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In memory of Giovanbattista Sgritta

When the first instances of the SARS-CoV-2 virus were reported in late 2019 and early
2020, there were few people who would have imagined the magnitude of the pandemic
that we have experienced up to now.

News of the virus seemed contained mostly to the epidemiological community and
very few social scientists, especially those outside of health research, were raising
much of an eyebrow. It was at that time that IRS editorial board decided to launch a
Call for papers to stimulate a debate about the COVID-19 pandemic - the socially con-
structed classification of the epidemiological spread of the virus — with the aim to develop
analyses within a pluralistic research community in social sciences.

The call was open to empirical, analytical, and theoretical papers on the economic,
political, and social issues of the pandemic. The articles published in this Themed
issue are those selected among the many which have been submitted along those lines,
in the past two years. We are grateful to all authors for their patience and perseverance.

Before describing the content of the papers, it is important to distinguish between the
SARS-CoV-2 virus, the COVID-19 pandemic, and other impacts the spread of the virus
has had. There is a clear overlap, but also important distinctions.

One way of distinguishing between medical issues and social issues is to differentiate
between issues of contagion and underlying systemic issues. Contagion refers to how a
virus spreads, how easily it spreads, and how quickly it spreads. The concern of epidemiol-
ogists is largely focused on medical and social issues of contagion. A systemic issue, on the
other hand, is one that is a broad underlying factor in how societies operate and includes
issues like discrimination and inequalities. Social scientists have a history of focusing on
more systemic issues. The COVID-19 pandemic, however, has blurred those distinctions
(to the extent that they existed). For example, we know that underlying issues of inequality
- i.e. access to healthcare, healthy living conditions, types of employment, access to infor-
mation — are directly linked to contagion. We now have clear evidence of strong associ-
ations between race/ethnicity, sexual identity, social class, and geographic location and
the likelihood of contracting, or at least being exposed to, the SARS-CoV-2 virus, with
the unfortunately predictable outcome that those in disadvantaged positions are far
more likely to be exposed, contract, and die from the virus (Germain & Yong, 2020;
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Mahajan & Larkins-Pettigrew, 2020; Moore et al., 2021; Navarro & Hernandez, 2022). In
short, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought renewed attention to the fact that distinctions
between medicine and social science, contagion and systemic issues, and pre-existing
inequalities and medical outcomes might be overstated and that there is a strong need
for medical professionals and social scientists to be in conversation.

One way of conceptualizing the health/social interaction is through the notion of a syn-
demic. Ryan (2021) defines a syndemic analysis as one that ‘implies examining not only the
health consequences of disease interactions but also how they interact with the social, cul-
tural, economic, political, and environmental factors that promote, and worsen, disease’
(p. 7). In short, a syndemic is the meeting between the biomedical factors of disease and
the sociocultural elements that impact disease. Although for the sake of common parlance
we will use the term ‘pandemic’ throughout this Themed issue, it is worth noting that the
situation caused by the virus and the pandemic is perhaps better thought of as a ‘syndemic’
as health and society have perhaps never been so clearly interlinked.

The article by Ruby Bhardwaj published in this Themed issue argues that the under-
standing of infectious diseases requires a multi-disciplinary approach by highlighting the
crucial significance of socio-cultural, political, and anthropogenic factors underlying cau-
sation, containment, and ramifications of COVID-19. The pandemic has not only altered
the individual’s relationship with the others in society but has also ushered new power
dynamics in society. The State’s power in curtailing individual freedom of movement
and restrictions on work has impaired the economy, pushing many below the poverty
line. Control and surveillance mediated by digital technology have also tilted the balance
of power in the favour of the State.

The relationship between the binary epistemic categories that aid in the cognition of
sociological reality, such as biology and culture, self and the other, individual and the col-
lective assume new connotations in the face of risk. With respect to disease etiology, the
boundaries between biology and culture stand fuzzy. On the contrary the boundary
between self vs the other were heightened and sharpened in the wake of fear and anxiety
of contracting the contagion. Under normal conditions, a balance of power between the
individual and the collective sustains the State but the pandemic drastically tilted the bal-
ance in favour of the latter, while upholding its legitimacy. The pandemic has deeply
altered the institutional arrangements in the society necessitating an urgent need for col-
laborative inter-disciplinary research.

