speaking the state
language.
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COVID-19, EUROPE,
INEQUALITY AND
GLOBAL JUSTICE

— The inequalities that sit at the heart of
our societies have been highlighted during
the pandemic as borders close and countries
heavily rely on foreign healthcare workers.
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Colonial settlement, involving the movement of populations,
has been one of the most important ways in which Europeans
have established structures of inequality across the globe.
Across the nineteenth century, more than 60 million Europeans
left their countries of origin to make new lives and livelihoods
for themselves on lands inhabited by others. By the twenty-
first century, most routes into Europe, for those displaced,
dispossessed, and disenfranchised by Europeans, had been
closed down.

The global inequalities and injustices that structure our
world are a consequence of European (and US) colonial
and imperial histories. These inequalities provoke some to
choose to move rather than to stay in conditions of limited
opportunities and despair. Those who are able to move most
easily are those with skills in short supply in Europe.

Many European states are beginning to rely in greater numbers
on foreign-trained and foreign-born doctors, nurses and medical
staff to maintain the health of their national populations and

healthcare systems. This amounts to a second ‘colonial drain’.

ADDRESSING INEQUALITY

European states don’t have to pay for the training of medical
personnel at the same time as the poorer countries from which
these doctors come lose vital expertise at home. This situation
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will be exacerbated as Covid-19 spreads to Global South
countries whose basic infrastructure is likely to be poorer as
a consequence of historical colonial subjugation and whose
trained medical personnel are now working in Global North
countries.

I would question academia’s failure to address colonial
histories as constitutive of their societies and as constitutive
of every aspect of their possibilities of being. Perhaps the
explanation for this omission rests in the fact that colonialism
directly led to the betterment of European societies at the
expense of the lives, livelihoods and environments of others
and people don’t wish to reckon with the consequences of
opening up this debate.

This asymmetry is starkly revealed by the Covid-19 pandemic
and it requires ever more urgent address.

Europe is the wealthiest continent on the planet. Its wealth
is an ‘inheritance’ that derives from the very same historical
processes that have left other places impoverished. The only
effective solution to issues of global inequality, and the only
way to effectively address the pandemic, is to acknowledge
and address these inequalities through forms of global
reparative justice.
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PREPARING WELFARE
STATES IN THE AGE OF
COVID-19

— How will our welfare states respond — and
be forced to respond — to the economic effects
of Covid-19? What will our healthcare systems
of the future resemble?



PREPARING WELFARE STATES IN THE AGE OF COVID-19

The economies of all countries around the globe have been
significantly pressured by the outbreak of the Covid-19 virus.
This is because many nations are now temporarily ‘closed’

in many ways, including on their borders. Fewer goods and
services are sold, and large parts of the tourism industry, for
example, have completely shut down.

This article mainly focuses on the more mature welfare
states in Europe. Here, the rising level of unemployment has
meant increased public sector spending. Of course, implied
alongside this is a reduction in tax revenue due to the marked
decrease in economic activity. This increases the government
deficit and debt in many countries, similar to the financial
crisis more than ten years ago. This might have a detrimental
impact on the future of welfare states because of the need to
pay interest and repay debt.

A PARADIGM SHIFT

The public sector deficit has increased, not only as result

of higher levels of unemployment and less tax revenue, but
also because in many countries there have been economic
initiatives to mitigate the consequences of the crisis for both
companies and workers. These have been sensible initiatives
to prevent societies coming to a complete standstill, resulting
in even more bankruptcies and unemployment.
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It illustrates that there has been a paradigm shift in many
countries, as the interventions in many ways can best be
characterized as a classic Keynesian economic demand
management strategy. The crisis has shown that while the
market and the use of market mechanisms can do a lot, there
are also situations where government intervention is needed
to regulate and contribute to the functioning of the economy.
Otherwise, human and socio-economic costs would be too
high. Depending on how long the crisis lasts, the interventions
will be needed for years. This will be especially true if
international trade is restricted and if, for example, tourism
in many countries takes a while to restart and then perhaps
continues on a lower level for a number of years.

PREPARING OUR HEALTHCARE SYSTEMS

At the same time as there is a higher burden on economies,
there is also pressure on healthcare systems in all countries,
and many have undoubtedly not been adequately prepared
for a pandemic of this size. Therefore, in the coming years,
in addition to the known factors that are pushing some
healthcare costs upwards (such as change in demography,
increase in expectations and new technology), money will
also be needed in other essential areas. These include
preparing the healthcare system for the possibility of similar
situations reemerging and coping with those diseases less
effectively treated during the peak of the crisis. Given what
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we know about support for welfare states, these will be
popular policies among voters for years to come.

