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Abstract 

The paper begins with a retrospective of the debates on the origin of life: the virus or the 

cell? The virus needs a cell for replication, instead the cell is higher on the evolutionary scale of 

life. In addition, the study of viruses raises pressing conceptual and philosophical questions about 

their nature, their classification, and their place in the biological world. 

The subject of pandemics is approached starting from the existentialism of Albert Camus 

and Sartre, the replacement of the exclusion ritual with the disciplinary mechanism of Michel 

Foucault, and about the Gaia hypothesis developed by James Lovelock and supported in the current 

pandemic by Bruno Latour. The social dimensions of pandemics, their relation with the global 

warming which has led to an increase in infectious diseases, and the deforestation of large areas 

which have caused viruses to migrate from their native area (their "reservoir") are highlighted. The 

ethics of pandemics is approached from several philosophical points of view, of which the most 

important in a crisis of such global dimensions is utilitarianism which involves maximizing 

benefits for society in direct conflict with the usual (Kantian) view of respect for people as 

individuals. 

After a retrospective of the COVID-19 virus that caused the current pandemic, its life cycle 

and its history, with an emphasis on the philosophy of death, the concept of biopower initially 

developed by Foucault is discussed, with reference to the practice of modern nation states od 

control of the populations and the debate generated by Giorgio Agamben who states that what is 

manifested in this pandemic is the growing tendency to use the state of emergency as a normal 

paradigm of government. Another interesting and much debated approach is the one generated by 

the works of Slavoj Žižek, who states that the current pandemic has led to the failure of the current 

"barbaric" capitalism, wondering if the path that humanity will take is a neo-communism. . 
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Another important negative effect is desocialization, with the conclusion of some philosophers 

that we cannot exist independently of our relationships with others, that a person's humanity 

depends on the humanity of those around him. 

The last section is dedicated to forecasting what the world will look like after the pandemic, 

and there are already signs of a change of paradigm, including the sudden disappearance of the 

ideology of the "wall": a cough was enough to make it suddenly impossible to avoid the 

responsibility that every individual has towards all living beings for the simple fact that he is part 

of this world, and of the desire to be part of it. The whole is always involved in part, because 

everything is, in a sense, in everything, and in nature there are no autonomous regions that are an 

exception. 

The COVID-19 pandemic seems to restore the supremacy that once belonged to politics. 

One of the virtues of the virus is its ability to generate a more sober idea of freedom: to be free 

means to do what needs to be done in a specific situation. 
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Introduction 

COVID-19 has wreaked havoc worldwide, socially and economically. This pandemic has 

led to physical isolation, but also to an unprecedented removal of knowledge through the avalanche 

of fake news, misinformation and conspiracy theories. We have become more and more dependent 

on social media for information, but most of the time this information has nothing to do with the 

real situation, with the truth. 

Plato's allegory of the cave in the Republic, (Plato 2008) presented as a dialogue between 

Plato's brother Glaucon and his mentor Socrates, narrated by the latter, is a conceptual tool to help 

the reader distinguish between appearance and reality, highlighting the influence of ignorance on 

our nature. Plato presents a group of people who have lived all their lives locked in a cave with a 

high wall in front. They can see nothing but the stone wall in front of them. Behind the wall burns 

a fire that provides enough light to project bright images of external objects on the walls of the 

cave. Those shadows are the reality of the prisoners. 

The current epidemic isolation has brought us to the situation where the ordinary individual 

cannot distinguish truth from falsehood by reason. We are caught in a contemporary version of 

Plato's allegorical cave, in which natural reality is distorted and darkened by the shadows cast by 

the media, Facebook and other social networks, which constantly mislead us. Projected visions 

take us further and further away from the real world. Another kind of Matrix, (Wachowski and 

Wachowski 1999) in which the senses no longer help the correct analysis or critique of 

information, thus creating false perceptions without any connection with reality. And this trend is 

fueled and even forced by leaders around the world. 

According to Merzouk, the shadows that the inhabitants of Plato's cave see projected on 

the wall are the weakest form of knowledge: opinion. (Merzouk 2020) Social media abounds with 

"experts" who offer their opinions. And people end up grouping themselves according to the 
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opinions they consider true, often without any rational foundation, acting according to those 

opinions, sometimes against their own real interest. Moreover, such insulation is ideal for mass 

handling. And to induce emotions, and ultimately actions, for or against realities. 

In his allegory, Plato describes what would happen if one of the prisoners escaped from the 

cave. After being blinded by the bright light of the Sun, he would discover that reality is not what 

they thought it was. Like the fire that casts light on the cave walls, the human condition is always 

linked to the impressions received through the senses. And in the absence of direct senses due to 

isolation, the impressions offered by the media remain, be it social media or mass- media. 

Basically, Plato suggests, we cannot break away from the bonds of our human condition, just as 

the prisoners of the cave could not free themselves from chains. When (if) we still manage to 

escape from our cave, we will find a transformed world, which many of us will no longer 

understand - another "realm", the source of a higher reality than the one we knew. 

No one knows the actual number of people infected with coronavirus. In addition, there are 

asymptomatic, and even in symptomatic people the disease becomes visible only a few days after 

infection. So, any of us can be, at some point, a potential vector of the disease. And you can become 

a victim at any time without knowing it. From a philosophical point of view, you are in what 

theorists call decision-making in conditions of uncertainty. You can't estimate the odds of being 

sick or contagious - victim or vector. 

Justice theorist John Rawls used this model of decisional uncertainty as a thought 

experiment called the "veil of ignorance", (Rawls 1999) a method of determining the morality of 

problems. It requires a decision-maker to choose on a social or moral issue and assumes that he 

has enough information to know the consequences of his possible decisions for everyone, but 

would not know or take into account that person. The theory holds that not knowing the final 
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position in society would lead to the creation of a fair system, as the decision maker would not 

want to make decisions that benefit one group to the detriment of another, because the decision 

maker could theoretically reach any group. (Francis 2020)  

The thinking experiment proposed by John Rawls states that people who make political 

decisions imagine that they know nothing about the talents, abilities, tastes, social class and 

positions they will have in a social order. When such parties select the principles for the 

distribution of rights, positions and resources in the society in which they will live, this "veil of 

ignorance" prevents them from knowing who will receive a certain distribution of rights, positions 

and resources in that society. (Rawls 1999) 

According to Leslie Francis, the COVID pandemic can be considered a natural version of 

John Rawls' thought experiment: it puts a veil of ignorance on the state of infection. You know 

nothing about yourself, whether you are infected or not, or whether you will be infected. And you 

wonder, what principles would you accept in terms of physical distancing, wearing masks, 

allowing businesses to reopen or allowing crowds to gather, if you don't know your own situation 

about COVID infection? (Sfetcu 2020c) 

Of course, you know some features of your situation that allow you to answer these 

questions. You know, for example, if your job allows you to work from home, or if you have a 

safe garden, or if you work for a company that has become a hot spot for infection. You know if 

you are diabetic, obese or elderly. 

In the current pandemic there are elements of both comparative uncertainty and 

comparative certainty, which shows that Rawls was half right and half wrong about how we should 

think about injustice in the world. 
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So, if you're unlucky enough to be close to someone who doesn't wear a mask, remind him 

of what is half right and half wrong about Rawls' thought experiment. At some point, we don't 

really know if we could be the victim or a vector for COVID. (Francis 2020) But we know our 

situations of relative privilege or disadvantage in terms of COVID. As we make social decisions 

at the political level and individual decisions about what needs to be done in light of government 

policies, we must constantly remember to correct our assumptions about privilege with the reality 

of the veil of ignorance behind which we stand regarding infectious disease. 

Medical staff and scientists now look like the reluctant heroes of this pandemic. But science 

is facing increasing challenges. In the midst of the pandemic, scientific communities are struggling 

to distinguish between the good and the bad sciences. " Science has an ugly, complicated dark 

side," Jackie Flynn Mogensen wrote in a recent article for Mother Jones, " and the Coronavirus is 

bringing it out." Her argument here is: “What was once a marathon has been compressed to a 400-

meter dash: Researchers race to deliver results, academic journals race to publish, and the media 

races to bring new information to a scared and eager public”. (Mogensen 2020) 

Questions arise that the medical profession and science are not prepared or equipped to 

imagine and address. 

Joe Humphreys in the Irish Times, states that " The coronavirus pandemic has been a shock 

not just to the health system. It has given a jump-start to moral consciences. Things we tolerated 

as a society - such as low pay for essential workers and income barriers to hospital treatment - 

suddenly seem abominable.” (Humphreys 2020)  

Such problems have been studied by a generation of scientists in the field of sociology of 

science. (Dabashi 2020) The central element of this discipline is the idea that no scientific 

investigation or scientific methodology is completely independent of social and political factors or 
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even religious preferences, framing this way the nature of the raised questions and the speculated 

answers. 
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1 Viruses 

Sfetcu, Nicolae, "What came first: the virus or the cell?", SetThings (October 17, 2020), DOI: 

10.13140/RG.2.2.32719.92328, URL = https://www.setthings.com/en/what-came-first-the-virus-

or-the-cell/ 

 

Viruses reproduce only inside the living cells of organisms, (Wu 2020) being known so far 

more than 6,000 species of viruses. (International Committee on Taxonomy of Viruses (ICTV) 

2020) When it infects a cell, the viruses force it to rapidly produce thousands of identical copies 

of the original virus. 

A relatively common misconception about what a biological virus actually is, is that a virus 

often refers only to protective capsules made up of proteins, which contain viral genomic 

information in the extracellular environment. (Jacob and Wollman 1961) This particle is a virion 

and is generally considered dead. Matti Jalasvuori (Jalasvuori 2012) highlights the difference 

between a virus and a virion, which allows us to appreciate viruses as evolutionary players or even 

as living organisms. (Forterre and Prangishvili 2009) 

Virions are external, autonomous, consisting of genetic material (DNA or RNA molecules) 

that encode the structure of proteins, a protein layer (capsid), and sometimes an outer layer of 

lipids. 

Viruses are far too small to be visualized with a regular microscope, with diameters 

between 20 and 300 nanometers. (Mahy 1998) The first images of them were obtained by electron 

microscopy in 1931 by German engineers Ernst Ruska and Max Knoll. (Fraengsmyr and Ekspong 

1993) Rosalind Franklin discovered the complete structure of the virus in 1955. (Creager and 

Morgan 2008) 

Viruses appear to have played a role in events such as the origin of cell life (Koonin, 

Senkevich, and Dolja 2006) and the evolution of mammals. (Gifford 2012)  

https://www.setthings.com/en/what-came-first-the-virus-or-the-cell/
https://www.setthings.com/en/what-came-first-the-virus-or-the-cell/
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The origin of viruses is unclear (they have existed since the first evolution of living cells. 

(Iyer et al. 2006) There are three main hypotheses that explain the origin of viruses: (Shors 2016) 

1. The regressive hypothesis ('degeneration hypothesis', (Dimmock, Easton, and Leppard 

2007) or 'reduction hypothesis': (Mahy and Regenmortel 2009) they come from small cells 

that previously parasitized larger cells. 

2. The cell origin hypothesis ('wandering hypothesis') (Mahy 1998) or 'escape hypothesis': 

(B. W. J. Mahy and Regenmortel 2009) they come from bits of DNA or RNA that have 

'escaped' from the genes of a larger organism. (Shors 2016) 

3. The co-evolution hypothesis (‘the first virus hypothesis’): (B. W. J. Mahy and Regenmortel 

2009) they come from complex molecules of proteins and nucleic acid appearing 

simultaneously with the cells on which they would have been dependent. 

One hypothesis claims that viruses have probably appeared several times in the past 

through one or more mechanisms. (B. W. J. Mahy and Regenmortel 2009) 

Even the simplest bacteria is far too complex to have appeared spontaneously at the 

beginning of evolution. Subsequently, evolution has been able to produce increasingly complex 

systems. Matti Jalasvuori concludes that the first true cell must have already been a product of 

evolution, (Jalasvuori 2012) resulting from a primordial community. (Doolittle 2000) The 

community has evolved mainly horizontally by changing genetic information between protocells, 

rather than in a 'Darwinian' way, passing genes vertically to offspring. (Koonin and Martin 2005) 

It follows that the protocells themselves were not coherent genetic entities, but more or less random 

collections of independent genetic replicators, which evolved collectively thus maintaining the 

common genetic code. (Vetsigian, Woese, and Goldenfeld 2006) Since viruses or virus-like 
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replicators are thought to be able to come up with new genes, then they could have been one of the 

elements in that primordial community. 

Matti Jalasvuori states that viruses provide a possible explanation for the horizontal 

evolution of early life, as virions are essentially genetically encoded structures that mediate the 

cell-to-cell transfer of genetic information. As the primary system advanced, some of the first 

viruses established a permanent residence in some of the protocols. (Jalasvuori 2012) 

Scott Podolsky (Podolsky 1996) described the different roles of viruses in theorizing the 

origin of life, from the 1920s to the 1960s. (Kostyrka 2016) He noted that viruses were integrated 

into life-origin scenarios characterized by a “nucleocentric approach”, unlike a "cytoplasmic 

approach". The nucleocentric approach defined life based on self-duplication. (Podolsky 1996, 80) 

The cytoplasmic approach focused on the cytoplasm as a model to define life and understand its 

origin, conceived as self-regulation. 

Podolsky identified three major roles of viruses in early life origin scenarios. (1) as a 

“metaphor” of life (conceptualized as an image of primitive life), as an “operational model” 

(provides, by analogy, a conceptual representation of possible mechanisms), and their 

phylogenetic role, conferring virus-centered nucleocentric arguments with a real "sense of 

historicity". (Podolsky 1996, 84) Thus, viruses could be seen as the "relatively unmodified 

descendants of the primordial precursor to all later life forms." 

According to Gladys Kostyrka in What roles for viruses in the origin of life scenarios? 

(Kostyrka 2016) the conceptualization of viruses as inert products of living cells or extracellular 

agents had strong implications for the roles that viruses could play in life origin scenarios. The 

divergence between an "endogenous thought style" and an "exogenous thought style" has been 

particularly strong in the debates. Felix d’Herelle proposed a virocentric scenario of the origin of 
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life. (Félix d’ Hérelle 1926) For d’Herelle, viruses are not primitive life forms, (F. d’Hérelle 1928, 

540) because they are parasites of cells. But viruses could represent relatively unchanged 

descendants of primitive life forms (phylogenetic role), and could also serve as a metaphor for life 

(metaphorical role). (F. d’Hérelle 1928, 538) Based on a viral metaphor of life, d’Herelle 

hypothesized that the simplest forms of life are not cellular, but micellar. 

The scenario proposed by Alexander and Brigdes in 1928 differs in many respects from 

d’Herelle’s scenario. (Alexander and Bridges 1928) Their approach is nucleocentric, because they 

conceive of the virus as an example of life. They consider viruses as simple life forms 

("ultrabionts"), but more complex than fundamental ones ("moleculobionts"). 

J. B. S. Haldane provided another example of the conception of life which, like d’Herelle, 

is not strictly nucleocentric, but nevertheless gives viruses important roles in the origins of life. 

But Haldane refused to call viruses "living" and rather described them as models for understanding 

the first "half-living molecules" (Haldane 1929) that might have existed before the formation of 

the first cell. 

The phylogenetic roles of viruses have been particularly contested. Viruses would rather 

be the result of the reductive evolution of cells. (Laidlaw 2014) The Green-Laidlaw hypothesis or 

the retrograde hypothesis for the origin of viruses has convinced many biologists. (Podolsky 1996, 

101–3) 

The hypotheses of the origin of life due to viruses increased during the years 2000-2010. 

(Koonin and Dolja 2013) According to Gladys Kostyrka, the following syllogism would probably 

be accepted by many biologists: (Kostyrka 2016) 

1. Viruses depend on cells (no virus could have existed before cells), 

2. The search for the origin of life is to trace the appearance of the first cell, 
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3. Viruses are therefore excluded from discussions about the origins of life. 

This syllogism seems to hinder the phylogenetic or historical role of viruses in the origins 

of life. However, Patrick Forterre hypothesized that viruses appeared before DNA cells and before 

LUCA (Last Universal Cellular Ancestor), (Forterre 2006) resulting in a phylogenetic role for 

viruses. According to Forterre, ancestral viruses did not contribute to the emergence of cell life; 

Cell life must have existed before, because viruses need cells to replicate. But viruses are said to 

have contributed to the origin of DNA cells. A simplified version of the scenario for the appearance 

of DNA is that RNA viruses appeared inside the second era of the RNA world, because RNA cells 

already existed and could be parasitized. (Kostyrka 2016) (Forterre 2005) 

Confirmation of the phylogenetic role of viruses could therefore explain the problematic 

coexistence of two distinct ways of replicating DNA in the living world. This scenario also gives 

viruses an operational role. Viruses, for Forterre, have phylogenetic and operational roles, but they 

are not metaphors of primitive life. (Forterre 2016) 

Eugene Koonin develops a virocentric scenario for the origin of life (“primordial virus 

world scenario” (Koonin 2009)). Koonin also assumes that viruses appeared during the second 

world of RNA, but rejects the alleged existence of RNA cells, mainly due to RNA instability. 