Pandemic impacts across the social sciences
In response to an article by Michie and West (2020), Green and Cladi (2020) noted that

The humanities and social sciences definitely have a vast amount to contribute to resolving
the massive challenges arising out of the Covid-19 pandemic. Indeed, that may be where the
most critically important academic advances may arise, as vastly better understanding of
human and societal behaviour is essential if truly effective strategies and policies to reduce
viral transmission and maximise human safety are to be identified and implemented. (Green
& Cladi, 2020, p. 370)

They are not wrong. Two papers included in this Themed issue show how social
science research, as important as medical research, may offer us ways out of the pandemic.
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The COVID-19 pandemic caused many countries to take strict measures in order to
control the spread of the virus. Their goal was to protect the vulnerable groups and the
health care systems from collapsing. The article by Costas Constantinou in this Themed
issue relies on observations from several countries and focuses on Foucault’s theory of
biopower, to discuss how governments relied on science to guide and monitor people
during the pandemic. Interestingly, in countries where biopower was applied more
strictly, such as Taiwan and New Zealand, the spread of COVID-19 was better managed.
Such application of biopower by governments reflects Rabinow and Rose’s (2006)
approach that biopower needs to have at least three components, that is, ‘one or more
truth discourses’, ‘strategies of interventions’, and ‘modes of subjectification’. The
COVID-19 language and the practices constructed by governments eventually aimed
to be adopted by people as individual tools for tackling the pandemic. However, such
modes of subjectification were generated during the pandemic, but people were not pre-
pared in advance in terms of how they should be reacting when crisis stroke. On this
note, it would be advisable for governments to reflect on their biopower strategy and
enrich their techniques and approach for future responses to pandemics. More specifi-
cally, one Foucauldian tool that was not central in governmental responses to
COVID-19 was that of ‘normalizing power’, which means that people want to do what
needs to be done anyway. Foucault highlighted that people cannot be free because
they are an integral part of the society, and they function in the society in accordance
with its rules. However, Foucault also believed that when people engage with normalizing
power they may feel freer and more valued as autonomous individuals. According to
Foucault, knowledge is power, and this is about empowering people well in advance.
This would possibly minimize resistance and protests, as they occurred in some
countries, because, as Foucault (1978) said, ‘where there is power, there is resistance’
(p. 95) and it seems that where there is more power there is more resistance. So empow-
ering people early on would balance perceived power relationships between people and
governments, resulting in a more fruitful collaboration between the two parties. In other
words, through normalizing power people would be more involved, reflecting an
approach towards the promotion of active citizenship for the development and protec-
tion of the society (Constantinou, 2020).

The article by Belayeth Hussain in this Themed issue draws our attention on the prac-
tices of social distancing adopted by many countries to limit the spread of the virus.
Using a Regression Discontinuity Design (RDD) on observations for 132 countries, he
argues that policy interventions’ effectiveness in response to COVID-19 depends on pol-
itical leaders, public health authorities, and institutions’ credibility. People’s trust in pan-
demic-like situations depends on policy makers handling of evidence-based, transparent,
and fact-based intervention communications (Lewnard & Lo, 2020). Unfortunately, we
have seen many political leaders try to ignore science, offer up the rhetoric of normalcy,
and avoid realities in what Habermas (1988) calls a ‘legitimacy crisis’.

While social distancing policies are vastly important among political leaders, public
health experts, and policymakers, some studies also urge that political leaders introduce
social-distancing policies that do not show bias against any population or group (Lew-
nard & Lo, 2020). For example, the COVID-19 pandemic disproportionately affects
different groups of people depending on age, gender, and health conditions. The sweep-
ing movement restriction policies increased employment insecurity and decreased
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income and food security. In addition, they increased the risk of mental health problems,
particularly for low-income households, women, families with children, older adults, and
disabled persons. State policies should be socially inclusive; while restricting people’s
movements, they should also care for socially and economically vulnerable citizens.
The reality is that the effectiveness and societal impact of social distancing largely
depends on the credibility of public health authorities, political leaders, and institutions.