It raises the question of how this will

affect many other areas in the welfare
states, such as caring for children and
the elderly; education; and the level of

“If the welfare
states want
to continue

a large number of income transfers (like historical levels
unemployment and social assistance). of activity and
spending, they
This is because if more money is to be might need to
spent on healthcare, without raising be willing to pay
taxes and duties in most welfare states, more in taxes

it will be necessary to adjust spending and duties.”

in other areas. This is so since there

must also be expected to be negative economic growth this
year as well as the next year in a number of welfare states,
and with negative economic growth, there will, with the
same level of taxes and duties, be less money available for
the welfare states. Countries with an already high level of
government debt will also be pressured as they must borrow
on the ordinary capital markets. They will risk having to pay
a relatively high interest rate.
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AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE
FOR THE TOURISM
INDUSTRY IN THE WAKE
OF COVID-19

— After the immediate restrictions of
Covid-19 on travel have been eased, the effects
on tourism won’t easily be lifted. When will
tourists return and will this be in time to save
the locations they normally flock to?
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The impact of Covid-19 on the tourism industry cannot be
understated. The UN World Tourism Organization estimates a
loss of US$300-450 billion in international tourism receipts,
which equals nearly one third of the US$1.5 trillion generated
globally. Despite swift actions by many governments around
the world to protect travel service providers, refocus destination
marketing campaigns, and even implement more sustainable
management strategies, a larger unknown looms in the back-
ground — will tourists actually return? More precisely, when
will they return, and will it be soon enough to save destination
economies?

Notwithstanding the economic impact of lockdowns, and
potentially high levels of unemployment and inflation long
after they are eased (which will also infringe upon a person’s
ability to spend money on a holiday), Covid-19 demonstrates
all too well the unpredictability of exogenous factors and
their implications on tourist motivation and tourism demand.

PUSH AND PULL FACTORS

Exogenous factors are events that occur outside the control
of the destination and affect tourism demand. These can be
weather or geological events, such as the 2004 tsunami in
Indonesia or the 2010 earthquake in Haiti. These brought
destruction of tourism infrastructure, thereby reducing the
supply-side ability to accommodate tourists, despite any
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interest there might have been in visiting. Exogenous factors
can also take the form of political upheaval and terrorism,
such as the Arab Spring that began in 2011 or student protests
in Hong Kong (in 2014, then again in 2019). While these
events do not necessarily affect tourism infrastructure, they
do negatively impact destination image, which results in
reduced demand to visit these particular places. Most broadly,
global economic downturns, such as the 2008 recession, can
both suppress and defer demand around the world — many
people were not financially able to take holidays, while those
who did travel often chose less costly destinations.

As a result, exogenous factors affect demand via both
constraints on travel and influences on motivation. At its
simplest, motivation to travel is governed by both push and
pull factors. Push factors are the reasons for wanting to get
away from everyday life, such as stress or boredom, while
pull factors are the destination attributes that attract interest
and help potential tourists choose between specific locations.
For example, museums might be an important pull factor for
the history enthusiast, whereas the nature tourist might look
for national parks. Thus, while motivation affects tourism
demand, demand is the actual number of tourist arrivals to
the destination.

However, Covid-19 is unlike anything that has come before.
It began with advice not to visit particular destinations in
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China in December 2019. “Ironically, when we
Then there were warnings about perhaps most need
attending large gatherings for a break, to get away
Lunar New Year celebrations from the stress of life,
throughout Asia. This was we are all stu.ck at
followed by the first travel bans home, dreaming of the
) ) holidays we hope to
in the region, and subsequently take once this is over.”
full lockdowns and border

closings in China. The rest of

the world quickly followed suit.

The industry ground to a halt as all non-essential travel was

suspended. Ironically, when we perhaps most need a break,
to get away from the stress of life, we are all stuck at home,
dreaming of the holidays we hope to take once this is over.