(Koonin, Senkevich, and Dolja 2006, 10) He argued that the first cells must have been DNA cells, 

so viruses must have appeared in a world without cells. Thus, Koonin rejects the common 

assumption that viruses cannot exist without cells. (Koonin and Dolja 2013, 550) In 2006, Koonin 

formulated the "ancient viral world hypothesis" that no gene is shared by all virus species - there 

is no common ancestor of all viruses, viruses have multiple origins. To explain the presence of 

these genes in existing viruses, Koonin assumes that they came from a primordial viral world and 

were conserved. (Koonin 2009, 60) 
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Koonin argues that the phylogenetic role of making it possible to switch from RNA to 

DNA is not just attributed to viruses. (Koonin and Dolja 2014, 289) He attributes a phylogenetic 

role to all components of viruses. To some extent, this hypothesis also provides a metaphor for 

life. (Koonin and Martin 2005) 

The originality of Koonin's virocentric scenario is based on the underlying conception of 

viruses. Unlike Forterre, Koonin argues that viruses can exist and replicate without cells. Thus, 

Koonin also challenges the premise 1 of the syllogism. Moreover, the viral world "is by no means 

limited to the typical viruses that encode capsid". (Koonin and Dolja 2013) 

Gladys Kostyrka concludes that Forterre and Koonin both argue for possible analogies 

between the real pathways of viral replication and those that may have existed in the early stages 

of life, and that viruses played an important phylogenetic role in the appearance of DNA and, more 

generally, in the evolution of replication mechanisms. But Forterre claims that viruses could only 

exist if there were cells, because viruses are intracellular parasites. Thus, the phylogenetic role of 

viruses would have taken place after the appearance of cell life. On the contrary, Koonin's 

conception of viruses contradicts the definition of viruses as intracellular parasites. For Koonin, 

viruses are fundamentally selfish genetic elements surrounded by a capsid. (Kostyrka 2016) 

How could the virus play a role in the appearance of life if the existence of cells is a 

precondition for the existence of viruses? Gladys Kostyrka proposes several strategies. A first 

important strategy for introducing viruses into life-giving scenarios is to define life as acellular. A 

very different strategy for introducing viruses into life-origin scenarios is based on redefining cell 

life. (Kostyrka 2016) 
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A typical cycle of virus replication 

 

There are six basic steps in virus replication: (Mahy 1998)  

1. Attachment: binding between viral capsid proteins and specific receptors on the host cell 

surface. (Más and Melero 2013)  

2. Penetration: virions enter the host cell through receptor-mediated endocytosis or membrane 

fusion. (Dimmock, Easton, and Leppard 2007) 

3. Uncoating: removing the viral capsid. (Blaas 2016) 

4. Replication: genome multiplication. (Isomura and Stinski 2013) 

5. Assembly: a change in proteins (maturation) occurs after the virus has been released from 

the host cell. (Barman et al. 2001) 
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6. Release - by lysis, a process that usually kills the cell by breaking the membrane and the 

cell wall. (Dimmock, Easton, and Leppard 2007) 

Viruses facilitate horizontal gene transfer, increasing genetic diversity. (Canchaya et al. 

2003) There is an ongoing debate as to the extent to which viruses are a life form, or are "living 

organisms" (Rybicki 1990) and self-replicators. (Koonin and Starokadomskyy 2016)  

Viruses undergo genetic changes through several mechanisms. In antigenic shift (when 

there is a major change in the virus genome) individual bases in DNA or RNA move to other bases 

- these changes can confer evolutionary benefits, such as resistance to antiviral drugs. (Sandbulte 

et al. 2011) When it may be the result of recombination or reassortment, influenza viruses can 

cause pandemics. (Hampson and Mackenzie 2006) RNA viruses often exist as quasispecies or 

swarms of viruses of the same species, but with slightly different nucleoside sequences of the 

genome. Such quasispecies are a major target for natural selection. (Metzner 2006) In genetic 

recombination a DNA is broken and then joined to the end of a different DNA molecule. 

Recombination usually occurs when viruses infect cells simultaneously. (Worobey and Holmes 

1999)  

Many organisms harbor a variety of genes unknown to science. (Mocali and Benedetti 

2010) Many of these new genes are found in viral genomes. (Yin and Fischer 2008) 

Viruses could be considered genetic modifiers. Viruses themselves do not evolve, but are 

evolved by cells. (Moreira and Lopez-Garcia 2009) But many viral genes do not appear to have 

cellular counterparts. (Yin and Fischer 2008) Viruses appear to have genes that produce 

structurally and functionally conserved proteins that have no apparent cellular ancestors. (Keller 

et al. 2009) 
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Viral infections usually cause an immune response that kills the virus. These immune 

responses can be triggered by specific vaccines. There are viruses, such as those that cause AIDS, 

and viral hepatitis, which manage to prevent these immune responses by causing chronic 

infections. 

Some viruses do not cause apparent changes in the infected, asymptomatic cell (latency), 

(Sinclair 2008) a feature of herpes viruses. (Whitley and Roizman 2001) These latent viruses can 

sometimes be beneficial, increasing immunity against bacterial pathogens. (Barton et al. 2007) 

Other infections persist throughout life, (Bertoletti and Gehring 2007) so infected people are 

known as carriers because they serve as reservoirs of infectious viruses. (Rodrigues et al. 2001) 

Virus transmission can be vertical (e.g., mother-to-child), or horizontal (person-to-person). 

Horizontal transmission is the most common mechanism of virus spread. (Antonovics et al. 2017) 

Epidemiology is used to break the chain of infection in populations during outbreaks of viral 

diseases, (Shors 2016) knowing the source of the outbreak and identifying the virus. Interruption 

can be done through vaccines, or isolation (quarantine), sanitation and disinfection. Vaccines can 

consist of attenuated viruses or viral proteins (antigens). (Palese 2006) 

Matti Jalasvuori points out that, although viral infections can make the host resistant to 

subsequent infections by similar types of viruses, it is not a hereditary symbiosis. We are immune 

to chickenpox after an infection, but our children still have to infect themselves to become 

resistant. (Jalasvuori 2012) 

During the spread of a virus epidemic, this integration of a virus into germ cells could 

provide an advantage to a person. (Jern and Coffin 2008) It is possible for the virus to establish a 

mutually beneficial relationship with its host. This symbiotic partnership would exist mainly at the 

level of genetic information, (Ryan 2009) but can still occur through a fusion of two distinct 



Nicolae Sfetcu: COVID-19 Pandemic – Philosophical Approaches 

18 

entities of genetic reproduction. Although viruses could be considered to form symbiotic 

relationships through any mechanism, Matti Jalasvuori highlights some interesting aspects: How 

does this integrated virus affect the subsequent evolution of their hosts? The endogenous virus 

alters the genetic composition of chromosomes and can, for example, regulate the expression of 

host genes. (Jern and Coffin 2008) Some derived genes appear to have remained active for tens of 

millions of years. (Katzourakis and Gifford 2010) But even then, it is difficult to say with certainty 

how important these viruses were in the evolution of their hosts. (Jalasvuori 2012) 

 

Image with electron microscope transmitting a recreated influenza virus from 1918 

Viruses are an important natural means of gene transfer between different species, 

increasing genetic diversity and helping evolution, (Canchaya et al. 2003) being considered one of 

the largest reservoirs of unexplored genetic diversity on Earth. (Suttle 2007) They can also be used 

to manipulate and investigate cell functions, (Mahy 1998) being used as vectors to introduce genes 
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into the cells being studied. Virotherapy uses viruses as vectors to treat various diseases, including 

cancer treatment and gene therapy. (Jefferson, Cadet, and Hielscher 2015)  

Many viruses can be synthesized "from scratch". The first synthetic virus was created in 

2002. (Cello, Paul, and Wimmer 2002) This technology is used to investigate new vaccination 

strategies. (Coleman et al. 2008) It follows that viruses can no longer be considered extinct, as 

long as their genome sequence information is known and permissive cells are available. 

The ability of viruses to cause epidemics has raised concerns about the possibility of their 

use in a biological warfare. The 1918 influenza virus was recently successfully recreated in a 

laboratory. (Zilinskas 2017) There are only two centers in the world authorized by the WHO to 

store smallpox virus stocks, which can be used as a weapon because the smallpox vaccine has 

sometimes had severe side effects, and is no longer commonly used in any country. (Artenstein 

and Grabenstein 2008) 

1.1 Ontology 

Sfetcu, Nicolae, "Virus Ontology: Thing, Being, Process, or Information?", SetThings (October 

24, 2020), DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.2.35874.66241, URL = https://www.setthings.com/en/virus-

ontology-thing-being-process-or-information/ 

 

The study of viruses raises pressing conceptual and philosophical questions about their 

nature, their classification, (O’Malley 2014, 45–94) (Mayr 1953) and their place within the 

biological world. 

A major set of problems concerns the individuality and diachronic identity of a virus: what 

is the virus, the viral particle (virion) or the entire viral cycle? The correct identification of the 

virus has significant ontological consequences, also related to the place and time when biological 

entities begin and end. (Bouchard and Huneman 2013)  

https://www.setthings.com/en/virus-ontology-thing-being-process-or-information/
https://www.setthings.com/en/virus-ontology-thing-being-process-or-information/
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The main metaphysical thesis considers that the world is composed of things or substances, 

with things identified by their properties. But Dupre and Guttinger believe that widespread 

symbiosis threatens the clarity of the boundaries between organisms and even the uniqueness of 

these boundaries. (Dupré and Guttinger 2016) The integrated nature and blurred boundaries 

between organisms have led to claims that “traditional (substance-based) metaphysical accounts 

of individuality should be replaced with a process ontology, as the only ‘philosophy of organism’ 

that can make sense of the biological phenomena as we now know them." (J. Dupré and Guttinger 

2016) (Henning and Scarfe 2013)) 

Dupre and Guttinger make an ontological statement that biological systems are processes. 

In this context, they challenge the view that viruses are distinct entities that follow their own 

intrinsic (and pathogenic) agenda, based on two arguments: symbiotic systems can include viruses, 

and viruses must be seen as processes. They argue that viruses are vital and ubiquitous elements 

of the larger flow of interconnected processes that make up biological systems. (Dupré and 

Guttinger 2016) 

Microbial symbionts involved in the modulation of development and playing a central role 

in the development and homeostasis of the immune system, (Spasova and Surh 2014) with 

connection to the central nervous system, (Bravo et al. 2012) have contributed to a major 

philosophical reconsideration of the concept of biological individual. The human microbiome 

would consist not of passengers, but of parts of an integrated individual, the organism itself in its 

stable state proving to be a product of countless interactions between the host and microbes. Thus, 

viruses provide services to biological systems, some even vital. Viruses are an integral part of the 

system, rather than parasites, kept under control enough to allow the system to function. (Wylie, 
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Weinstock, and Storch 2012) Basically, the virus responds gradually and systematically to dietary 

changes. (Minot et al. 2011) suggesting a positive functional response to environmental changes. 

Viruses kill the cells in which they reproduce and maintain their own life cycles, but it is 

considered possible that this killing of cells is functional for the larger system of which the virus 

is also a part. The result is a stable ecological relationship between viruses and their hosts, 

beneficial for the system as a whole, including in regulating the morphology and function of the 

intestine and in shaping the immune system. 

Retroviruses have a single-stranded RNA genome that is reverse transcribed after infection 

in double-stranded DNA and inserted into the host genome. After insertion, the viral DNA is 

treated by the host as its own DNA, which means that it is transcribed and reproduced together 

with the rest of the host genome. (J. Dupré and Guttinger 2016) In some cases, retroviruses reach 

the host genome and can transform into what is known as endogenous retroviruses. It is estimated 

that up to 8% of the human genome actually consists of endogenous retroviruses, (Griffiths 2001) 

resulting in significant proportions of DNA from eukaryotic organisms initially entering the cell 

line via a virus. 

The virus may function as a vast repository of genetic resources. (Minot et al. 2011) Thus, 

the human genome itself can be thought of as a database or library of resources that can be used in 

many ways by the cell. (Noble 2006) It can be speculated here that “the ability of microbes, 

specifically our symbiotic microbiome, to recruit genetic resources from the biotic environment 

may be a much more efficient way of responding to environmental contingencies than evolution 

by random genetic variation and selection." (Dupré and Guttinger 2016) 

Given this close interconnection between viruses and their hosts, it seems plausible that 

viruses in complex multi-organic systems are vital functional parts of the whole, and can play 



Nicolae Sfetcu: COVID-19 Pandemic – Philosophical Approaches 

22 

essential roles in eliminating harmful cells, mediating the transfer of genetic resources, developing 

their hosts, and their survival in difficult conditions. (Dupré and Guttinger 2016) 

The question of whether viruses are alive has been asked repeatedly throughout the history 

of virological research. The answer is difficult, and it has changed over time. (Smith and Szathmáry 

2000) A related issue is the extent to which viruses could be considered as organisms (in the idea 

that all organisms are living beings, but not all living beings are organisms). Many biologists 

believe that viruses are not organisms, which involve a very high degree of functional organization 

and cooperation, with strong interactions between the parties. (Huneman 2006) 

Other biologists believe that discrimination between living things and things does not suit 

the specific case of viruses: the answer would depend on pre-existing conceptions of "life". In 

addition, the question of what viruses do is at least as important as the question of what they are 

(i.e., their living or non-living state). (Pradeu, Kostyrka, and Dupré 2016) 

Koonin and Starokadomsky define the status of viruses among biological entities in the 

replicator paradigm. All biological replicators form a continuum along the selfishness-

cooperativity axis, from completely selfish forms to fully cooperative ones. In this context, all 

organisms are communities of replicators that interact, co-evolving, from different classes. 

(Koonin and Starokadomskyy 2016) 

According to Lewis et al., there is a third state, characteristic of latent cells (with reduced 

metabolic activity and able to resume growth and division according to external conditions), which 

is neither truly living nor non-living. (K. Lewis 2010) 

In general, a dead organism still falls into the category of life. However, when it comes to 

viruses, these different aspects of life are tangled and are usually discussed together. Indeed, 
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viruses can be seen as not belonging to the category of living beings, because they are incapable 

of autonomous reproduction, and extracellular virions are in a latent (inert) state. 

Koonin and Starokadomsky argue that it is always possible to say whether a particular 

entity belongs to the realm of biology, within the fundamental concept called of the "replicator 

paradigm." (Koonin and Starokadomskyy 2016) Replicators form a continuum along the axis of 

autonomy. The only universal feature shared by all replicators is the presence of a signal that 

allows replicative autonomy. (Kristensen et al. 2013) An orthogonal dimension of the replicating 

universe involves reproductive strategies (or lifestyles), from complete selfishness (associated 

with parasitism) to full cooperation. (Joh and Weitz 2011) 

Transitions from one type of replicator to another have occurred on numerous occasions 

during evolution, but there is no evidence of evolutionary transitions between cells and viruses. 

(Koonin and Starokadomskyy 2016) Nor about the origin of the selfish elements in the “escaped 

genes” (which become autonomous, selfish replicators) of cellular life forms. Most essential viral 

genes (viral marker genes) do not have close counterparts between the genes of cellular life forms, 

being probably originated in a primordial, pre-cellular gene pool. (Koonin and Dolja 2013) 

Virion stability and inactivity provide intuitive support for the common claim that viruses 

are not living things. The only thing that is constant throughout the viral cycle is the viral genome. 

Dupre and Guttinger believe that, therefore, the virus should simply be identified with its genetic 

material. But identifying the virus with something less than a cycle will lead to failure. The episode 

or virion is just part of what the virus does. " What matters is not the DNA molecule itself but what 

it does (or can do) in a particular context," (J. Dupré and Guttinger 2016) such as cell invasion and 

replication, rather than having a certain intrinsic property. Thus, an endogenous retrovirus is a 
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virus only as long as it maintains the ability to contribute to a viral process. If it lives in a host 

genome it is immaterial. And in the case of viral latency as episome, it should be considered viral. 

Lopez-Garcia and others believe that viruses cannot be considered alive because of their 

inability to reproduce without a cellular host. (Lopez-Garcia 2012) 

The common perception is that disinfectants kill most types of viruses. The logic here is 

simple: you can't kill something that isn't alive. Likewise, if something can get sick and eventually 

die, it is certainly alive. (Pearson 2008) Raoult and Forterre classify viruses as one of two 

fundamental categories. of organisms (encoding capsids, as opposed to organisms encoding 

ribosomes, i.e. cellular life forms), with the obvious implication that viruses are living things. 

(Raoult and Forterre 2008) 

Living systems consist of complex interactions between elements that form lines of several 

different types. These elements include viruses. Dupré and O'Malley argued that the standard 

reasons for denying that viruses are alive are wrong: most of the criteria involved, such as the 

criterion of autonomy (that viruses require essential resources from the host cell for reproduction) 

would exclude them from the category of living entities. (J. O. Dupré 2009) But, going by these 

considerations, we ourselves depend vitally on a multitude of symbiotic organisms, so that on this 

criterion we would not be alive either. (J. Dupré and Guttinger 2016)  

Rather than considering a set of features that qualify something as a virus, we should 

consider the activities that make up the viral life cycle. So, we should see viruses as processes 

rather than things. J. Dupré and Guttinger 2016) But the perspective of the process involves 

conceptual difficulties. 

If we adopt the perspective of a process ontology, we can understand the constant fusion 

and separation, because the processes can unite in a single process and even maintain their identity. 
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Collaboration between virus and host is not a simple interaction, but a collaborative 

interaction between processes. The virus itself can only be understood if it is described as a cycle. 

This process-centered perspective provides a very different understanding of activity and 

function in biological systems than just the interaction of discrete, evolutionary individual things. 

According to Guttinger, at least the virions are certainly not living, but are stages of living 

processes. (J. Dupré and Guttinger 2016)  

Nicholas Rescher introduces a vision of processes as defined by a functional unit; there is 

a "programmatic structure" that characterizes and unifies a process. (Rescher 1996) The 

interconnected activities that form a functional unit are the key to understanding processes: “A 

process is made into the item it is not through its continuing (“essential”) properties, as with a 

classically conceived substance, but by its history, by the temporal structure of its descriptive 

unfolding across time. The identity of a process is constituted through a sequential pattern of 

action.”. (Rescher 1996, 41) 

Who is a fundamental feature of the world, becoming or being? In a substantial perspective, 

the being is usually seen as fundamental, the activity deriving from the being. For a process 

ontologist, becoming is seen as the fundamental feature of the world, according to which a stable 

"thing" is actually a (slow) process. (Guttinger 2020c, 3) According to Dan Nicholson and John 

Dupré in the introduction to the Everything Flows essay collection: 

"As processes, and unlike things or substances, organisms have to undergo constant change to 

continue to be the entities that they are." (Nicholson and Dupré 2018)  

What would contradict a vision of the process is that stability is a fundamental feature of 

the world. Thus, a process ontology should explain how these stable patterns occur. (Guttinger 

2020, 3) 
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Stephan Guttinger considers the viral population in an organism to be an extremely diverse 

and, importantly, dynamic system, forming what researchers call a "mutant cloud" or "swarm". 