Therefore, sociological imagination regarding policies and practices is critical to see
how different scientific organizations and institutions can be changed when other
socio-political actors are changed. Since this strange condition presents such an immedi-
ate threat to public order, it can also powerfully influence the size, timing, and shape of
the social and political response in many areas the epidemic has affected (Strong, 1990).

The human element: social scientists

At the heart of the social sciences are social scientists (both current and future) them-
selves. It would be remiss in any analysis of the impact of the pandemic on the social
sciences to not consider the human element of the impact on individual and collective
lives, including those of students and faculty, as well as the staff who make everything
possible. Without social scientists, there is no social science, and the impact on individual
and collective lives has indeed been profound.

One of the areas where the pandemic has perhaps had its most profound impact is on
teaching and learning. As students and faculty alike experienced a rapid transition to
online learning (at least those lucky enough to have digital access; the digital divide
has perhaps never been so obvious), there were radical changes in what it meant to be
both student and teacher. Many, including students, lacked the know-how to make
proper use of digital technologies. And they were the lucky ones. The unlucky ones
didn’t have access to digital technologies at all as was demonstrated by the sudden crowd-
ing of Starbucks and hotel parking lots with people trying to access the internet (Parsons,
2021). Bandwidth use, especially as it competed with the sudden rise in demand for
streaming entertainment and gaming services, became a serious social issue (Ryan &
Nanda, 2022). But even those with access and know-how of digital teaching and learning
still faced difficulties in the sudden transition, the unknown factor of how long it would
all last, and trying to quickly figure out the complexities of managing screen time with
others in the same household as students and educators alike suddenly had a zoom-
sized view into the personal spaces of their counterparts (Smith et al., 2021).

The article by Bianchi et al. in this Themed issue, reflects on how social institutions,
family, and school have been reacting to the pandemic in Italy and Mexico. Both
countries show a high degree of educational inequality: the reproduction of social disad-
vantages stemming from family origins is so strong that the chances of social mobility for
the less advantaged are significantly reduced. The pandemic emphasized this peculiarity
of the Mexican and Italian systems, as households and domestic space were involved in
school activities to a greater extent than usual. The prolonged lockdown and consequent
reliance on remote education played an important role in exacerbating existing inequal-
ities too (Cordini & De Angelis, 2021). The long-term closure of schools reinforced the
role of household resources. These resources include not only the cultural and social
capital of parents, but also digital equipment, the availability of a private space in
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uncrowded housing, and the time at the parents’ and other family members’ disposal to
assist children in their learning activities.

Distance learning certainly proved to be a great resource (Pitzalis & Spano, 2021) per-
haps the only one available, and for this reason it had to be exploited to the full. At the
same time, especially for girls and boys in the 6 to 14 age group, it is evident that distance
learning cannot replace school, where sharing experiences with peers in the classroom is
an essential part of learning (Di Iorio & Murdica, 2020). In fact, school is not only a place
for academic learning, but also an arena for development, socialization, relational life,
and emotional support, which are all important factors for children’s psychological
well-being and adjustment (Larsen et al., 2021). If educational action implies socializa-
tion and relationships with peers and adults, it should be noted that, in general, children
and young people therefore missed out on important socialization opportunities while, at
the same time, their growth did not stop. The process of socialization, in fact, takes place
within specific and irreplaceable contexts, in the family and at school, which are dense
with meaningful relationships: this is why we need to go beyond partial visions and
develop a relational and systemic approach that allows children and families to grow
together.

The research element: the social sciences

Teaching and learning were not the only things faced with a rapid shift to moving online
or not at all. Research was as well. For those relying on site visits, fieldwork, ethnogra-
phies, archival visits, and other forms of in-person research, the wave of lockdowns
around the world meant a serious disruption to research. The loss of access to offices
for many also meant learning to, or at least attempting to, do research from home amidst
newfound childcare, loss of privacy, and the wave of other issues facing those whose liv-
ing rooms had suddenly also become their offices. Grant deadlines ticked on, as did
tenure clocks, but pandemic restrictions, hiccups, and uncertainties meant that many
research agendas could not and, for many, still cannot.