However, it seems increasingly apparent this will be a very

slow process.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

As aresult, it is very likely that the effects of Covid-19 on
the tourism industry will linger long after lockdowns are
eased. While the 2010 tsunami or the 2014 student protests
were clearly defined events, uncertainty lingered in potential
tourists’ minds for years. Covid-19 is far more complicated
and diffuse. It is a global pandemic. Our fears about specific
locations cannot be so easily be assuaged by a new destination
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DON’T CONFUSE
CONSTRAINTS WITH
CONFINEMENT DURING

COVID-19

— Will the words we choose and the thought
processes that accompany them help us
through this crisis? Can we ever equate freedom
with confinement or do we just need to shift our
thinking?
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There is no historical, species-specific evidence for being
confined to an inside space and for limited interactions with
others. However, a visitor from a distant future planet may
look at some of our residential tower blocks or our current
isolation measures and decide the opposite. However, we’d
then need to put everything into context for them.

LANGUAGE AND EVOLUTION

A key evolutionary trait of our species, one that has promoted
exceptional growth and dominion over this planet, has been
our development of communication abilities. I am not referring
to our current telecommunications — these are just a blip in
the history of communicative advancements — but to language
itself. This is a skill linked to several evolutionary events, such
as bipedalism, which led to the lowering of the larynx and

the use of the vocal tract to make meaningful sounds. In fact,
human beings would not be particularly fascinating animals if
it were not for their ability to express

thoughts by sounds and scratches, and
with these, to inspire, deceive, and
control with words alone.

“Paralleling the
rise of language
were all meaning-
making systems

Why language? Before language, we that could signify
were mere mammals. We lived in large to others what we
groups, and these required strategies to adhered to, where
alert, describe, and justify movements we ranked, and

what we feared.”
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to others; we did it with gestures and pre-vocal systems.

But after language was developed, we quickly evolved from
simple to complex utterances. Paralleling the rise of language
were all meaning-making systems that could signify to others
what we adhered to, where we ranked, and what we feared.
The greater our elaboration of these systems, the more efficient
we became at organizing ourselves and our world. The more
we reaped from it the necessary resources, the more we thrived.
Sedentary life became common place. Power structures seeped
into our kinship systems, regulatory bodies, religions and
institutions. Symbols and language allowed for efficiency of
exchange. People were subjugated to the symbolic structures
we erected. Regardless of our desire to stay put, and our
acceptance to be under the governance of others and
established ideas, we have always desired freedom, expressed
unconsciously in our words which are symbols themselves.
Humans are symbolic animals.

Constraints, however, are necessary evils since they provide
the safety controls and reassurances we need: where we get
food, how we can sleep without fear, how we protect others
around us. Constraints seem to be the safeguard of predictability,
which is — paradoxically — the shadow of freedom. So, in
thousands of years’ time, we can justify towers where up to 14
people may share a 700-ft2 space as some sign of freedom.
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DOES FREEDOM EXIST?

Through our symbols, we can achieve a manipulation

of meaning which, in turn, can be used to control how we
perceive freedom. But, does freedom really exist, or is it
merely a machination of the sense-producing machinery

of the mind allowing for such Platonic follies to arise?

Is it a distraction from suffering? Maybe so. Regardless of
the ‘whys’ (our imposition of constraints in exchange for
freedom), never in the heritage of acceptable structures were
we, as humans, prepared to accept ‘confinement’ unless as
punishment. Confinement is very different from constraint,
which requires the employment of one’s will. Confinement,
by contrast, is imposition on another’s will.

Foucault has been frequently cited recently to remind us

of the dangers of false binary thinking, which may lead

to a police state closing in. For me, his most important
contribution to this debate is from his work ‘Discipline and
Punish’ and is less about the panopticonic ideas emerging
during a pandemic but more about the standards ushered in
for punishment, i.e. prisons and their architecture. That is
to say, the very space where people are confined for punish-
ment. I will add that it is not so much the space itself, but
rather, the confinement that the space signifies. Right now,
confinement is starting to resemble what previously defined
its opposite (paradoxically forming a binary system):
safety, family, food, the home.
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THE SOCIAL PROBLEMS
OF PROTECTING
REFUGEES DURING
COVID-19

— How do we protect refugees during
the coronavirus pandemic? Can the field of
‘humanitarian engineering’ help us in this
endeavour?