Through the interactions between cloud members and between the cloud and its wider context, the 

virus acquires new behavioral characteristics, responding quickly to environmental changes, 

including the avoidance of antiviral drugs or cellular defense mechanisms. Thus, the diversity of 

the virus is, at least in part, defined by the larger systems in which the cloud develops and moves. 

(Guttinger 2020a, 1)  

This concept leads researchers to new approaches in antiviral treatments, looking for ways 

to interfere with the dynamics of the mutant cloud. The result is the need to move from a vision of 

things to a process-based understanding of viruses, with a more relational and dynamic vision. 

During a viral cycle, the original virus is completely destroyed and only the associated 

information is passed on to the next generation. This is different for cellular organisms, which have 

to pass on a physical part of them from generation to generation. The viral information hypothesis 

states that genetic information is reproduced to the detriment of the system's energy efficiency. 

According to this hypothesis, viruses are the only biological entities that simply reproduce as 

information. When a virus enters its host, the virion completely disassembles and the nucleic acid 

is copied into new genomes, which are then packaged and released as new virions. Physically, 

there is nothing left of the original form of the virion. "Not one single molecule, atom, or quark 

must be transferred between the old and new. The only thing that must be moved between viral 

generations is the information to build the next set of viruses." (Rohwer and Barott 2013)  

According to Forest Rohwer and Katie Barott, in Viral information, the viral information 

hypothesis states that: 

1. Physical information refers to the position in the Universe. 
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2. Biology creates physical information by changing the position of matter, effectively 

functioning as Maxwell's Demon. 

3. Viral information converts different types of physical information in itself to the 

detriment of overall energy efficiency. 

4. The destruction of physical information has a thermodynamic cost, which is quantified 

by Landauer's principle. Extremely large populations, such as viruses, experience selection at the 

Landauer limit and this is observable. (Rohwer and Barott 2013) 

The dynamics of viruses are incredible. (Weinbauer 2004) Every week 1031 viruses 

disintegrate and 1031 new viruses appear. Practically 1.7 × 1025 new viruses are produced every 

second, and for each new virus approximately 50,000 base pairs of DNA must be synthesized. 

(Steward, Montiel, and Azam 2000) It turns out that every second more than 1030 pairs of viral 

DNA bases are performed, involving the death of approximately 1024 microbial cells every second. 

 

Maxwell's Demon Illustration and Landauer's Principle. The demon / enzyme selectively selects "A" molecules with enough 

energy to react with "B" reactant, leading to the "AB" product. This process slightly cools the "A" population. This heat loss is 

brought back into the system by the surrounding universe. During degradation / erasure of "AB", "A" returns to its population 

and this heat can be measured using methods such as isothermal calorimetry. Source: (Rohwer and Barott 2013 

 

In the sense of communication, information is a measure of "surprisal". (Tribus 1961) 

(Rohwer and Barott 2013) The bigger the surprise, the more information we find out. The 

thermodynamic consequence of physical information was defined mathematically by Rolf 
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Landauer. (Landauer 1996) The heat released by erasing physical information can best be 

imagined by invoking Maxwell's Demon. The demon is a hypothetical creature that can collect 

"hot" molecules from one container and move them to another. This creates a temperature 

difference that could be turned into mechanical work. The daemon actually gains information 

about the relative position of the molecules. (Szilard 1929) 

Rohwer and Barott propose that biology behave like Maxwell's Demon. Genetic 

information is the set of instructions for building Maxwell's Demon. This new information has a 

thermodynamic cost when it is erased, and the amount of heat released by destroying the 

information is also described by the Landauer Principle. (Toyabe et al. 2010) It should thus be 

possible to observe the link between physical information and thermodynamics and use it to better 

understand biology and, in particular, the success of viruses. (Rohwer and Barott 2013) 

To prove that the viral information is real, Djamali and colleagues used isothermal 

calorimetry to study the heat released by marine microbial and viral communities. (Djamali et al. 

2012) The decrease in the number of cells, together with the increase in diversity, is very similar 

to viral information. (Rohwer and Barott 2013) 

The additional energy costs of the physical information associated with a mutation could 

explain why identical viral sequences are observed on a global scale. Rohwer and Barott conclude 

that imagining the biosphere as a massive system that ultimately feeds viruses, thus explaining 

why biological diversity is dominated by viruses. The viral information hypothesis has the 

potential to synthesize ecology and the theory of evolution by incorporating viruses with the rest 

of biology in a thermodynamic framework. 

The boundaries between viruses and related entities are not easy to define. A very important 

class of related entity, plasmids, are generally considered to be differentiated from viruses by their 
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lack of a capsid, consisting of empty DNA. But viruses do not have capsid at all stages of their life 

cycles, and can attach to a host eukaryotic genome in the form of an episome, the difference 

between a viral and a plasmid episome being quite unclear. Dupre and Guttinger conclude from 

this that they are parts of processes that differ at different stages of their life cycles. (J. Dupré and 

Guttinger 2016) 

To find out what a virus really is, an ontology of the substance has little to offer. The point 

of view of substance assumes its essentialism and / or individualism, but none of them fits well 

with the interconnected image of the biological world that the natural sciences paint. (J. Dupré and 

Guttinger 2016) 

Koonin and Starokadomsky state that the status of viruses in the field of biology is naturally 

defined within the replicator paradigm. (Koonin and Starokadomskyy 2016) The whole history of 

life is a story of parasite-host coevolution that includes the struggle between them and various 

forms of cooperation. Thus, the replicator paradigm provides the conceptual framework for the 

theoretical and experimental study of interactions in the replicator community. The 

complementarity of replication and metabolism (broadly defined to include energy production) is 

the biological manifestation of the dualism of information (entropy) and energy, as Schroedinger 

explains. (Schrodinger, Schrödinger, and Dinger 1992) But here, too, a dilemma arises: replication 

or metabolism first? Different approaches are possible. In conclusion, the replicator paradigm is 

considered central in biology, helping to establish the status of viruses in the biological world. 
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2 Pandemics 

Sfetcu, Nicolae, "Philosophical aspects of pandemics", SetThings (October 19, 2020), DOI: 

DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.2.34967.80801, URL = https://www.setthings.com/en/philosophical-

aspects-of-pandemics/ 

 

Throughout human history, there have been a number of pandemics. The most devastating 

pandemic was the plague known as the Black Death, which killed about 200 million people in the 

14th century, (Philipkoski 2015) and the 1918 flu pandemic (Spanish flu). (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention and Hajmirbaba 2020) Current pandemics include COVID-19 and HIV / 

AIDS. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) has outlined the steps for the evolution of an 

influenza virus into a pandemic: (National Center for Biotechnology, Information, National 

Library of Medicine, and National Institutes of Healt 2020)  

1. Uncertain probability of pandemic 

a. Phase 1: Animal-to-animal infection only 

b. Phase 2: Animal-to-human infection (considered a human pandemic threat) 

c. Phase 3: Sporadic or grouped human cases (no sustained outbreaks at the community 

level) 

2. Medium to high probability - Phase 4 (sustained community outbreaks) 

3. High to certain probability - Phase 5 (sustained in two countries in a WHO region) 

4. Ongoing pandemic - Phase 6 (sustained in another WHO regions) 

5. Post-peak 

a. Peak (levels drop below peak in most countries) 

b. Possible new wave (activity increases again in most countries) 

c. Post-pandemic (levels return to normal seasonal levels) 

https://www.setthings.com/en/philosophical-aspects-of-pandemics/
https://www.setthings.com/en/philosophical-aspects-of-pandemics/
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Notes: 

• Phases 3-6 are "sustained", involving human-to-human transmission. 

• After phase 6: the involved “countries” are the ones with “adequate surveillance”. 

• The WHO no longer officially uses the "pandemic" category. (Nebehay 2020)  

Michel Foucault, in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Surveillance and 

Punishment, the Birth of Prison), (Michel Foucault 1975) describes the measures taken in the 

seventeenth century in a city, on the basis of an order, against the plague pandemic (Chapter 3. 

Panopticism): 

“First, a strict spatial partitioning: the closing of the town and its outlying districts, a prohibition 

to leave the town on pain of death, the killing of all stray animals; the division of the town 

into distinct quarters, each governed by an intendant. Each street is placed under the 

authority of a syndic, who keeps it under surveillance; if he leaves the street, he will be 

condemned to death. On the appointed day, everyone is ordered to stay indoors: it is 

forbidden to leave on pain of death. The syndic himself comes to lock the door of each 

house from the outside; he takes the key with him and hands it over to the intendant of the 

quarter; the intendant keeps it until the end of the quarantine. Each family will have made 

its own provisions; but, for bread and wine, small wooden canals are set up between the 

street and the interior of the houses, thus allowing each person to receive his ration without 

communicating with the suppliers and other residents; meat, fish and herbs will be hoisted 

up into the houses with pulleys and baskets. If it is absolutely necessary to leave the house, 

it will be done in turn, avoiding any meeting. Only the intendants, syndics and guards will 

move about the streets and also, between the infected houses, from one corpse to another, 

the “crows”, who can be left to die: these are “people of little substance who carry the sick, 

bury the dead, clean and do many vile and abject offices”. It is a segmented, immobile, 

frozen space. Each individual is fixed in his place. And, if he moves, he does so at the risk 

of his life, contagion or punishment. 

“Inspection functions ceaselessly. The gaze is alert everywhere: “A considerable body of militia, 

commanded by good officers and men of substance”, guards at the gates, at the town hall 

and in every quarter to ensure the prompt obedience of the people and the most absolute 

authority of the magistrates, “as also to observe all disorder, theft and extortion”. At each 

of the town gates there will be an observation post; at the end of each street sentinels. Every 

day, the intendant visits the quarter in his charge, inquires whether the syndics have carried 

out their tasks, whether the inhabitants have anything to complain of; they “observe their 

actions”. Every day, too, the syndic goes into the street for which he is responsible; stops 

before each house: gets all the inhabitants to appear at the windows (those who live 

overlooking the courtyard will be allocated a window looking onto the street at which no 

one but they may show themselves); he calls each of them by name; informs himself as to 

the state of each and every one of them “in which respect the inhabitants will be compelled 
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to speak the truth under pain of death”; if someone does not appear at the window, the 

syndic must ask why: “In this way he will find out easily enough whether dead or sick are 

being concealed.” Everyone locked up in his cage, everyone at his window, answering to 

his name and showing himself when asked — it is the great review of the living and the 

dead. 

“This surveillance is based on a system of permanent registration: reports from the syndics to the 

intendants, from the intendants to the magistrates or mayor At the beginning of the “lock 

up”, the role of each of the inhabitants present in the town is laid down, one by one; this 

document bears “the name, age, sex of everyone, notwithstanding his condition”: a copy is 

sent to the intendant of the quarter, another to the office of the town hall, another to enable 

the syndic to make his daily roll call. Everything that may be observed during the course 

of the visits — deaths, illnesses, complaints, irregularities is noted down and transmitted 

to the intendants and magistrates. The magistrates have complete control over medical 

treatment; they have appointed a physician in charge; no other practitioner may treat, no 

apothecary prepare medicine, no confessor visit a sick person without having received from 

him a written note “to prevent anyone from concealing and dealing with those sick of the 

contagion, unknown to the magistrates”. The registration of the pathological must be 

constantly centralized. The relation of each individual to his disease and to his death passes 

through the representatives of power, the registration they make of it, the decisions they 

take on it. 

“Five or six days after the beginning of the quarantine, the process of purifying the houses one by 

one is begun. All the inhabitants are made to leave; in each room “the furniture and goods” 

are raised from the ground or suspended from the air; perfume is poured around the room; 

after carefully sealing the windows, doors and even the keyholes with wax, the perfume is 

set alight. Finally, the entire house is closed while the perfume is consumed; those who 

have carried out the work are searched, as they were on entry, “in the presence of the 

residents of the house, to see that they did not have something on their persons as they left 

that they did not have on entering”. Four hours later, the residents are allowed to re-enter 

their homes.” (Michel Foucault 1975) (M. Foucault, Agamben, and Benvenuto 2020) 

Michel Foucault highlights the strict monitoring of the city's inhabitants, with a power of 

the authorities exercised without discrimination. A well-developed model of the disciplinary 

mechanism. It is established by order for each individual his place, his illness and death, his well-

being. A spectacle of the absurd that changes people's identities, allowing a completely different 

truth to appear. The plague, as a form, both real and imaginary, of disorder and disorder, is opposed 

by the correlative medical and political discipline. A discipline considered by the authorities as 

ideal for the control of rebellions, crimes, vagrancy, desertions, and in general of people who 

appear and disappear, live and die in disorder. (M. Foucault, Agamben, and Benvenuto 2020)  
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Unlike leprosy, which gave rise to exclusionary rituals, the plague gave rise to disciplinary 

projects. Instead of dividing people as in the case of leprosy, the disciplinary mechanism in the 

case of the plague called for surveillance and control, an intensification and refinement of power. 

Tactical compartments were used instead of exile. Separation (marked) against segmentation 

(analyzed and distributed). Exile against arrest, with different political ideals. The first is that of a 

pure community, the second that of a disciplined society, the utopia of the perfectly governed city. 

(M. Foucault, Agamben, and Benvenuto 2020) 

Major epidemics and pandemics have always been significant social and cultural events. 

In Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (Folie et Déraison: 

Histoire de la folie à l'âge classique), (Michel Foucault 2001) Michael Foucault describes the 

Great Confinement, which was based on the leprosy colony model, a " game of exclusion " that 

for centuries dominated exclusion structures where the role of the leper was replaced by the poor, 

vagrants, prisoners and those considered "crazy". (Peters, Jandrić, and McLaren 2020) Foucault 

writes: 

"In the Middle ages, exclusion hit the leper, the heretic. Classical culture excluded by means of 

the General Hospital, the Zuchthaus, the Workhouse, all institutions which were derived 

from the leper colony. I wanted to describe the modification of a structure of exclusion. 

(Foucault, 1996, p. 8) Once leprosy had gone, and the figure of the leper was no more than 

a distant memory, these structures still remained. The game of exclusion would be played 

again, often in these same places, in an oddly similar fashion two or three centuries later. 

The role of the leper was to be played by the poor by the vagrant, by prisoners and by the 

‘alienated’, and the sort of salvation at stake for both parties in this game of exclusion is 

the matter of this study. The forms this exclusion took would continue, in a radically 

different culture and with a new meaning, but remaining essentially the major form of a 

rigorous division, at the same time social exclusion and spiritual reintegration. " (Michel 

Foucault 2001, 6) (Peters, Jandrić, and McLaren 2020) 

In Abnormal: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1974-1975 (Les Anormaux. Cours au 

Collège de France, 1974-1975), (Michel Foucault 2004) Foucault shows that the solution adopted 
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for the plague was quarantine, which divided the cities into controlled sections: a pyramidal form 

of administrative control, where surveillance functioned. keep going. As Foucault explains 

" It is not exclusion but quarantine. It is not a question of driving out individuals but rather of 

establishing and fixing them, of giving them their own place, of assigning places and of 

defining presences and subdivided presences. Not rejection but inclusion. You can see that 

there is no longer a kind of global division between two types or groups of population…one 

that has leprosy and one that does not…There is a close and meticulous observation…[a] 

constant examination of a field of regularity within which each individual is constantly 

assessed in order to determine whether he conforms to the rule, to the defined norm of 

health." (Michel Foucault 2004, 45–47) (Peters, Jandrić, and McLaren 2020) 

As Elden observes, in treating plague cities 

“the ‘emergency plan’ [plan d’urgence] for epidemic disease comprised the following 

measures: 

1. All people must remain at home in order to be isolated in a particular place, even in a 

single room; 

2. The town is divided into distinct sectors or regions, inspectors patrol the streets, and a 

system of generalised surveillance is used to compartmentalise and control; 

3. To accompany the detailed reports that come from these sectors, there will be a 

centralised information system; 

4. People who do not show themselves for the inspectors at their windows will undoubtedly 

have contracted the plague, and therefore must be transported to a special infirmary, outside the 

town. Statistics can be derived from the reports that follow; 

5. Houses need to be disinfected and sterilised … "  (Elden 2003, 243) (Peters, Jandrić, and 

McLaren 2020) 

 

The WHO published, in 1999, with revisions in 2005 and 2009, a guide to pandemic situations. 

(World Health Organization 2010) (World Health Organization 2011) All versions of this 

document refer to influenza. Pandemic severity measures were based on the mortality rate, 

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2007) although this is not considered by some 

specialists as an appropriate measure of the severity of the pandemic. (Reed et al. 2013) 

The basic steps in controlling an outbreak are limitation (through monitoring, isolation and 

therapy, including vaccination) (Threats 2007) and mitigation (after controlling the spread of the 

disease), but these steps can also be addressed simultaneously. (Baird 2020) Reducing the 

epidemic peak ("flattening the epidemic curve") reduces the risk of overcrowding in health 
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services and provides time for the development of vaccines and treatments. (Anderson et al. 2020) 

(Stawicki et al. 2020) Non-pharmaceutical measures (Stawicki et al. 2020) such as hand hygiene, 

wearing masks, self-quarantine, and social distancing are also used. (Qualls et al. 2017) 

Foucault's analysis is found today in public health management strategies for the treatment of 

coronavirus. 

During a pandemic, certain forms of philosophical investigations are always emphasized. The 

most common approach in these situations is existentialism, which explores the nature of existence 

by emphasizing the experience of the human subject, (MacQuarrie 1973) starting from "existential 

anxiety" or a feeling of disorientation, confusion or anxiety in the face of a meaningless reality, or 

a seemingly absurd world. (Solomon 1776) Søren Kierkegaard is considered the first existentialist 

philosopher, (Crowell 2020) although he did not use the term existentialism. (Kierkegaard 1992) 

According to Kierkegaard, every individual - not society or religion - is solely responsible for 

giving meaning to life and living it with passion and sincerity, or "authentic." (Watts 2003) The 

predominant value of existentialist thinking is freedom, its main virtue being authenticity. 

The notion of the absurd contains the idea that there is no meaning in the world beyond the 

one we give it. This also includes the amorality or "injustice" of the world. Existentialism is 

generally understood in two fundamental ways. According to Albert Camus, the world or the 

human being is not in itself absurd. The absurdity appears by juxtaposing the two due to the 

incompatibility between them. (Wartenberg 2008) The other interpretation, by Søren Kierkegaard, 

states that the absurd is limited to the actions and choices of human beings. These are considered 

absurd because they come from human freedom, undermining their foundation outside of them. 

According to Camus, the supreme hero of the absurd lives meaninglessly and faces suicide without 

giving in. (Michelman 2010) 
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"Existential anxiety" is considered a negative feeling that results from the experience of 

human freedom and responsibility. Despair is also a feeling specific to existentialism, (The Free 

Dictionary 2020a) being defined as a loss of hope. 

 

Sisyphus, the symbol of the absurdity of existence, painting by Franz Stuck (1920) 

The Plague (La Peste) by Albert Camus, a novel published in 1947, tells the story of a 

plague epidemic that allegedly appeared in the French Algerian city of Oran. (Camus 1972) The 
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Plague is considered a classic existentialist novel, (Hughes 2010) emphasizing the inability of 

individual characters to affect their destinies, even the power of the absurd. 

Michael A. Peters, Petar Jandrić and Peter McLaren discuss, in Viral modernity? 

epidemics, infodemics, and the ‘bioinformational’ paradigm, the concept of viral modernity, based 

on the nature of viruses and their role in evolution and culture, and the concept of 

bioinformationalism. In this paradigm, COVID-19 can be considered a "bioinformationalist" 

response that " represents historically unprecedented level of sharing information from the 

sequencing of the genome to testing for a vaccination." (Peters, Jandrić, and McLaren 2020) 

They state that understanding these complex forces from historical and political 

perspectives is essential in examining the current COVID-19 epidemic. They show how 

bioinformation, modernity, the concepts of virus and quarantine and post-truth politics "blend into 

a poisonous public stew in this case." The authors emphasize the importance of informal education 

in relation to biopolitics, public health management and bioinformationalism in this case. (Peters, 

Jandrić, and McLaren 2020) 

Petar Jandrić notes that computer viruses bring a viral modernity that "causes and disrupts 

the opening of a free distribution model, as well as distributed knowledge, media and learning 

systems". Alterability of information allows the virus to modify and change information, providing 

conditions for self-replicability. " (Peters 2012, 62) 

The Gaia hypothesis, also called the Earth reaction hypothesis, (J. Lovelock 2001) 

formulated by James Lovelock (J. E. Lovelock 1972) and later developed by Lynn Margulis, (J. 

E. Lovelock and Margulis 1974) proposes the idea that living organisms interact with their 

inorganic environment on Earth. to form a synergistic and self-adjusting, complex system that 

helps maintain and perpetuate the conditions for life on the planet. The Gaia hypothesis states that 
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this system determines the stability of the global temperature, the salinity of seawater, atmospheric 

oxygen levels, the maintenance of a liquid water hydrosphere, and in general the environmental 

variables that affect life on Earth. 

According to the hypothesis, organisms co-evolve with their environment, "influence their 

abiotic environment, and that environment, in turn, influences the biota through the Darwinian 

process." (J. Lovelock 1995) 

In the twentieth century, Russian scientists introduced concepts that overlap with the Gaia 

hypothesis. (Lapenis 2002) The less accepted versions of the hypothesis argue that changes in the 

biosphere occur through the coordination of living organisms and maintain these conditions 

through homeostasis. In some philosophical versions, all life forms are considered part of a single 

living planetary being called Gaia. 

The famous French philosopher Bruno Latour stated during the COVID-19 pandemic, in 

"The first lesson that the coronavirus taught us" (Latour 2020) that we must take care of what we 

have, because it is over. 

"This seems to add a political limit to James Lovelock's Gaia hypothesis, which explains how 

"Life" acts to protect itself. Compared to the infinity of worlds taught by science, Lovelock, 

together with Margulis, proved that the Earth is unique because it has life.” (Latour 2020) 

Bruno Latour considers that the confirmation of the idea of the two is his greatest discovery 

of this period, although still not accepted by the main science. In this sense, the paradigm shift 

from Aristotelian cosmology to Galileo is just as important as the one from Galileo to Gaia. 
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2.1 Social dimensions 

Sfetcu, Nicolae, "Social Dimensions of Pandemics", SetThings (October 26, 2020), DOI: 

10.13140/RG.2.2.26974.87364, URL = https://www.setthings.com/en/social-dimensions-of-

pandemics/ 

 

Viruses coexist for approx. 300 million years with humans. Sometimes viruses can infect 

people on a large scale. But how was the current pandemic possible? 

Isolations and quarantines caused by the pandemic, by reducing daily and industrial 

activities, including tourism, (Team 2020) have had a strong effect on the environment and climate 

by reducing pollution. In China, there has been a 25% reduction in carbon emissions (Myllyvirta 

2020) and a 50% reduction in nitrogen oxide emissions. (Zhang et al. 2020) But the pandemic has 

also provided new opportunities for illegal activities with negative social effects, such as 

deforestation of the Amazon rainforest (Roberton and Bodo 2020) and in Africa. (Deliso 2020) 

Global warming is causing extreme weather events that have led to an increase in infectious 

diseases. The new climate can support epidemiological vectors for longer periods of time, creating 

more favorable conditions for replication and the emergence of new vectors. (Epstein 2011) 

Diseases caused by coronaviruses have occurred more frequently in recent decades. 

Zoonotic diseases (in which the virus passes from animals to humans) have now accounted for 

75% of all emerging diseases, facilitated by climate change through rapid changes in temperature 

and humidity. The most fundamental way to protect ourselves from zoonotic diseases is to prevent 

destruction of nature. Where ecosystems are healthy and biodiverse, they are resilient, adaptable 

and help to regulate diseases." (United Nations 2020d) The United Nations Environment Program 

explicitly states the link between nature destruction (including due to climate change) and the 

COVID-19 pandemic. (United Nations 2020c) 

https://www.setthings.com/en/social-dimensions-of-pandemics/
https://www.setthings.com/en/social-dimensions-of-pandemics/
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The World Bank also says climate change increases the risk of epidemics, including 

through excessive deforestation that is believed to be responsible for 31% of zoonotic diseases. 

(Boukerche and Mohammed-Roberts 2020) Climate change and deforestation increase animal 

migration and the link between them and humans, facilitating the transmission of viruses. 

Increasing humidity also facilitates transmission. (Environmental Health News 2020) Climate 

change also leads to a decrease in the number of animals in the population, and therefore less 

genetic diversity, along with increasing conflicts between nations, human migration, and less 

efficient medical and sanitation systems, increasing the risk epidemics. (Ferrell 2020)  

It should be noted that if the global temperature increases the human body's ability to fight 

the virus decreases, while bats will be less affected. (Worland 2020) 

Depletion of food resources due to climate change can lead people to hunt wild animals, 

including bats, which are possibly carriers of coronavirus. (AlHusseini 2020) 

In July 2020, the United Nations Environment Program and the International Institute for 

Animal Research published a report entitled "Prevention of the next pandemic - zoonotic diseases 

and how to break the chain of transmission", which states that the frequency of zoonotic diseases 

is increasing due to the destruction of nature that led to “high demand for animal protein, 

unsustainable agricultural practices and climate change”. (United Nations 2020c)  

In the case of emerging infectious diseases, it is considered that there is a border that has 

already been skipped. (Guttinger 2020b) Viruses normally have a native area (their "reservoir") 

from which they should not be pushed out. This creates a dangerous intimacy, with "hotspots" that 

include locations such as markets, which become real hotbeds of epidemics. David Quammen, 

author of Spillover, states that: 

"We are invading tropical forests and other wild landscapes, which are home to so many species 

of animals and plants - and inside those creatures, so many unknown viruses. We cut down 
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the trees; we kill the animals or put them in cages and send them to the markets. We disrupt 

ecosystems and shake viruses from their natural hosts. When this happens, the viruses need 

a new host. Often we are.” (Quammen 2012) 

This view of viruses has implications for how risk management is managed. If our 

emphasis is on the idea of distinct realms to be kept at a distance, the emphasis is on identifying 

locations where the boundary between them is violated. This creates a dangerous intimacy. These 

"hotspots", which include locations such as wetlands, are now becoming key areas of intervention 

that need to be closed or monitored. 

Climate is an influential driving force of vector-borne diseases. Infections caused by 

vectors have distinctive characteristics that determine pathogenicity. These include the rate of 

survival and reproduction of the vector, the level of activity of the vector (i.e. the rate of feeding) 

and the rate of development and reproduction of the pathogen in the vector or host. Climate change 

substantially affects the reproduction, development, distribution and seasonal transmission of 

diseases. 

Five of the warmest years on record have occurred since 2010, when the rate of melting 

glaciers in Antarctica was highest, and global sea levels rose by eight centimeters in the last 

century. Many primordial viruses to which modern humans have reduced immunity have survived 

in the Arctic ice. Climate change is affecting ecosystems and allowing diseases to cross their 

invisible borders. As the tropical climate expands, diseases such as malaria and the Zika virus will 

become a threat in new locations. The WHO estimates that a 2-3 ° C increase can increase the risk 

of malaria by 5%. (Sfetcu 2020d) 

Through direct action over the last hundred years, and especially in recent years, humans 

have destabilized the ecosystem by forcing many living things, including viruses, to find new 

hosts. According to Dr. Dawn Wright quoted by Forbes, the COVID-19 pandemic is an 

undesirable side effect of human destabilization of animal habitats: “The novel coronavirus was 
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very likely to have originated in bats,” Wright said. “Through our activities, through our 

urbanization, through the ways that we treat wildlife, we are disrupting or destroying their habitats. 

Species such bats have to shift their distribution accordingly. As they move to get away from what 

is disrupting them or killing them, sometimes it brings them and their diseases closer to where 

people are.” (Kantor 2020)  

 

Images from NASA's Earth Observatory show a sharp drop in pollution in Wuhan when comparing NO2 levels in early 2019 

(top) and early 2020 (bottom). Source: (Earth Observatory 2020) 

Globalization allows infectious diseases to spread rapidly around the world. (Daulaire 

2011) The world is more interdependent than at any other time in history. People move much faster 

than before, spreading disease faster and to more places. Before globalization, a virus was naturally 
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isolated. But at the same time, global transport and trade in agricultural products have made it 

possible to overcome species barriers. 

When a population is infected with a new disease for which they have not developed 

antibodies through generations of previous exposures, the new disease tends to spread. 

We are part of the biodiversity of this planet. And it is an integrated system, says Sean 

O'Brien President and CEO of NatureServe. According to the UN, we could lose one million 

species in the next two decades. And we don't really know the impact we have on the extinction 

of the species. (O’ Brien 2020)  

The German philosopher Markus Gabriel considers that the crisis triggered by SARS-CoV-

2 is only the first of many, the most serious of which will be ecological. (Carbajosa 2020) But he 

hopes that we will emerge from the pandemic a more moral society and act more constructively in 

the climate crisis, to the detriment of globalization and neoliberalism. 

Rob Wallace believes that the main causes of the pandemic are, in particular, the dynamics 

and pressures of a global economy. (Wallace 2013) He highlights agricultural practices and 

commercial interests as drivers of the spread of disease. Changes in animal husbandry, the way 

they are kept, circulated and processed, can lead to the emergence of potentially dangerous new 

strains. For example, Porcine Reproductive and Respiratory Syndrome (PRRS) emerged in the 

United States in the late 1980s and spread rapidly in the pig population around the globe, but 

became dangerous only when intensive farming became a common practice in closed shelters, 

while increasing the size of the herds, removing piglets from their mothers and introducing the 

widespread use of artificial insemination. (Más and Melero 2013) 

Richard Sennett, a sociologist and professor at the London School of Economics, is 

concerned about the declining welfare state, which he says is due to current liberalism that has 
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limited the response to the crisis. (Sennett 2004) He believes that we need to return to the concept 

of individual housing in cities and we will need to rethink our growth. 

Esther Duflo, Nobel Prize winner, believes that the challenge is to try to maintain jobs and 

wages once we have overcome the current situation, (Mars 2020) fearing that large companies will 

opt for automation. 

Everything on our planet is connected. The disappearance of caterpillars, for example, may 

have a major impact on the ecosystem, including humans. 

Economic globalization implies the interconnectedness of world economies and the 

interdependence of internal and external supply chains. (Conley 2000) As economies increase 

levels of integration, any global financial and economic turmoil can cause a global recession. 

(Peckham 2013)  

Today, Europe is importing a viral epidemic. The epidemic creates more confusion here 

than in the place of origin. Europe is currently in a state of relative turmoil, between nations and 

between aspirations. The coronavirus pandemic is considered by Nancy and Esposito a product of 

globalization. (Nancy and Esposito 2020)  

Now, eradicating the virus is no longer enough. The contagious brutality of the virus is 

spreading as administrative brutality. There is a need to select those eligible for treatment (plus 

existing economic and social injustices.) 

The viral magnifying glass magnifies the contradictions of our society and our limitations. 
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2.2 Ethics 

Sfetcu, Nicolae, "Ethics in the pandemic", SetThings (October 29, 2020), DOI: 

10.13140/RG.2.2.36811.82728, URL = https://www.setthings.com/en/ethics-in-the-pandemic/ 

 

Skepticism calls into question the validity of some or all of human knowledge. (The Free 

Dictionary 2020b) It is a thread that goes through many philosophical discussions of epistemology. 

Moral skepticism holds that there is no knowledge of what is right and wrong, of good and evil. 

And the skepticism of the outside world is the thesis that there could be no knowledge of matters 

outside one's mind. (Sfetcu 2020a) 

In fact, we are all skeptical of at least some of the senses, or knowledge. But skepticism is 

considered an evil among many philosophers, who have devised entire intellectual programs 

specifically to defeat the skeptics. 

But there is a virtue of skepticism that is crucial to a healthy democracy. Ancient skeptical 

tradition says that intellectual humiliation is a virtue. It is not a weakness to admit that you do not 

know, that you have no answers. 

Today, we live in a world that causes an almost instantaneous judgment. We are inundated 

with calls for outrage, support, indignation and sympathy. The explicit norm is that silence is a 

kind of complicity, and not expressing an opinion is itself an approval. (Messerly 2020) 

We live in a world where information has become increasingly difficult to process. A world 

with sophisticated fake news and deep capabilities, combined with old manipulation techniques, 

as in George Orwell, a world where virtual life like the Matrix influences our decisions in the real 

world. 

We suffer from confirmation prejudices. Moreover, our beliefs prevent us from detecting 

bad reasoning. According to a famous study, we are less likely to discover formal errors in 

arguments when we have conclusions that we consider agreeable. Our beliefs are not just things 

https://www.setthings.com/en/ethics-in-the-pandemic/
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we consent to, but things that determine us. The stakes of beliefs are high, and once we have them, 

we tend to keep them. (Messerly 2020) 

Content providers compete for our attention, delivering more or less manipulative images 

and messages. We are encouraged to focus on instantaneous judgment, on the basis of which a 

purposeful narrative can be constructed, with a diet of information that protects us from unforeseen 

turns. 

All these aspects are terrible for democracy. They can make us feel involved in the politics 

of the day, but it's just an increasingly elaborate issue or marketing. The real policy is of great 

commercial interests that are based only on our perceptions. When our judgmental capacities are 

outsourced in this way, we lose our real meaning. 

The ancient skeptical tradition teaches us the importance of suspending judgment, even in 

the face of persistent appeals to the apparent reality. Aikin and Talisse, in The Democratic Virtues 

Of Skepticism, (Messerly 2020) urge us to step back immediately, not as a way to separate 

ourselves from the world, but as a strategy to appreciate it correctly. Suspension of judgment is a 

necessary precursor to the correct assessment of the appropriate degree of trust we should attach 

to a faith. In a democracy, the project of self-government between equal politicians urges us to 

intellectual humility. Judgments must depend on the evidence taken into account. We need to be 

open to new evidence, able to hear those we disagree with, to hear their reasons. This is true 

democracy; equality with those with whom we disagree. Skeptics believe that very few opinions 

deserve to be agreed, but they also believe that almost every point of view deserves to be taken 

seriously enough to be investigated. We must take the views of our fellow citizens seriously, 

because they are our equals. For this, we need to find a way to slow down our tendency to hastily 

form beliefs. 
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“Who decides what is best for an individual?” The principle of well-being may conflict 

with the individual interest of patients. Distributive justice considers fair access to care and 

resources. Remunerative justice is concerned with the sanctioning of crimes. (Riggs 2020)  

In 2011, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) published a paper on 

the ethics of ventilator allocation during a pandemic, stating that 

“The utilitarian rule of maximizing the number of lives saved is widely accepted during a public 

health emergency”. (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2011) 

Utilitarianism can generate significant personal, ethical, and practical moral barriers for 

health care providers: 

"Covid-19 critical interventions - testing, PPE [personal protective equipment], ATI beds, 

ventilators, therapists and vaccines - go first to front-line health care workers and others 

who care for ill patients and who keep critical infrastructure operating, particularly workers 

who face a high risk of infection and whose training makes them difficult to replace”. 

(Emanuel et al. 2020)  

“[In a public health emergency], healthcare institutions and public health officials also have a duty 

to keep resources low, reflecting the humanitarian goal of saving as many lives as 

possible.” (Institute of Medicine (US) 2009) 

Immanuel Kant argued that individual, conscious choices and respect for other people are 

the foundations of moral life. But in the case of pandemics, doctors are being asked to give up 

these values and focus on the wider interests of society. (Kant 2017) (Riggs 2020) 

Much of the applied ethics relates to three theories: 

1. Utilitarianism, where the right policy is the one that leads to the greatest happiness, 

(Bentham 1988) (Mill 1863) with the initial difference between an act and a utilitarian 

morality, later the idea of motive or intention into morality, (Sidgwick 1874) and Peter 

Singer with the preference into moral decision-making. (Singer 2011) 

2. Deontological ethics, based on "rules", with an obligation to perform the "correct" action, 

regardless of the real consequences (represented by the notion of categorical imperative of 
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Immanuel Kant), (Kant 2008and the natural law, developed by Thomas Aquinas. (Aquinas 

and Regan 2000) 

3. Ethics of virtue, derived from the notions of Aristotle (Aristotle 1566) and Confucius, 

(Confucius 2013) which states that the right action will be that chosen by a suitable virtuous 

agent. (Sfetcu 2020a)  

Consequentialism argues that the consequences of one's behavior are the fundamental basis 

of any judgment on the correctness of such behavior. Thus, from a consistent point of view, an act 

of moral right (or omission to act) is one that will produce a good result or consequence. The moral 

value of an action is determined by its potential consequence, not by a set of rules. 