THE SOCIAL PROBLEMS OF PROTECTING REFUGEES DURING COVID-19

Whilst all groups of people are susceptible to the harm
brought by SARS-CoV-2 (the virus that causes Covid-19),
some groups face greater risk than others. Many experts
have labeled refugees as particularly vulnerable. Refugees
are more likely to live under constraints that make it more
difficult for them to access

accurate information, protect

“Refugees, whether themselves from infection, and
they live in camps or in receive medical treatment if they
urban neighborhoods, become infected.

frequently live in over-
crowded conditions,

sometimes with MANAGING URBAN
limited access to SETTINGS
healthcare and proper

Refugees, whether they live in
camps or in urban neighborhoods,
frequently live in over-crowded
conditions, sometimes with limited access to healthcare and
proper sanitation. While many people have images of refugee
camps as places with squalid conditions and flimsy tents,
worse conditions usually exist in urban settings, where the
majority of the world’s refugees live. Refugee camps are
overseen by aid organizations or governments that locate and
build shelters, distribute food and water, and provide services
like education and medical treatment. Camps are organized to
efficiently provide humanitarian help, even if the amount of
help is inadequate. Those same provision of services are not

sanitation.”
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always available in urban settings, or they are not as
easily distributed.

And because camps are closely managed, they can be closed,
limiting who can enter the camp and thus restricting who
might bring in infection. But there are fewer controls over
movement into and within urban settings, and once community
infection takes hold, it is extremely difficult to contain. Clean
water may be difficult to access, electricity intermittent, and
housing is often cramped. In those conditions, it is difficult for
refugees to use proper sanitation like frequent hand washing,
and social distancing is nearly impossible.

PROVIDING THE RIGHT INFORMATION

Providing refugees with accurate information is also
challenging. Written communication needs to be translated
into languages that they understand, and not everyone in

a refugee community may be literate. In some settings,
governments and aid agencies have relied on radio to
communicate, but that can lead to multiple refugee house-
holds gathering around a limited number of radios to hear
news and instructions, which increases the chance of
infection.



THE SOCIAL PROBLEMS OF PROTECTING REFUGEES DURING COVID-19

LEGAL LIMBO

Very few refugees are resettled permanently in a safe country.
Most live in conditions of legal limbo in a country where
they do not have citizenship; sometimes they may only have
permission to remain in the country short-term. Whilst in
that limbo, they are unable to fully access local job markets
and healthcare services, and remain dependent upon aid
agencies for material resources. During this pandemic, that
often means volunteers helping aid agencies or acting on their
own are no longer able to provide help, or in some cases,
volunteers are a source of potential infection spread.

Policies towards refugees and asylum seekers have made
conditions worse. Most governments have stepped up efforts
to repel refugees and asylum seekers by increasing deportations,
coercing refugees to ‘voluntarily’ return to their countries of
origin, or forcing them to remain in low-income third ‘safe’
countries that often do not have the public health infrastructure
to protect against spread of the disease. While governments
have claimed that these policies are designed to protect against
the spread of Covid-19 within their borders, infection from the
native population can spread the virus to refugee populations,
and through forcible return, those refugees take the infection
to back to their home country or the ‘safe’ third country.
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SOLUTIONS TO SOCIAL PROBLEMS

These problems related to protecting refugees from Covid-19
are social problems. We know the importance of social
distancing, but how do you maintain physical space between
people at a water distribution center in a refugee camp?

We know older people are more vulnerable to the virus, but
how do you protect older refugees when they live in multi-
generational households in overcrowded urban slums?

We know hand washing can reduce the spread of the disease,
but how do you ensure that refugee children have soap when
supply transports to remote refugee camps are disrupted
because of the pandemic? In other words, we already know
the medical science behind the need for hygiene, and we
know the engineering necessary for constructing physical
spaces that allow for social distancing, but we still need
social scientists to examine the conditions of refugees’ lives
and explore solutions to the barriers that are keeping refugees
from being safe and healthy.

HUMANITARIAN ENGINEERING

A field that has recently emerged to provide these solutions
is ‘humanitarian engineering.” It combines such fields as
sociology, political science, economics, and history with
engineering and public health to provide solutions to
humanitarian problems. It centers human and community
welfare within the goals of designing and building
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THE NEED FOR URGENT
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COVID-19 SOCIETY

— Social research is urgently needed to
detail people’s experiences of life during

the pandemic, how different countries and
governments are responding to the crisis and
what social changes are happening.




THE NEED FOR URGENT SOCIAL RESEARCH IN A COVID-19 SOCIETY

We are now living in a ‘Covid society’, the long-term effects
of which have yet to be experienced or imagined. Everything
has shifted. All social research, whether it is directly focusing
on the pandemic or not, is also now inevitably changed.