Consequentialism is usually in contrast to deontological ethics (where rules and moral duty are 

central), the ethics of virtue (which focuses on the character of the agent), and the pragmatic ethics 

(which treats morality as science). (Scheffler 1988) (Sfetcu 2020a) 

Utilitarianism states that the best action is the one that maximizes utility. Jeremy Bentham, 

the founder of utilitarianism, described utility as the sum of all the pleasures that result from an 

action, minus the suffering of anyone involved in the action. (Bentham 1988) There is currently 

disagreement about maximizing total utility (total utilitarianism) or average (average 

utilitarianism).  

The largest medical institutions and various ethicists advocate a utilitarian approach in 

times of public health crises to maximize benefits for society, in direct conflict with our common 

(Kantian) view of respect for individuals. (Riggs 2020) A central problem with utilitarianism is 

that there is no clear way to evaluate moral choices, including in medical decisions. In general, 

Kantian medical ethics is respected in medicine. But in a pandemic, when resources are poor, deep 

choices of life and death must be made. In these situations, the principles of utilitarianism offer 
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the best answer, with the transition from a patient-centered thinking model to a society-centered 

thinking model. 

Savulescu et al. addresses the issue of pandemic priority in Utilitarianism and the 

pandemic, with a focus on two issues: patient triage, and quarantine. They believe that 

utilitarianism is the only relevant ethical theory to maximize what is good for all (the principle of 

beneficence). Individual freedoms may conflict with the general good, so the question of the 

impartiality of the principle of beneficence is raised. (Savulescu, Persson, and Wilkinson 2020) 

To differentiate between what is good and bad for the individual, Savulescu highlights 

hedonism (which supports the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of suffering as the only 

components of well-being, and that what we should do depends exclusively on what affects the 

well-being of individuals), (Shaver 2019) but it would be too narrow to differentiate between good 

and evil. 

Although some moral theories argue that it is more important not to do harm than to do 

good, Savulescu believes that there is no significant moral difference between doing evil and 

omitting good. 

The main versions of utilitarianism are act utilitarianism (which argues that an action is 

correct if it maximizes utility), and rules utilitarianism (which argues that an action is correct if it 

conforms to a rule that maximizes utility). (Sfetcu 2020a)  

Richard Hare argued that moral thinking takes place on two levels, intuitive and critical, 

and that we should move between them depending on the circumstances. (Hare 1981) Triage rules 

can be justified by a form of rule utilitarianism that allows for quick intuitive decisions. "Critical 

level" utilitarianism involves choosing the action that maximizes the good when we think lucidly, 
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with all the facts at hand. In complex and urgent situations, Hare argues that we should use act 

utilitarianism. 

Savulescu explores the implications of utilitarianism at a critical level for the current 

COVID-19 pandemic, and describes " plausible rules of thumb that would tend to maximize utility 

and would be useful in emergency and urgent situations." (Savulescu, Persson, and Wilkinson 

2020) As rules of thumb, consider the number, probability, duration of treatment, and resources. 

An interesting approach to utilitarianism is the idea that, while preventing COVID-19 may 

be cost-effective, it is not the most effective action from a utilitarian point of view. The Gates 

Foundation estimated that global eradication of malaria would cost much less (Gates and 

Chambers 2015) and save many more lives. 

Quality of life may also be relevant: if the years of life saved by a pandemic lockdown 

were of low quality, it would negatively affect the overall benefits. 

Triage generally focuses on whether or not treatment should be applied. According to 

utilitarianism, physicians should be prepared to refuse treatment to patients with a poor prognosis 

to allow treatment of patients with a better prognosis if they arrive later in the emergency 

department. Thus, for utilitarians the responsibility is not only of actions, but also of inactions. 

Savuleascu emphasizes that the elaboration of rules for assessing the social value of people 

(who has priority) is complex from an ethically and epistemically point of view, susceptible to 

abuse and difficult to apply fairly. Utilitarianism at the critical level does not support such priority 

rules, being sensitive to potential abuse (social value can be easily abused by privileges and 

priorities). 

Intentions are irrelevant to utilitarians; even if the consequences are unintended, we are 

still responsible for our actions, if the negative results are predictable and avoidable. Thus, the 
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authorities have a moral responsibility for choosing the wrong policy. But those who do not take 

care of their own health are also responsible, as there is a tendency to take this into account when 

allocating resources. (Friesen 2018) " Responsibility (or the disposition to behaviour that led to ill 

health) is only relevant for utilitarians insofar as it affects probability, length or quality of survival." 

(Savulescu, Persson, and Wilkinson 2020) 

Psychological bias, intuition and heuristics sometimes matter in triage. Utilitarianism seeks 

to maximize the good, designed impartially. 

Savulescu states that all these rules can be assembled into an algorithm for allocating 

ventilators and other resources. The algorithm divides the decision-making process into stages and 

gives priority based on different criteria depending on the availability of resources. Utilitarianism 

depends very much on accurate information and requires good evidence, being complementary to 

science. 

According to utilitarianism, the right policy is the one that maximizes the well-being in 

general, at the level of all people in all countries, through a radical impartial equality - it is a theory 

without national borders. 

For utilitarianism, freedom and rights are important only insofar as they ensure well-being. 

Utilitarianism favors a more coercive approach if it is more effective. But it is important that "the 

extent of the liberty restriction or rights violation should be commensurate with the effect on well‐

being." (Savulescu, Persson, and Wilkinson 2020) 

Savulescu concludes that utilitarianism is a demanding and counterintuitive theory. Health 

policy is often misguided by politics or popular opinion, not ethics. Utilitarianism provides a clear 

framework for setting goals and priorities, and provides criteria for measuring success.  
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Wim Vandekerckhove proposes an approach to the COVID-19 pandemic through the prism 

of disaster management, or existentialist philosophy. (Vandekerckhove 2020) Thus, Tanguay-

Renaud talks about public emergencies by wondering what kind of emergency can justify the state 

of emergency in which the duties and promises made create new responsibilities and roles. 

(Tanguay-Renaud 2009)  

Bernard Williams defines "the first question of politics" as "securing of order, protection, 

safety, trust, and the conditions of cooperation." (B. A. O. Williams 2005) 

M. Walzer discusses why, in a pandemic, the political community is put before family, 

friends, the religious or professional community. (Walzer 2006)  

John argues that there are two ways in which actions are prohibited in emergencies: by 

adopting "threshold deontology" or rethinking the self-defense. (John 2009)  

Melnick and Bernheim demonstrate how public health officials can use a code of ethics 

when making decisions about the allocation of ventilators, based on the principles of the code of 

ethics of public health, by building relationships to build biopreparedness. (Melnick and Bernheim 

2009) This can create a consensus on resource allocation decisions. In this regard, in a paper on 

disaster management, Zack writes that 

”… preparation and response require plans and both kinds of plans have ethical aspects. Is there 

an ethics of disaster preparation planning distinct from an ethics of disaster response 

planning?”, (Zack 2009, 55)  

claiming that in previous pandemics there was inadequate disaster preparedness, only a 

disaster response. Zack discusses two models: Save the Greatest Number (SGN) and Save ALL 

that can be saved (SALL). While SALL has moral consensus, SGN is relative. SALL is the model 

we need to use in the preparation phase, and SGN will be used effectively in the pandemic, through 

medical triage. This can only be justified if there is a broad public debate, i.e. a political 

community. (Vandekerckhove 2020) 
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According to Wim Vandekerckhove, existentialism is another way of approaching the 

pandemic. In this regard, MacMillan et al. provides three key pieces of information: existentialism 

places a priority on the individual and the existential self, allows for a coherent examination of 

decision and ethics at the individual and organizational level, and is inherently “applied” and 

focused on the “process” by allowing an understanding of the meaning of work. (MacMillan, Yue, 

and Mills 2012, 27) 

For Albert Camus, the absurd is caused by the conflict between our expectation of a rational 

and just world and the disappointment caused by the real world. This conflict can be overcome by 

a "leap of faith", accepting the irrationality of our choices. (Camus 1971) (Camus 1985) 

It should be noted that such an approach, in which the protagonists accept what comes by 

playing their role, is also found in the most famous Romanian folk ballad, Miorița. (Baladă 

populară 2020)  

Albert Camus emphasizes the importance of role-playing, and Vandekerckhove states that 

this acceptance of the role is not an excuse, but rather the basis for making exceptions and 

becoming authentic. This is what pandemic doctors do, they only fulfill their role by adopting the 

utilitarian approach. Despite the applause, says Vandekerckhove, they are not heroes. It just "plays 

their role." They cannot do more than that. (Vandekerckhove 2020)  

Anthony B. Pinn, in Humanism's Vulnerable Human, (Pinn 2020) refers to Albert Camus's 

La Peste (Camus 1972) to compare the existential circumstances of particular times of anxiety and 

trauma, similar from there to the current pandemic period COVID-19. Pinn believes that we need 

to look for ways to absorb and process this reality of our lives, trying to understand the 

circumstances. Humanists try to understand this phenomenon in relation to a great unity of life: 
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"Camus reminds readers of the interconnected nature of all life—the manner in which human 

existence is tied to other modes of life, seen and unseen." (Pinn 2020) 

The end of Camus's book emphasizes the idea that life is subject to the movement and 

activity of material forces that humans cannot control. According to Camus, the end of the plague 

is not a victory over death, but rather a pause in action. There are threats we cannot conquer. In 

this sense, the “plague” thus generates a feeling of perpetual rebellion; an understanding of the fact 

that we struggle to improve circumstances all our lives, “because we can, not because we will be 

successful,” a clear reference to the myth of Sisyphus. If the fight is permanent, why fight again, 

if we don't win once and for all? Le Mythe De Sisyphe Essai Sur L'absurde, of Camus, ends with 

these words: 

"I leave Sisyphus at the foot of the mountain. One always finds one’s burden again. But Sisyphus 

teaches the higher fidelity that negates the gods and raises rocks. He too concludes that all 

is well. This universe henceforth without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile. 

Each atom of that stone, each mineral flake of that night-filled mountain, in itself, forms a 

world. The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart. One must 

imagine Sisyphus happy."(Camus 1985) 

Personally, I have always considered this idea to be perhaps the most important in life: the 

result is much less important than the way to get it. 

Like Sisyphus, we will have to fight this virus all the time, just because we can. COVID-

19 will be defeated at some point, but will not disappear. The threat will remain. 

"Things impact us, inform us, shape us—in a sense determine the nature and meaning of human 

life… we’re not only part of the world, we’re dependent upon a world that doesn’t bend to 

our will and doesn’t prioritize the criteria for our well-being.” (Pinn 2020) 

For individuals in a pandemic, Hiram Crespo proposes the Epicurean philosophy as a tool 

to manage their own lifestyle. (Crespo 2020) Like Aristippus of Cyrene, (Internet Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy 2020) who invented the ethics of pleasure, we should be adaptable and flexible, seeing 

opportunities for pleasure in any situation. 
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Epicurus advises us not to postpone our happiness. The moments of isolation spent in the 

pandemic are moments to make the most of intimate pleasures. We must take into account what is 

in our power to control. 

In Epicurus' short Letter to Menoeceus about the fear of death and the fear of disease and 

pain, he says that nature sets the limits of all our pain and that since death is ignorance, the only 

way it makes us suffer it is waiting for something that we will not actually be there to experience. 

(Epicurus 2016) 

The ancient Greek philosophers used the word ataraxia for the moral ideal of a quiet, 

pleasant, unperturbed feeling. Epicurus taught us that death is nothing to us. As long as we live, 

we should be concerned about the quality of our lives and the lives of those we love. (Crespo 2020) 
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3 COVID-19 

Sfetcu, Nicolae, "Life and death in a pandemic", SetThings (October 20, 2020), DOI: 

10.13140/RG.2.2.14848.25608, URL = https://www.setthings.com/en/life-and-death-in-a-

pandemic/ 

 

At the beginning of the crisis, the international media called China's strategy to combat 

coronavirus "tough", "extreme", "severe" and "controversial", stressing that it offered "no 

guarantee of success". (Qin, Myers, and Yu 2020) After the difficult experiences that other 

countries have gone through, " a crude and extreme version of the Chinese lockdown became the 

international norm." (Caduff 2020) Testing strategies differed from country to country and have 

changed in countries over time, and there was no agreement between experts and officials on what 

counts as death from the virus, this confusion influencing the data published by each country and 

making all comparisons in fact incomparable, creating "the sense of a major threat obscuring the 

differential nature of risk." 

The lack of family doctors in rural areas and the low level of the public health system 

(Chrisafis 2019) have increased the pressure on hospitals in urban centers exceeding their capacity. 

Caduff concludes that it is difficult to make predictions without the correct scientific 

methodologies, but “it is important to understand that the strategic combination of confusion, 

contradiction and the play of extreme opposites is foundational for authoritarian rule. Everything 

that instills a sense of disorder and that intensifies the crisis magnifies the desire for decisive 

action." (Caduff 2020) 

Coronavirus is a RNA virus that causes infections of the respiratory tract of varying 

severity, from the common cold to lethal versions (SARS, MERS and COVID-19). The symptoms 

differ depending on the animal. For human coronavirus, there are still no vaccines or drugs to 

prevent or treat infections. 

https://www.setthings.com/en/life-and-death-in-a-pandemic/
https://www.setthings.com/en/life-and-death-in-a-pandemic/
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Coronavirus was discovered in the 1930s in domestic chickens. (Estola 1970) In the 1940s, 

two other animal coronaviruses were isolated. (McIntosh 1974) Human coronaviruses were 

discovered in the 1960s. (Kahn and McIntosh 2005) June Almeida, at St. Thomas Hospital in 

London, visualized the coronavirus by electron microscopy in 1967, later highlighting the 

morphological links between them. (Almeida 2008)  

 

(Illustration of the SARS-CoV-2 virion (Giaimo 2020) 

    Red protrusions: spike proteins 

    Grey coating lipids, mainly 

    Yellow: envelope proteins 

    Orange: membrane proteins) 
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In 2003, following the outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in Asia, the 

World Health Organization (WHO) officially named the respective SARS-CoV coronavirus. More 

than 8,000 people were infected, about ten percent of whom died. (Li et al. 2005) A large number 

of human coronaviruses were subsequently identified, including HCoV NL63 in 2004, HCoV 

HKU1 in 2005, MERS-CoV in 2012, and SARS-CoV-2 in 2019. (Zhu et al. 2020) 

A life cycle of a coronavirsul includes 

1. Cell entry (Simmons et al. 2013) 

2. Genome translation: the RNA genome of the virus enters the cell cytoplasm acting as an 

RNA messenger. (Fehr and Perlman 2015) 

3. Replication - transcription: nonstructural proteins coagulate to form a complex that 

replicates and transcribes RNA from an RNA strand. (Fehr and Perlman 2015) By replication the 

viral genome is reproduced, (Fehr and Perlman 2015) and by transcription the complex is capable 

of genetic recombination when at least two viral genomes are present in the same infected cell. 

(Payne 2017, 17) RNA recombination determines the genetic variability of coronavirus. (Su et al. 

2016) 

4. Assembly and release: Replicated positive genomic RNA becomes the genome of 

descending viruses. RNA transcription takes place inside the endoplasmic reticulum. Interactions 

between proteins lead to the assembly of viruses, which are then released from the host cell by 

exocytosis and can infect other host cells. (Fehr and Perlman 2015) 

5. Transmission: Carriers of viruses can transmit them in the environment (Cui, Li, and Shi 

2019) depending on the coronavirus species, by aerosol, fomite or fecal-oral route. (Decaro 2011a) 

SARS coronavirus is transmitted through aerosols. (Decaro 2011b) 
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It is estimated that the first coronavirus appeared relatively recently, approx. 8000 BC, 

although some models place it 55 million years ago, involving a long-term coevolution with bats 

and avian species. (Wertheim et al. 2013) Bats and birds, as warm-blooded flying vertebrae, are 

an ideal natural reservoir for the coronavirus gene pool, allowing the evolution and extensive 

dissemination of coronaviruses. (Woo et al. 2012) 

In December 2019, an outbreak of pneumonia was reported in Wuhan, China (Board 2020) 

with a new strain of coronavirus (World Health Organization 2020d) named 2019-nCoV by the 

World Health Organization (WHO), (World Health Organization 2020b) then renamed SARS-

CoV-2 by the International Committee on Virus Taxonomy. The virus has a 96% similarity to the 

bat's coronavirus. (Cohen 2020) 

The World Health Organization has declared the outbreak of COVID-19 an urgent public 

health concern on 30 January 2020, and a pandemic on 11 March. (World Health Organization 

2020c) The pandemic has caused global social and economic disruption, the largest since the 

global recession triggered by the Great Depression, (IMFBlog 2020) and global famine that has 

affected 265 million people. (United Nations 2020a) 

Among the first reactions from the beginning of the pandemic was the search for culprits 

for its beginning and spread. This has exacerbated prejudice, xenophobia and racism towards 

people of Chinese descent (Burton 2020) and conspiracy theories. People in Italy (the first country 

in Europe to experience a severe outbreak of COVID-19) also suffered from suspicion and 

xenophobia. (Nadeau 2020) Discrimination against Muslims in India has also escalated after 

Indian authorities identified a gathering of an Islamic mission group as a source of pandemic. 

(Kolachalam 2020) In Paris, ethnic minorities complained of discriminatory police actions during 

quarantine. (Dodman 2020) In South Korea, the LGBTQ community has been blamed by some for 



Nicolae Sfetcu: COVID-19 Pandemic – Philosophical Approaches 

60 

the spread of the virus. (Thoreson 2020) Even in China, xenophobia and racism against non-

residents, especially people of color, have increased during this period. (Asiedu 2020)  

One of the most contested measures taken globally in the COVID-10 pandemic is social 

distancing (later called physical distancing to prevent the development of negative social 

associations). Methods of social distancing include quarantine; travel restrictions, closure of 

schools, workplaces, stadiums, theaters or shopping malls. (World Health Organization 2020a) 

Non-cooperation with distance measures in some areas has contributed to the further spread of the 

pandemic. Opposition to social distancing also came from some heterodox epidemiologists. (Farr 

2020) 

The pandemic has also affected political systems in several countries, leading to the 

suspension of legislative activities (Tumilty 2020) and the rescheduling of elections. (Corasaniti 

and Saul 2020) 

The measures taken to combat the pandemic have allowed an unusually large expansion of 

government power, many sociologists are concerned that the state will hardly give up, after the 

mitigation of the pandemic, this power, there are many historical precedents in this regard. 

In the opinion of Rocco Ronchi, (M. Foucault, Agamben, and Benvenuto 2020) the 

measures taken in the current pandemic confirm Foucault's thesis that the current power is 

biopolitical. He sees the virus as presenting the characteristic of an event, also possessing its 

"virtue" ("unlike simple facts, events possess a "virtue", a force, a property, a vis, that is, they do 

something"). The events are traumatic, producing transformations before taking place or even 

being possible. Thus, events generate the "real" possibility. It follows that the "virtue" of an event 

thus consists in making possible operational methods which "before" were simply impossible, 

unimaginable. 
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The philosopher Slavoj Zizek, in Coronavirus is 'Kill Bill'-esque blow to capitalism and 

could lead to reinvention of communism (Op-Ed), states that “the coronavirus will also compel us 

to re-invent communism based on trust in the people and in science”, against racism and the spread 

of new nationalisms. The virus would thus have dealt a severe blow to capitalism. (Zizek 2020) 

Byung-Chul Han, in La emergencia viral y el mundo de mañana. Byung-Chul Han, el 

filósofo surcoreano que piensa desde Berlín, sees the individual as a possible active player who 

does not consider transformation to be safe. Human reason will have to defeat the virus. (Han 

2020) 

Giorgio Agamben, in L’invenzione di un’epidemia, argued that quarantine measures 

strengthen government mechanisms against individual freedoms. (Agamben 2020c) 

Jorge González Arocha, in Philosophy, Social Death and the Necessary Ethical Turn After 

Covid-19, discusses the social death and ethical transformation involved in the COVID-19 

pandemic. A crisis of the way we live, but also of the way we die. (Gonzalez Arocha 2020) In the 

philosophy of death, against the current COVID-19 pandemic, Arocha distinguishes several 

chronological stages: the first stage was ignorance, almost denial, when the virus was seen only as 

something unlikely. Later, images of the dead began to appear, the death becoming real, with 

involved medically, sociologically and politically problems. An intermediate stage (especially in 

the USA) was the one that denies the true nature of the virus. Demonstrations and protests against 

quarantine followed, and the denial of the virus's effectiveness as a denial of the possibility of 

death. The situation we are in today reveals the weakness of the mechanisms built to hide real 

death. In the end, the economic crisis comes to be considered more important than any other 

existential crisis. 
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For the analysis of the COVID-19 pandemic, Dodds and Settemsdal use their own concept, 

ecopsychoanalysis, a dialogue between psychoanalysis, science, philosophy, complexity theory, 

aesthetics and ecology, with a special emphasis on our relationship with the inhuman and climate 

change. (Dodds 2020) Ecopsychoanalysis considers the earth and the mind as intertwined, 

interconnected in a multitude of ensembles and developments. COVID-19 asks us to explore the 

strange ecology of nature that revolves around us and threatens to destroy us. 

The virus gave us a chance to take a break and "rethink the runaway train of our civilization 

before it smashes into the ecological wall toward which it has been hurtling with accelerating 

speed, and shows how quickly society can actually change." Coronavirus, says Dodds, makes us 

all too aware of the problem of death, an obsession we try to get rid of as we follow the daily 

balance sheets of the dead and the exponential growth curves. (Dodds 2020) According to Freud 

in Thoughts for the Times on War and Death: (Freud 1964) ”We showed an unmistakable tendency 

to put death on one side, to eliminate it from life. We tried to hush it up,” an attitude towards death 

which “has a powerful effect on our lives. Life is impoverished, it loses in interest.” Like war, 

pandemics sweep away the “conventional treatment of death. Death will no longer be denied; we 

are forced to believe in it… Life has, indeed, become interesting again.” War and pandemics, 

Dodds says, while inevitable, must be resisted. (Dodds 2020) But being forced to face death makes 

us feel alive even as we die. War, Freud continues, “strips us of the later accretions of civilization, 

and lays bare the primal man in each of us. It compels us once more to be heroes who cannot 

believe in their own death; it stamps strangers as enemies, whose death is to be brought about or 

desired; it tells us to disregard the death of those we love.” For Camus too there can be no final 

victory against death: “the plague bacillus never dies or disappears for good . . . the day would 



Nicolae Sfetcu: COVID-19 Pandemic – Philosophical Approaches 

63 

come when, for the bane and the enlightening of men, it would rouse up its rats again and send 

them forth to die in a happy city.” (Freud 1964) (Dodds 2020) 

Albert Camus also states that there can be no final victory against death: “the plague 

bacillus never dies or disappears for good . . . the day would come when, for the bane and the 

enlightening of men, it would rouse up its rats again and send them forth to die in a happy city.”  

"Each of us has the plague within him . . . we must keep endless watch on ourselves lest in 

a careless moment we breathe in somebody’s face and fasten the infection on him. What’s natural 

is the microbe. All the rest, health, integrity, purity . . . is a product of the human will, of a vigilance 

that must never falter." (Camus 1972) (Dodds 2020) 

The ecological strangeness of the coronavirus, says Dodds, gives us a chance to rethink 

what is really important, and the chance of a global culture. COVID-19 has led to the dramatic 

destabilization of the world's economic and social systems, with unpredictable and complex 

results. (Dodds 2020) 

Freud acknowledged that solidarity in the face of a natural catastrophe is "one of the few 

gratifying and exalting impressions which mankind can offer." It is being tested today, when 

humanity is facing one of the greatest crises in its modern history. (Freud 1964) (Dodds 2020 
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3.1 Biopolitics 

Sfetcu, Nicolae, "Biopolitics in the COVID-19 pandemic", SetThings (October 28, 2020), DOI: 

10.13140/RG.2.2.29380.04488, URL = https://www.setthings.com/en/biopolitics-in-the-covid-

19-pandemic/ 

 

Biopower is a term coined by Michel Foucault, referring to the practice of modern nation-

states by "an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugations of 

bodies and the control of populations". (Michel Foucault 1990, 140) Foucault used the term to 

refer specifically to public health practices, among other regulatory mechanisms. Biopower control 

people in large groups, through an anatomo-politics of the human body, and biopolitics of the 

population through social institutions of discipline. Power is codified in both social practices and 

human behavior, as the human subject gradually accepts subtle regulations and expectations of the 

social order. (Policante 2010) 

" By this I mean a number of phenomena that seem to me to be quite significant, namely, the set 

of mechanisms through which the basic biological features of the human species became 

the object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of power, or, in other words, how, 

starting from the 18th century, modern Western societies took on board the fundamental 

biological fact that human beings are a species. This is what I have called biopower." 

(Michel Foucault et al. 2009, 1) 

A specific way of applying biopower is what Foucault calls “massifying”, (Michel Foucault 

et al. 2009, 55–86) which uses scientific apparatus and equipment. This anatomo-politics of the 

human body correlates with the new knowledge of science and technology under the guise of a 

liberal democracy, where life itself becomes a deliberate political strategy and an economic, 

political and scientific problem, to which the nation state is coupled. 

Foucault argues that while the stated purpose of biopower is to maximize life, it also has a 

dark side: when the stakes are life itself, anything can be justified by the state, thus being able to 

easily eliminate groups identified as threatening the life of the nation, or of humanity. (Michel 

Foucault 1990, 137)  

https://www.setthings.com/en/biopolitics-in-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.setthings.com/en/biopolitics-in-the-covid-19-pandemic/
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Foucault draws attention to what he calls the major political and social project, namely the 

"milieu intérieur" (inner environment), as a support for the truths uttered by the authorities. In the 

modern version, the government is thus presented to the population in the media as a means of 

efficiency, fiscal optimization, political responsibility and rigor, forming a public discourse of 

government solidarity and social consensus. (Michel Foucault et al. 2009, 283)  

Biopolitics is a concept that takes into account the management of the life and populations 

of a governed region. According to Foucault, biopolitics is "to ensure, sustain, and multiply life, 

to put this life in order." (Michel Foucault 1990) So, the poststructuralist meaning given by 

Foucault to the term denotes social and political power over life. 

Foucault speaks of a style of government that regulates populations through "biopower" in 

all aspects of human life. (Michel Foucault et al. 2009, 1) Agni Vlavianos Arvanitis (Pellam 2015, 

43) considers biopolitics as a conceptual and operational framework for the development of 

society, promoting bios as a central theme in all forms of life. (Tolba 2001, 1027) 

Biopolitics produces a generalized disciplinary society (Michel Foucault et al. 2009, 377–

78) and regulatory controls through biopolitics of the population. (Michel Foucault et al. 2009, 

378,397) Foucault states that the humanities, especially the medical sciences, have led at the 

emergence of the anatomo-politics of the human body, a biopolitics and bio-history of man. 

Foucault's biopolitics refers to the intersection between power (political, economic, 

judicial, etc.) and the bodily autonomy of the individual. (Schirato, Danaher, and Webb 2012, 90) 

In the study of colonialism, biopolitics is the means by which a colonizing force uses political 

power to regulate and control the colonized population. (Said 1979, 113) Mercantilism has often 

allowed for a biopolitical approach to hunger, with multiple historical examples. 
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Foucault's concept of biopolitics is derived from his own concept of biopower and the 

extension of state power over the physical and political bodies of a population. (Lemke, Casper, 

and Moore 2011) Biopolitics acts as a control apparatus exercised over an entire population. 

(Michel Foucault 2003, 242)  

Giorgio Agamben is a well-known Italian philosopher who investigates the concepts of the 

state of emergency, the way of life (borrowed from Ludwig Wittgenstein) and the homo sacer. The 

concept of biopolitics (starting from the work of Michel Foucault) is found in many of his writings. 

Agamben says that what is manifesting in this pandemic is the growing tendency to use the 

state of emergency as a normal paradigm of government, through a militarization of those areas 

where there are people proven to be infected. Such a formula will allow the government to quickly 

extend the state of emergency to all regions. He lists a number of serious restrictions on freedom 

imposed by pandemic restrictions. These restrictions would be disproportionate to the real threat. 

Once terrorism is exhausted as a justification for exceptional measures, "epidemics could provide 

the ideal pretext for expanding these measures, beyond any limitation." (Agamben 2020c) Thus, 

"in a vicious circle, the restriction of freedom imposed by governments is accepted in the name of 

a desire for security, which was created by the same governments that now intervene to satisfy it." 

(Agamben 2020) 

Agamben notes that 

"Faced with the frantic, irrational and completely unfounded emergency measures adopted against 

an alleged epidemic ... why the media and the authorities are doing everything possible to 

spread a state of panic, thus causing a genuine state of emergency, with serious limitations 

to move and suspend daily life in entire regions?” (Agamben 2020c)  

Later, Agamben returns with some clarifications (Kotsko 2020a) introducing the concept 

of “naked life”: “The first thing that the panic wave, which paralyzed the country, clearly showed, 

is that our society believes in nothing but naked life.” People 
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”… are prepared to sacrifice practically everything – normal living conditions, social relations, 

work, even friendships and religious or political beliefs – to avoid the danger of falling ill. 

The naked life, and the fear of losing it, is not something that brings men and women 

together, but something that blinds and separates them. Other human beings, like those in 

the plague described by Manzoni, are now seen only as potential contaminators to be 

avoided at all costs or at least to keep at a distance of at least one metre. The dead – our 

dead – have no right to a funeral and it’s not clear what happens to the corpses of our loved 

ones. Our fellow humans have been erased and it’s odd that the Churches remain silent on 

this point. What will human relations become in a country that will be accustomed to living 

in this way for who knows how long? And what is a society with no other value other than 

survival?” 

"Men have become so used to living in conditions of permanent crisis and emergency that they 

don’t seem to notice that their lives have been reduced to a purely biological condition, one 

that has lost not only any social and political dimension, but even any compassionate and 

emotional one. A society that lives in a permanent state of emergency cannot be a free one. 

We effectively live in a society that has sacrificed freedom to so-called “security reasons” 

and as a consequence has condemned itself to living in a permanent state of fear and 

insecurity." (Kotsko 2020) 

According to Agamben, we've come to talk about the virus in terms of war. A war against 

an invisible enemy. "The enemy isn’t somewhere outside, it’s inside us." (Kotsko 2020) 

In A Question, Giorgio Agamben returns with an approach to “social distancing” as the 

new principle of organizing society, decreeing that “a norm that affirms that we must renounce the 

good to save the good is just as false and contradictory as that which, to protect freedom, orders 

us to renounce freedom.” (Kotsko 2020b) 

In New Reflections, Agamben, states that, with this forced isolation, we live a new 

totalitarianism. It is always dangerous to entrust doctors and scientists with decisions that are 

ultimately ethical and political. (Dean 2020) 

In Medicine as Religion, Giorgio Agamben: states (Agamben 2020b) that in the modern 

West coexist three major belief systems: Christianity, capitalism and science, which sometimes 

intersect. The novelty consists in the fact that between science and the other two faiths, without 

noticing, an underground and relentless conflict was triggered, with successful results for science. 

In science, medicine occupies a special place, being characterized by 
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• does not need a special dogma, but is limited to borrowing its fundamental concepts from 

biology - there is a god or evil principle, namely disease, whose specific agents are bacteria 

and viruses, and a beneficent god or principle that is not health, but recovery, whose cultic 

agents are drugs and therapies 

• the phenomenon has become permanent and ubiquitous - it is no longer about taking 

medication, doctor visits or surgery: all our lives we must worship this cult moment by 

moment, because the enemy, the virus, is always present and must be fought constantly 

• the practice of worship is no longer free and voluntary - it becomes mandatory from a 

normative point of view 

• the medical religion has unreservedly taken over the eschatological urgency from 

Christianity - the medical religion combines the perpetual crisis of capitalism with the 

Christian idea of an end time 

• like capitalism and unlike Christianity, the medical religion does not offer the prospect of 

salvation and redemption - recovery is only temporary, as the evil God, the virus, cannot 

be eliminated once and for all. 

"Philosophers must again come into conflict with religion, which is no longer Christianity, but 

science, or that part of it which has taken the form of a religion." (Agamben 2020b)  

Patrick Zylberman described, in 2013, the process by which health security becomes an 

essential part of state and international policy strategies, (Flahault et al. 2016) (M. Lewis 2020) by 

creating a kind of "health terror" as a tool for governance. Zylberman points out that the apparatus 

used by the WHO was articulated in three points: 1) the construction, on the basis of a possible 

risk, of a fictitious scenario allowing the government of an extreme situation; 2) adopting the logic 

of the worst case scenario as a regime of political rationality; 3) the organization of all citizens in 

a way that strengthens government institutions, through which the imposed obligations are 
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presented as evidence of altruism and the citizen no longer has the right to health but is legally 

obliged to be healthy (biosecurity). 

Agamben considers, in Biosicurezza, (Agamben 2020a) that the emergency situation can 

allow the design of a governance paradigm whose effectiveness will go beyond any normal form 

of governance. Thus, biosecurity has already proved capable of causing the absolute cessation of 

all political activities and all social relations as the maximum form of civic participation. 

"In question is a whole conception of the destinies of human society from a perspective that, in 

many respects, seems to have adopted the apocalyptic idea of the end of the world from 

the religions that are now at their west. After replacing politics with the economy, now, in 

order to ensure governance, even this must be integrated with the new paradigm of 

biosecurity, in front of which we will have to sacrifice all other requirements. It is 

legitimate to ask whether such a society can still be defined as human or whether the loss 

of sensitive relationships, face, friendship, love, can really be compensated by an abstract 

and supposedly completely fictitious health security." (Agamben 2020a) 

Jean-Luc Nancy, in Excepción viral, (Nancy 2020b) states that Agamben fails to observe 

that exception really becomes the rule in a world where technical interconnections reach a hitherto 

unknown intensity. 

Many critics of Agamben consider his statements to be paranoid and exaggerated. (Peters 

2020) Thus, J. L. Nancy responds by emphasizing: 

"We must be careful not to reach the wrong target: an entire civilization is in question, there is no 

doubt about it. There is a kind of viral exception - biological, computer, cultural - that is 

pandemic. Governments are nothing more than gloomy executors, and questioning them 

seems like a diversionary ploy rather than a political reflection." (Nancy 2020) 

Regarding Agamben's statements, Slavoj ŽiŽek wonders (Žižek 2020b) why would the 

state power be interested in promoting such a panic, which generates distrust of state power and 

disrupts the economy? Measures in the event of an epidemic should not be automatically reduced 

to the usual paradigm of surveillance and control propagated by thinkers such as Foucault. The 

problem is that these measures may not be effective, and the inefficiency may be hidden by the 

authorities that will manipulate and hide the real data. 
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Roberto Esposito, in Curati a oltranza, discusses Nancy's strong opposition to the 

paradigm of biopolitics, but there is no denying the constant development of biopolitics. (Esposito 

2020) The state of emergency pushes the policy towards "exceptional procedures that may, in the 

long run, undermine the balance of power in favor of the executive branch". But he believes the 

risks to democracy are an exaggeration. Politics and medicine have been interconnected for at least 

three centuries, which has led to a process of medicalization of politics and a politicization of 

medicine. 