HISTORICAL HEALTH CRISES

I have been studying the social aspects of health and
medicine for my entire career. Among many other health-
related topics, I have conducted research on two major global
health issues that received major policy and public health as
well as mass media attention. The first was the HIV/AIDS
pandemic, which emerged in the early 1980s. The second
was the so-called ‘obesity epidemic’, sparked by public
health announcements and mass media reporting in the late
1990s and into the early 2000s. It proposed that levels of
‘obesity’ were rising dramatically worldwide, accompanied
by major health problems. HIV/AIDS and the obesity crisis
generated an enormous research momentum among not
only social researchers but also social activists, community
groups and artists, all of whom played a vital role in helping
to understand the social, cultural, psychological and political
consequences and impacts of these phenomena.

Now the Covid-19 pandemic has erupted, affecting all
regions of the world, and the news media are dominated by
reporting developments and effects. At the time of writing,
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more than 100 thousand lives have already been lost world-
wide, and many healthcare systems are straining under the
burden of caring for unprecedented

numbers of seriously ill patients

. . . “The current

with pneumonia. Everyday lives .

have b di d: schools and pandemic shares
ave been disrupted: schools an some features

workplaces are closed; many people of the HIV/AIDS

have lost their jobs; vast populations pandemic and

have been confined to their homes; obesity crisis, but
people are cut off from face-to-face there are many
interactions and worried about their differences as well.”
own health or those of their family

members.

SOCIAL RESEARCH FOR COVID-19

Social research is again urgently needed to document people’s
experiences of living in this moment, how different countries
and governments are addressing the pandemic and what
social changes are occurring now or will be happening in the
post-Covid world. Social researchers need to be contributing
to understandings how people have been affected by living
in the pandemic, both physically and mentally, and what
measures and policies have been most effective and helpful.

The current pandemic shares some features of the HIV/AIDS
pandemic and obesity crisis, but there are many differences
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as well. All three health crises received worldwide media
attention and affected many countries. All have involved the
identification of social groups deemed both ‘most at risk’
and ‘risky to others’, accompanied by scapegoating, victim-
blaming, stigmatization, marginalization and neglect. These
groups have differed across the health crises themselves, but
also changed over time for each health crisis.

All three crises are intensely political, involving claims and
counter-claims about authoritative knowledge, whose advice
should be trusted and the best way to inform and manage the
public and “at risk/risky’ groups. The HIV/AIDS and obesity
crises have also involved developing innovative grassroots
support systems and activist networks that have played a major
role in supporting ‘at-risk/risky groups’, countering stigma
and marginalization and generating and sharing citizen-led
knowledge. There is already evidence of these systems and
networks emerging in response to the current threat.

DIFFERENCES AND DISTANCING

The Covid pandemic differs in many crucial ways from these
crises, however. One difference is the sheer scope and rapid
expansion of its effects beyond the health-related impacts.
Covid-19 is a truly global health problem that erupted and
spread extremely quickly, meaning there was little time

to make sense of it and respond adequately. Another key
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difference is the economic and other social effects beyond the
immediate health effects of contracting or passing on the virus.
The quarantining, social isolation and physical distancing
measures required to limit the rate of spread of Covid-19
(SARS-Cov-2) have suddenly and unexpectedly made millions
of people unemployed and in dire straits financially in most
parts of the world.

DIGITAL MEDIA

A third major difference is that digital media and devices

are playing a far more crucial role in this pandemic compared
with the other crises, when the internet, mobile devices and
social media either did not exist or were in their infancy.

We have already seen how social media has contributed to
the spread of misinformation and panic but has also played a
crucial role in helping people deal with the impact of physical
1solation by offering mediated forms of social connection that
have alleviated boredom and loneliness.

Social research will generate better understandings not only
of the current social impact of Covid-19, but also continuing
or new impacts into the future. Findings will have immediate
and long-term applications for contributing to policy and
service delivery and development to better support people
as they deal with and recover from the myriad challenges
they are experiencing to their ways of life and health status.






Perspectives on the pandemic
International social science thought leaders
reflect on Covid-19

Monika Biischer

Monika BUscher is Professor of Sociology, Director for Research
at the Department for Sociology, and Associate Director at the
Centre for Mobilities Research, at Lancaster University, UK.
Her interdisciplinary research on mobilities includes low-carbon
transport innovation, and infrastructuring equitable urban futures.



Monika Biischer

A GREAT MOBILITY
TRANSFORMATION

— |If the coronavirus has meant less air
pollution, an increase in cycling and walking in
some areas and an upsurge in birds singing in
the trees, why isn’t anyone talking about the
effects of this huge change?