John Cassidy (Cassidy 2020) states that it is too early to reject Agamben’s theory because 

it may prove correct especially as the time of the US elections approaches: it is possible that Trump 

will use the “state of emergency” to take exceptional governmental powers to declare a 

postponement for a year or two." (Peters 2020) 

Shaj Mohan, in What Carries Us On, (Mohan 2020) talks about Gandhi's principles of 

hypophysics, according to which nature is good, following Kant's taxonomy of moral thinking. 

(Mohan, Dwivedi, and Nancy 2018) Following an analogy-based reasoning, he concludes that the 

theory of "biopolitics" is itself a kind of hypophysics, the other part of hypophysics being the 

technological determinism. In contrast, biopolitics and other theories make us immobile and 

resigned like animals caught in headlights. 

Panagiotis Sotiris considers that notions such as "biopolitics", "naked life," or "state of 

emergency", developed by Giorgio Agamben and debated by many philosophers, are a clear 

example of failure to respond to the challenges of the pandemic. (Sotiris 2020) It proposes a 

rethinking of biopolitics, as formulated by Michel Foucault, (Michel Foucault 1990, 139–40) 

proposing a democratic biopolitics, “also be based on the democratization of knowledge. The 

increased access to knowledge, along with the need for popularization campaigns makes possible 
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collective decision processes that are based on knowledge and understanding and not just the 

authority of experts." (Sotiris 2020) 

Daniele Lorenzini, in Biopolitics in the Time of Coronavirus, proposes a completely 

different understanding of biopolitics from Michel Foucault's notion. (Lorenzini 2020) Inventing 

the notion of biopolitics, Foucault wanted first of all to make us aware of the historical passage of 

a threshold, of what he calls the "threshold of biological modernity" of a society. (Michel Foucault 

1990, 143) Thus, " Our society crossed such a threshold when the biological processes 

characterizing the life of human beings as a species became a crucial issue for political 

decisionmaking," at the same time remaining faithful to Foucault's idea that power is not good or 

bad in itself, but that it is always dangerous. 

According to Lorenzini, biopolitics is always a policy of differential vulnerability, which 

"structurally relies on the establishment of hierarchies in the value of lives, producing and 

multiplying vulnerability as a means of governing people." (Lorenzini 2020) In this regard, 

Lorenzini states that the "medical heroes" and "care workers" who "fight the coronavirus" certainly 

deserve our appreciation, but are they really the only ones who "taking care" of us? After all, don't 

all workers deserve - and not exclusively in these "exceptional" circumstances - to be considered 

"heroes"? The virus blatantly reveals that "our society structurally relies on the incessant 

production of differential vulnerability and social inequalities." 
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3.2 Neocommunism 

Sfetcu, Nicolae, "Through the pandemic, towards a new communism?", SetThings (November 1, 

2020), DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.2.12914.12484, URL = https://www.setthings.com/en/through-the-

pandemic-towards-a-new-communism/ 

 

Following the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic, Slavoj Žižek published a book 

called Pandemic !: COVID-19 Shakes the World (Žižek 2020a) which triggered a wave of 

reactions. In the book, he presents how the media ruthlessly exploited this subject, accentuating 

the panic. Many major studies have predicted the emergence of such a pandemic, but have been 

ignored by all governments, declaring them to be exaggerated. 

Žižek believes that the current pandemic has led to the bankruptcy of the current "barbaric" 

capitalism, wondering if the path that humanity will take is a neo-communism (he describes 

himself as a "radical leftist" and a "communist in a qualified sense”). 

"The threat of virus contagion provided us with new forms of solidarity and clarified the 

need for control over power. On account of our efforts to save humanity from self-destruction, we 

are creating a new kind of humanity.” (Hadar 2020) 

Žižek argues these ideas with the pandemic socio-political measures of German Chancellor 

Angela Merkel and the President of France, and the temporary nationalization of the railways by 

Boris Johnson. "Even [US President Donald] Trump transferred billions of dollars to the public. 

He issued calls to take over the private sector insofar as medical supplies are concerned." (Hadar 

2020) 

But it can still be a form of sophisticated capitalism that tries to save itself through unique, 

seemingly socialist temporary actions. Like Bruno Latour, (Latour 2020) Žižek considers that the 

current crisis is part of a continuous and irreversible process of ecological change. 

https://www.setthings.com/en/through-the-pandemic-towards-a-new-communism/
https://www.setthings.com/en/through-the-pandemic-towards-a-new-communism/
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Žižek believes that we needed catastrophes to be able to meditate again on the society in 

which we live. The epidemic is a variation of the "five point palm exploding heart technique," a 

term specific to Žižek that appears in the films Shaw Brothers, Clan of the White Lotus, and 

Executers of Shaolin. The term is used by the protagonist in the movie Kill Bill: Volume 2: 

(Tarantino 2004) five quick sword blows, one after the other, to the heart region, which will 

explode. 

The moral task during this pandemic is to alleviate suffering, not to "save." The daily 

routine of daily freedom is almost impossible in our pandemic days. In time, it will turn into 

nostalgia. We will have to invent a new way of life, new rituals. Life so far will not return. 

In these times, it is important to turn to humanism. Ordinary people are preoccupied with 

their daily problems, with no connection to any ideology. 

Žižek states that he fears a “human-faced barbarism” - a survival by forced inhuman means, 

albeit sympathetically, based on expert advice, along with messages that undermine the 

cornerstone of our social ethics. 

Žižek's book highlights three post-pandemic development trends: the Trump model of 

ruthless capitalism, the optimistic European model, and the Chinese model. (Hadar 2020) Žižek's 

fear is a permanent, Matrix-type isolation. 

China will probably emerge as the most effective superpower in fighting the pandemic, 

compared to the poorly organized systems centered in Washington and Brussels. After a crisis of 

legitimacy, between an incompetent Western barbarism and an effective Eastern totalitarianism, 

Žižek predicts the emergence of a latent "communism". By "communism", Žižek means the need 

for a "global organisation that can control and regulate the economy as well as limit the sovereignty 

of nation states when needed." when nation states are needed and a “shift away from the market." 
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Coronavirus epidemics can give a new impetus to the life of communism." (Žižek 2020a) This 

trend is already seen in the massive mobilization of state resources for the payment of wages, in 

the nationalization of services and direct industrial production. "When Donald Trump is issuing 

cheques to millions of Americans, and a Conservative British government is effectively 

nationalising the railways, old orthodoxies melt into air." (Koshy 2020) 

This new kind of solidarity is not based on idealistic slogans of the left, but on a necessity. 

"Communism is the translation of this epidemiological reality into a durable politics." (Koshy 

2020) 

The rolls of toilet paper are a prime example of Western bourgeois culture, a heyday of 

consumer capitalism. (Peters 2020) The Western panic purchase of these products, based on a viral 

rumor, is an example of creating the problem of lack. Strahle and Bonfield note that " [p]anic, as 

historically conceived, has been represented as a polar case of collective disorganization …. clearly 

resting beyond the explanatory power of economic theories which depend on the rationality 

assumption." (Strahle and Bonfield 1989) The argument of "cumulative collective irrationality" 

contradicts the theory of efficient markets. 

In Monitor and Punish? Yes, Please!, Slavoj Žižek wonders who will still be able to shake 

hands and hug? Privileged, he replies. The financial elite will retreat to isolated areas and have fun 

there with stories in the style of Bocacio's Decameron. (Boccaccio 2003)  

" We, ordinary people, who will have to live with viruses, are bombarded by the endlessly repeated 

formula “No panic!”… and then we get all the data that cannot but trigger a panic. The 

situation resembles the one I remember from my youth in a Communist country: when 

government officials assured the public that there was no reason to panic, we all took these 

assurances as clear signs that they were themselves in a panic.” (Žižek 2020a)  

In this paper, Žižek clarifies that when he spoke of the fact that the coronavirus epidemic 

could give a new impetus to the life of communism, he did not think of China, "this is not the 

Communism I have in mind," arguing with public statements. of WHO: 
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"WHO chief Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said Thursday that although public health 

authorities across the globe have the ability to successfully combat the spread of the virus, 

the organization is concerned that in some countries the level of political commitment does 

not match the threat level. ‘This is not a drill. This is not the time to give up. This is not a 

time for excuses. This is a time for pulling out all the stops. Countries have been planning 

for scenarios like this for decades. Now is the time to act on those plans,’ Tedros said. ‘This 

epidemic can be pushed back, but only with a collective, coordinated and comprehensive 

approach that engages the entire machinery of government." (Berlinger 2020) 

Or, as Will Hutton said: “Now, one form of unregulated, free-market globalization with its 

propensity for crises and pandemics is certainly dying. But another form that recognizes 

interdependence and the primacy of evidence-based collective action is being born.” (Hutton 2020) 

The coronavirus epidemic not only signals the limit of market globalization, but also the 

limit of nationalism, of state sovereignty. Humanity can only be saved through global coordination 

and collaboration. (Žižek 2020a) And this would be true for all deeper crises. 

Some cynics would be tempted to see the coronavirus as a beneficial infection that allows 

humanity to get rid of the old, the weak and the sick, and there are signs of reduced unconditional 

solidarity, ŽiŽek arguing that the final choice is either a brutal logic of survival, or a kind of 

reinvented communism. Even when life returns to normal, it will not be the same normal as before; 

we will have to learn to live a much more fragile life, with constant threats hiding right around the 

corner. (M. Lewis 2020) 

Žižek explains here a term he developed starting from a specific technique of sword blows 

in the heart area, the "five point palm exploding heart technique". He argue this concept from On 

Death and Dying, (Kübler-Ross and Ira Byock 2014) in which Elisabeth Kübler-Ross proposed 

five stages of how we react to the knowledge that we have a terminal illness: denial, anger, 

negotiation, depression and acceptance, steps considered by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross to be valid for 

any form of catastrophic personal loss. These five steps can also be applied to society in the event 

of traumatic crises. In the case of the coronavirus epidemic, there was first a denial (there is no 
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such thing), then anger (sometimes racist), followed by negotiation (we can limit the damage), 

depression (we are all doomed), and finally acceptance, which it can take two directions: accepting 

the disease, or acting in collective solidarity. 

As Agamben speaks of "naked life", (Kotsko 2020a) Žižek says that we should reconcile 

with "the undead", a threat to our very survival, exploding when we least expect it. Viruses are 

considered to be “non-living chemical units or sometimes as living organisms.” This oscillation 

between life and death is crucial: viruses are neither alive nor dead in the usual sense of these 

terms. They are the living dead: a virus is alive due to its drive to replicate, but it is a kind of zero-

level life, a biological caricature not so much of death-drive as of life at its most stupid level of 

repetition and multiplication.” (M. Lewis 2020) 

Jean-Luc Nancy speaks of "communovirus": a virus that comes from communism, a virus 

that communizes us. (Nancy 2020a) It is still too early to know how to designate the society 

produced by this combination, if it will be communist and how the virus has affected individual 

competition, but so far COVID-19 has allowed China to demonstrate the effectiveness of the 

collective and state aspect of its system. 

The virus communicates to us. It puts us on an equal footing, paradoxically isolating each 

of us. This need for unity, interdependence and solidarity, together with the decrease in air 

pollution due to the reduction of transport and industry, have led some sociologists to speak of the 

collapse of techno-capitalism. 

The COVID-19 pandemic provides an ideal philosophical and political experiment, to 

which Western governments have responded very differently. Panagiotis Sotiris (Sotiris 2020) 

argues that the transition from the power of the sovereign as a right to life and death to the state 

guarantee of the health and productivity of the population 
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”Faced with the frenetic, irrational and entirely unfounded emergency measures adopted against 

an alleged epidemic of Faced with the frenetic coronavirus…. why do the media and the 

authorities do their utmost to spread a state of panic, thus provoking an authentic state of 

exception with serious limitations on movement and a suspension of daily life in entire 

regions?." (Agamben 2020c) 

The paradigm of biopolitics, Foucault's concept for the administration of life and a territory, 

should be complemented by that of bioinformation, in which the forces of biology and information 

coagulate in bioinformational capitalism. (Peters 2020) 

In Is Barbarism with a Human Face Our Fate?, Slavoj Žižek states that radical changes 

are already taking place in the current pandemic, against which a mega-economic crisis will follow. 

"The impossible happened, our world has stopped." (Žižek 2020c) 

Žižek says he fears barbarism with a human face - ruthless surveillance measures but 

legitimized by expert opinions. The authorities urge us to be calm and confident, but at the same 

time come up with terrible forecasts for long periods of time, suggesting that we will have to reduce 

the basic premise of our social ethics: caring for the elderly and the weak. This pandemic 

utilitarianism violates even the basic principles of Kantian ethics with which we are accustomed. 

Hospitals are already doing the same with patients suffering from other diseases. 

The fight against coronavirus can only be waged together with the fight against ideological 

mystifications, plus as part of a general ecological fight, which includes nature. In these efforts, 

we must keep in mind that we are in a triple crisis: medical (epidemic), economic, and mental 

health. 

Žižek reaffirms that he spoke of a communism imposed by the need for survival, a version 

of what, in the Soviet Union of 1918, was called "war communism." We are all socialists in a crisis 

but, he wonders, will this forced socialism be socialism for the rich (like saving the banks in 2008 

while millions of ordinary people lost their small savings)? "Will the epidemics be reduced to 
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another chapter in the long sad story of what Naomi Klein called “disaster capitalism,” or will a 

new (more modest, maybe, but also more balanced) world order emerge out of it?" (Žižek 2020c) 

Srecko Horvat also states in an interview that the virus opens an eschatological threat 

almost forgotten by the West, which, together with the climate crisis, creates a dystopian vision of 

the future. Fear has become the main currency; no one really believes the authorities anymore. " 

Coughing today has become almost a terrorist act." (Pogačar 2020) 

"Today's reality is already much worse than Orwell's 1984, it seems closer to Aldous Huxley’s, a 

sort of narco-capitalism in which technology anaesthetises the social body to a degree that 

many are not even aware anymore that they are enslaved. Ironically, coronavirus stopped 

the global machine, at least for a moment, and even showed that it is, in fact, possible to 

radically stop carbon emissions. ... The only alternative, if we don't organise and mobilise, 

is barbarism." (Pogačar 2020) 
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3.3 Desocialising 

Sfetcu, Nicolae, "Desocialization in and after the pandemic", SetThings (November 5, 2020), 

DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.2.35832.06405, URL = https://www.setthings.com/en/desocialization-in-

and-after-the-pandemic/ 

 

Social isolation (desocialization) implies a complete or almost complete lack of contact 

between an individual and society. This can be a problem for people of any age, although the 

symptoms may differ depending on the age group. (Khullar 2016) Social isolation can include 

staying home for long periods of time, and lack of face-to-face communication with family, 

acquaintances, friends, or co-workers. Social isolation can lead to feelings of loneliness, fear of 

others or negative self-esteem. 

"The magnitude of risk associated with social isolation is comparable with that of cigarette 

smoking and other major biomedical and psychosocial risk factors. However, our 

understanding of how and why social isolation is risky for health – or conversely – how 

and why social ties and relationships are protective of health, still remains quite limited.” 

(House 2001) 

Social isolation can contribute to " poorer overall cognitive performance and poorer 

executive functioning, faster cognitive decline, more negative and depressive cognition, 

heightened sensitivity to social threats, and a self-protective confirmatory bias in social cognition." 

(Cacioppo and Hawkley 2009) Wilson et al. reported that social isolation increases cognitive 

decline and the risk of Alzheimer's disease, (Wilson et al. 2007) contributing to a vicious cycle in 

which the person becomes increasingly isolated. 

Kanai et al. reported that loneliness was negatively correlated with the density of gray 

matter in an area involved in the perception of biological movement, mentalization, and social 

perception. (Kanai et al. 2012) 

Juan Arnau Navarro says that one of the concepts discussed today is cosmopolitanism, a 

term invented by Diogenes, supported by Leibniz and Hume and criticized by Kant. (Navarro 

https://www.setthings.com/en/desocialization-in-and-after-the-pandemic/
https://www.setthings.com/en/desocialization-in-and-after-the-pandemic/
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2020) Psychologists in Spain call the symptoms developed by quarantine cabaña, a type of 

anxiety. Isolation has forced us to better assess our real needs and re-evaluate priorities. (Redacción 

MAPFRE 2020) 

The word "ubuntu" in the Bantu language of South Africa literally means "I am because 

we are". It highlights the fact that we cannot exist independently of our relationships with others. 

(Bastian, Jetten, and Chen 2013) Our own humanity is reduced when others are treated us without 

dignity and respect. At the same time, according to Desmond Tutu, provoking harm to another 

person can also affect perceptions of oneself. (Tutu and Tutu 1999) It follows that a person's 

humanity depends on the humanity of those around him. And when people behave violently and 

aggressively, they tend to continue to behave more violently and aggressively in the future. 

(Martens et al. 2007) 

Self-dehumanization arises from the recognition that one's actions have caused harm to 

others that cannot be justified. Bastian et al. argue that when people act in ways they perceive as 

immoral, it will affect the way they view their own humanity. (Bastian, Jetten, and Chen 2013) 

Concepts about morality and humanity are closely linked (Bastian et al. 2011) and dehumanization 

processes are usually rooted in moral judgments. 

Social ostracism (social exclusion of an individual) can occur in the absence of challenge. 

(K. D. Williams 2007) Ostracization has negative consequences on the self: depletion of resources 

for self-regulation (Ciarocco, Sommer, and Baumeister 2001) and increased dissonance related to 

interpersonal relationships, (Zhou et al. 2009) leading to a convenient interpersonal transgression 

to explore the process of self-dehumanization. 
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Feeling human is a desirable and valuable resource; people thus tend to strengthen their 

humanity in order to protect themselves against existential threats. (Vaes, Heflick, and Goldenberg 

2010)  

In their study, Bastian et al. focused on three working hypotheses, of which, in the case of 

the pandemic, we are primarily interested in the perceived immorality of one's actions mediating 

the relationship between ostracism and self-dehumanization, and the needs of social belonging. 

(Maner et al. 2007) Their prediction is that dehumanization will motivate prosocial behavior and 

self-sacrifice. Linking self-dehumanization with moral commitment suggests important 

relationships between dehumanization and self-centered emotions, such as guilt, shame, and 

embarrassment. (Tangney, Stuewig, and Mashek 2007) These emotional responses may coincide, 

and even lead to self-dehumanization. 

Jen Rushforth, in Solitary Confinement - Social Death and Its Afterlives, a review of Lisa 

Guenther’s book, quote Guenther statement that 

"To be socially dead is to be deprived of the network of social relations, particularly kinship 

relations, that would otherwise support, protect, and give meaning to one’s precarious life 

as an individual. It is to be violently and permanently separated from one’s kin, blocked 

from forming any meaningful relationship, not only to others in the present but also to the 

heritage of the past and the legacy of the future beyond one’s own finite, individuated 

being.” (Rushforth 2017) (Guenther 2013)  

Regarding the isolation of detainees, Guenther notes that “deprived of meaningful human 

interaction, otherwise healthy prisoners become unhinged. They see things that do not exist. They 

do not see things that do." (Guenther 2013) 

In a CIA textbook on sensory deprivation and isolation, the effects of isolation were listed 

as hallucinations, illusions, and, as mentioned directly in the CIA textbook, " an intense love of 

any other living thing." (Guenther 2013, 82) According to Maslow, people have a deep need for 

love and social belonging, and only then for safety and physiological needs. (Maslow 1943) 
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“The social death of prisoners in solitary confinement does not affect just the individual or the 

family or the local community; it affects all of us.” (Guenther 2013, 253) 

Massimo De Carolis, in The threat of contagion, (De Carolis 2020) states that the measures 

taken so far are disturbing, dissolve the social bond and impose a regime of loneliness and police 

control over the entire population, a strong reminder of the darkest experiences of our recent 

political past. 

This leads to the destruction of the social bond and an obsessive control in the name of 

"public health", which certainly did not come from the coronavirus. " For at least a century, modern 

social mechanisms have tended to generate a society based on isolation, in which the spontaneity 

of social life is perceived as an obstacle or even as a threat to the stability of the system." (De 

Carolis 2020) 

Against the background of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been an increase in violence 

in society in general, and in the family in particular. (Deutsche Welle 2020) Violence is rampant 

against women as well as doctors, nurses and street vendors. (United Nations 2020b) Emergency 

calls increased by 25% during this period after social distancing measures were adopted. The 

European Parliament issued a press release calling on Member States to increase support for 

victims of domestic violence during the pandemic. (European Parliament 2020b) 

Quarantine and traffic restrictions continue to expose women to domestic violence, 

exacerbated by job losses and economic insecurity. Increased violence is also manifested in 

refugee camps, as is gender-based violence in public spaces. (United Nations 2020b) 

At the same time, there has been a significant reduction in the spread of sexually 

transmitted infections in several countries, attributed to COVID-19 quarantines and social 

distancing measures. (NSW Government 2020) Common flu transmission rates also declined 

significantly during the pandemic. (Cowling et al. 2020)  
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De Carolis states that there is no social life that does not involve the risk of contagion, just 

as there is no organic life that does not involve the risk of illness and death. Thus, we will have to 

ask ourselves to what extent we are willing to put ourselves in danger, and risk our biological 

security ” to have dinner with a friend, to embrace a child or simply to chat with the people hanging 

around in the square? Where do we place the bar when deciding that our social happiness has 

precedence over safeguarding our health? Is political existence more important than biological 

survival?” (De Carolis 2020) 

Thomas Hobbes introduced the concept of the state of nature (without government) in his 

1651 book, Leviathan. (Hobbes 1651) Hobbes calls this situation the condition of simple nature," 

without a recognized authority: ”no account of Time; no Arts; no Letters; no Society”. (Hobbes 

1651) (Bufacchi 2020) Everyone's right to everything invites a serious conflict, a competition for 

resources. The conflict will continue to be fueled by multiple disagreements, including moral ones. 

In such a case, the natural state will become a state of war, possibly a "war of all against all". 

(Lloyd and Sreedhar 2020) Whenever political stability falls apart, it can be replaced by anarchy. 

“In such condition, there is no place for Industry; because the fruit thereof is uncertain; and 

consequently no Culture of the Earth; no Navigation, nor use of the commodities that may 

be imported by Sea; no commodious Building; no Instruments of moving." (Hobbes 1651) 

We are not in a natural Hobbesian state, although at present there is no theater, no concerts, 

no trips and no sporting events. (Bufacchi 2020) But we are beginning to see initial manifestations 

of what Hobbes called the "war of all against all": countries competing aggressively on the world 

market for coronavirus protection equipment, for areas previously disputed but in which peace has 

recently spread, or strong rallies. “And which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent 

death; And the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” (Hobbes 1651) 

COVID-19 instilled fear in all of us - the fear continues. But not everything is lost. The 

only way to survive is through social cooperation. But the state of nature is also a state of equality, 
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in which we are all equally vulnerable. Thus, only through unity, teamwork and solidarity will we 

defeat this invisible enemy. (Bufacchi 2020) 

For this, Vittorio Bufacchi proposes a new social contract, which will be the cornerstone 

of a new civil society, in Coronavirus: it feels like we are sliding into a period of unrest, but 

political philosophy offers hope. (Bufacchi 2020) Unprecedented sacrifice, trust and social 

cooperation will be needed. Bufacchi believes that the biggest threat to social cooperation is the 

selfish actions of so-called "free-rider" passengers who benefit from cooperation without 

contributing anything to the common good. 
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4 Forecasting 

Sfetcu, Nicolae, "The world after the COVID-19 pandemic", SetThings (November 7, 2020), 

DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.2.20745.67681, URL = https://www.setthings.com/en/the-world-after-the-

covid-19-pandemic/ 

 

In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, there are some signs of a shift of paradigm, 

including the sudden disappearance of the “wall” ideology: “a cough was enough to make it 

suddenly impossible to evade the responsibility that each individual has towards all living beings 

for the simple fact of (still…) being part of this world, and of wanting to be part of it”. (M. 

Foucault, Agamben, and Benvenuto 2020) The whole is always involved in part, that "everything 

is, in certain sense, in everything" and that in nature there are no autonomous regions that are an 

exception. In nature there is no " dominion within another", according to Spinoza. (Spinoza 2019) 

The epidemic leads to the creation of red zones, internal isolation and the militarization of 

territories, but here “the wall has a completely different meaning compared to the walls the rich 

build to keep out the poor.  A wall is being erected for the other, whoever she or he may be”. (M. 

Foucault, Agamben, and Benvenuto 2020) Ronchi believes that these walls are erected to replace 

handshakes, they are a means of communication, not a sign of exclusion. 

The COVID-19 pandemic necessitates the application of pragmatic intelligence to govern, 

as far as possible, the spontaneity of a process that takes place against our intentions. The political 

command will have to assume specific responsibility. it will have to take precedence over the 

economy. 

In addition, the virus invites us to meditate on our fragility. He has the ability to generate 

a more sober idea of freedom: to be free means to do what needs to be done in a specific situation. 

The famous French philosopher Bruno Latour wrote an essay for the AOC newspaper, 

Imaginer les gestes-barrières contre le retour à la production d’avant-crise, stating that this lesson 

https://www.setthings.com/en/the-world-after-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.setthings.com/en/the-world-after-the-covid-19-pandemic/
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is “the most amazing: we have actually shown that it is possible, in a few weeks, to stop all 

economic systems in the world…” (Latour 2020)  

Bruno Latour considers this epidemic to be a huge opportunity for us to learn; a huge 

experiment. Viruses are in us, and we will have to learn to live with them. 

Epidemic isolation has forced us all to retreat into ourselves through introspection. The 

questions we asked ourselves developed a different way of thinking about how they would create 

a different future than the one we had foreseen. 

The pandemic has shown us how quickly we can become infected globally. An incredible 

demonstration of network theory and the power of virality. This implies a fusion, in a sense, 

between the individual and the collective. 

The pandemic has reopened the debate about what is necessary and what is possible, what 

is useful and what is not. We will not have to change the production system, but to replace it 

completely. Bruno Latour states that if he had enough power, he would first and foremost change 

the production system on an ecological basis. 

At the ZKM Center for Art and Media in Karlsruhe, Germany, (Arènes 2020) the sphere 

of human existence was defined as the "critical zone", a narrow band of Earth that can support life, 

including only a few kilometers thick - above and below the Earth's surface. In light of this concept, 

you can be an escapee trying to escape from this area, like Elon Musk, or a captive. but for us 

captives, resources are limited. We have to take care of what we have, because it's finished. 

This seems to add a political limit to James Lovelock's Gaia hypothesis (J. Lovelock 2001) 

which explains how "Life" acts to protect itself. Compared to the infinity of worlds preached by 

science, Lovelock, together with Margulis, (J. E. Lovelock and Margulis 1974) proved that the 

Earth is unique because it has life. Bruno Latour considers the confirmation of the idea of the two 
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as his greatest discovery of this period, although not yet accepted by mainstream science. In this 

sense, the shift of paradigm from Aristotelian cosmology to Galileo is just as important as from 

Galileo to Gaia. (Sfetcu 2020b)  

Buheji and Ahmed highlight the opportunities and possible positive effects generated by 

the COVID-19 pandemic (Buheji, Ahmed, and Ahmed 2020) and the relationship between the 

crisis and the global societies of extreme capitalism. They summarized the respective ideas in two 

tables: 

Visible and hidden socio-economic opportunities of the crisis (COVID-19) - Opportunities: 

(Buheji, Ahmed, and Ahmed 2020) 

Visible Opportunities Hidden Opportunities 

Beyond Technology Advancement Controlling & Balancing the Growth Model 

Rise of Safety-Entrepreneurship Controlling Diverting Socio-economic Development 

Understanding the Fragility of Capital Economy Controlling Resilience Attentions 

Understanding the Importance of World Harmony Getting to Work Out of Comfort-Zone 

Communication Model Enhancing Sharing Economy 

Importance of Self-Sufficiency New Insights of livelihood and Welfare Promotion 

Synergy and Community Solidarity Eliminating the Threats of AI Domination 

Intrinsic Power Enhancing Community Capacity 

Importance of Credibility and Transparency Living with Minimalist Mindset 

Value of Physical Contact Enhancing Curiosity Economy 

The Rise of Epidemiology Re-establishing Our Spiritual & Social-Being 

 

Visible and hidden socio-economic opportunities of the crisis (COVID-19) - Risks: 

(Buheji, Ahmed, and Ahmed 2020) 

Visible Risks Hidden Risks 

Rise of Cross-infections Limitation of Human Development Capacity 

Risk Inside & Outside Health Center Being busy with AI while Pathogens are getting sophisticated 

Limitation of Isolation facilities Stagnant Business Models 

Increase of Interconnectivity that Spread the 

Viruses 
High-rise Building in Global Cities with Minimal 

Preparedness 

Uncontrolled Human Apatite & Desire 
Non-availability of Global Agreed Risk Management 

Framework 
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Free Market Hostility 
Low Competence in Solving Socio-economic 

Complex Problems 

Foodborne-Diseases Chaos Due to Global Panic 

 

The authors conclude that the next 20-30 years would be the age of change towards greater 

dependence on intrinsic powers. In addition, due to the challenge of cross-infections, a new trend 

could be triggered that affects all types of lifestyle industry. Humanity needs most today not 

extrinsic powers, but rather intrinsic powers that come from within, but the current mentality 

driven by the capital economy is not yet ready to accept this choice, being dominated by the lack 

of need to own and control. (Buheji, Ahmed, and Ahmed 2020) 

To address climate change and economic inequality, a set of social and economic reforms 

(Green New Deal - GND) (Whyte 2019) has been proposed in the United States that combines 

Roosevelt's economic approach with modern ideas such as renewable energy. and resource 

efficiency. (Lovell 2008) There are proposals to include the Green New Deal or parts of it in the 

US COVID-19 pandemic recovery program (Gilliland 2020) and in the European Union, in April 

2020, the European Parliament called for the inclusion of the European Green Agreement in the 

COVID-19 pandemic recovery program. (European Parliament 2020a) 

The COVID-19 pandemic represents a global paradigm shift, with a strong impact on the 

global economy and sustainable development scenarios. According to Contipelli, the pandemic 

highlighted the weakness of current governments, poverty, fragile health and education systems 

and the lack of international cooperation. (Contipelli and Picciau 2020) Possible future crises 

cannot be solved with the same economic and social models. Deforestation, biodiversity loss and 

climate change maximize the likelihood of other pandemics occurring in the future. Contipelli 

believes that more needs to be invested in renewable energy and sustainable infrastructure and 

funding new research and development, reforestation, coral reef restoration, regenerative 
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agriculture, sustainable fishing, etc. A sustainable post-pandemic future will exist only through 

international agreements to reduce emissions and increase finance for sustainable development. 

(Bastian, Jetten, and Chen 2013) 

Manoj Kr. Bhusal, in The World After COVID-19: An Opportunity For a New Beginning, 

argues that the world after COVID-19 will be "different and difficult one, with unprecedented 

economic hardships and rampant social anxieties" (Bhusal 2020) We now have a chance to reflect 

and review our system, and to come up with a fairer alternative. COVID-19 will shape our 

economic and political future and leave a profound cultural and psychological impact. COVID-19 

will shake global power structures in a disordered and multipolar post-pandemic world. 

China has proven its effectiveness (Waterson and Kuo 2020) given that, according to 

Ikenberry, the liberal hegemonic order led by the Americans has already been threatened during 

the George W. Bush administration. (Ikenberry 2012) Bhusal predicts that the two countries will 

isolate themselves to serve their own interests, and trade wars and the race for supremacy will 

intensify. As China is not yet fit and ready to lead the world, with a divided European Union, and 

more emerging but powerless powers, we will witness a new international order that is not very 

orderly. 

The idea of a multipolar world is an older one, being considered by some to be more stable. 

(Amin 2006) Haass proposes the idea of non-polarity, without a center (nation states, corporations 

and non-governmental organizations) controlling or dominating any other center. (Haass 2020, 

44–56)  

It is possible to develop an increase in repressive regimes and powerful people in some 

countries, with dictators taking advantage of this pandemic to concentrate power, with Bhusal 

citing Viktor Orban in Hungary as the first EU dictator. (Kelly 2020)  
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Modern technologies already allow almost total pandemic-motivated surveillance, such as 

smartphones in China, (Xu Elegant and Chandler 2020) facial recognition in Russia, (Ball 2020) 

police robots in Tunisia, (Jawad 2020) drones in India (Poovanna 2020) or smart bracelets in South 

Korea. (Cole 2020) These practices will continue after the pandemic, extending abusively to 

spying on political opponents or suppressing dissent. Thus, the pandemic will fundamentally 

change the way information services operate. In this regard, Yuval Noah Harari recently wrote: 

“As a thought experiment, consider a hypothetical government that demands that every citizen 

wears a biometric bracelet that monitors body temperature and heart-rate 24 hours a day. 

The resulting data is hoarded and analyzed by government algorithms. The algorithms will 

know that you are sick even before you know it, and they will also know where you have 

been, and who you have met." (Harari 2020) 

Bhusal notes that, although instability, global conflicts (United Nations 2020b) and poverty 

will increase, (Picheta 2020) we will not witness the end of globalization. Capitalism and 

globalization will survive, but multilateralism and global cooperation will fail miserably, reducing 

international development cooperation activities. 

The practices adopted during the "quarantine" period (telework, online school and 

telemedicine) will be normal activities. The digital world and automation in the production and 

services sector will develop exponentially, redefining consumer behavior. 

Bhusal concludes that 

"Most of the problems that we have witnessed during this pandemic, however, are not caused by 

COVID-19 itself, but by dysfunctional political and social systems built on the foundation 

of neoliberal corporate capitalism. In that sense, COVID-19 is a wake-up call for a 

historical retrospection. Hence, the ultimate task of humankind, in the aftermath of this 

crisis, is to reject patchwork on neoliberal corporate capitalism and construct an alternative 

system that will be just, inclusive and fair for the many." (Bhusal 2020) 

Noam Chomsky emphasizes social issues and questions the contradictions of the Western 

political system and the varying degrees of importance given to each crisis, depending on who 

suffers from it. (Chomsky, Pollin, and Polychroniou 2020) (Redacción MAPFRE 2020) He 
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emphasizes the socio-economic problems that, in his opinion, are products of neoliberalism, and 

our lack of foresight when it comes to protecting us against a pandemic. But he believes that we 

have a chance for society to reorganize into a better society. Chomsky insists on the 

implementation of the Green New Deal, a pact to reduce social inequalities and combat climate 

change. Chomsky says that "there is no profit in prevention", and that is why we did not invest in 

it. The concept of "black swan" developed in 2007 by Nassim Nicholas Taleb, (Taleb 2007) which 

refers to totally unpredictable events, should have been taken into account. 

According to Rocco Ronchi, in Le virtù del virus, if the virus has the characteristic of an 

event, it must also possess its "virtue" (a force, a property, a vision, that is, they do something). 

An event is always traumatic, producing transformations and generating "real" possibilities. The 

"virtue" of an event thus consists in making possible operational methods, methods that "before" 

were simply impossible, unimaginable. (Ronchi 2020) In this sense, the “COVID-19 event" shows 

signs of paradigm shift, the most obvious being the sudden disappearance of the ideology related 

to "walls". It teaches us that in nature there are no autonomous regions that are an exception. The 

epidemic leads to zonal isolations, but here the wall has a different meaning than the one that 

separates the rich from the poor. Here, "your neighbor" is radically reduced to the size of "anyone." 

The virus seems to restore the supremacy that once belonged to politics. According to a 

metaphor by Ronchi, the very hypothesis of domination is ridiculed by a cough in Wuhan. In this 

sense, “COVID-19 also possesses this virtue: it commands politics to assume its specific 

responsibility, it restores the primacy that politics has illusively left to other sovereign spheres, 

becoming subordinate to them, declaring its own impotence and limiting to play an exclusively 

technical role”. (Ronchi 2020)  
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Among the virtues of the virus, we can mention its ability to generate a more sober idea of 

freedom: to be free means to do what needs to be done in a specific situation.  
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