Even for those who could maintain their research agendas by one means or another,
there has also been growing employment, and institutional uncertainty, especially for
social scientists. As universities have faced tightened budgets, they have reduced new
hires, cut research funding, and, in some cases, shut down entire departments, with
the social sciences constituting nearly all of those reductions. The increased attacks on
universities in general has also not helped, with a recent international poll by the
World 100 Reputation Network indicating that only 46% of respondents felt that univer-
sities had been important in tackling the pandemic and a full one-fifth indicating that
universities had been ‘unimportant’. Alongside our healthcare colleagues, social scien-
tists, and really science in general, have been laid out to the wolves by many, especially
by vote-seeking conservative politicians.

At the same time, there have been a growing number of social scientists for whom
pandemic related research has become a full-time career shift and, even for those who
have not taken it on full-time, the pandemic has become an inescapable factor in nearly
all social scientific research. In fields where human beings, social interactions, and this
broader thing we call ‘society’, lie at the centre of our disciplines, this is not unexpected.
Even beyond the social sciences, the impact of the pandemic is being explored across the
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academy including in fields like architecture (Spennemann, 2021), engineering (Vergara
et al., 2022), and veterinary medicine (Ferri & Lloyd-Evans, 2021). Indeed, the pandemic
has become a sort of blanket, or perhaps better thought of, an eclipse, hanging over not
just our lives, but also our scholarship.

Perhaps one silver lining of the pandemic impact on scholarship is that it has brought
much-needed renewed attention to some of the most pressing concerns of our contem-
porary world. Inequalities of various forms have been given renewed interest as dispar-
ities based on race and ethnicity (Lee & Waters, 2021), sexuality (Skinta et al., 2021),
citizenship (Ramsari, 2021), and digital access (Ryan & Nanda, 2022) have all become
undeniable factors in pandemic survival.

In this context, the paper by Mathieu Deflem in this Themed issue concentrates on the
enduring relevance of problems surrounding racial justice, sociologically as well as
socially, as addressed by celebrity activism in the United States during the COVID-19
pandemic.

In the development of celebrity activism on racial justice, the causes surrounding race
and racial justice themselves become the subject of a celebritization, that is, as matters to
be ‘celebrated’, not in the sense of being enjoyed or favourably received, but as being sub-
ject to presentation and reception in the terms of celebrity culture (Driessens, 2012).
Analysing the intersection of race and celebrity in the United States during the
COVID-19 pandemic reveals the complex ways in which narratives and practices on
racial justice are engaged with among celebrities, the media, and the public.

The pandemic itself as well as the social and political issues that came to the fore-
ground during the period have intensified these developments. Celebrities from all
kinds of areas of pop culture, whether it be music, TV, sports, or any other domain of
entertainment, actively responded to the pandemic. They engaged with a wide variety
of causes, including concerns more and less closely related to the coronavirus and
their identity, background, and lived experiences. The pandemic also accelerated a pro-
cess whereby today’s news media are more likely than before to treat celebrities who
engage in advocacy favourably, without (m)any of the risks they once faced from
being outspoken (Duvall & Heckemeyer, 2018). Even though today’s media spend
more time reporting on the celebrity activist rather than their causes (McCurdy,
2013), they are also more likely to embrace the terms in which those causes are phrased
and present them as valid.

The expanded activist role of celebrities during COVID-19 reveals the role of celebrity
culture as a ubiquitous force in contemporary social life, in which sense celebrity itself
can be described as a pandemic (Marshall, 2020). Whether or not celebrity activism
will become endemic in nature remains to be seen and depends not only on celebrities’
inclination to engage in activism but also on the public’s willingness to engage with it or,
at least, to tolerate it for the time such advocacy is practised and not abandon celebrities
when they return to their usual entertainment activities. In any case, by responding to the
various public concerns that transpired during the pandemic, celebrity culture sustained
its influence regardless of the issue involved and the more or less favourable reception
thereof among the public. As celebrities have been able throughout the COVID-19 pan-
demic to strengthen their privileged position by having been active and activist on race
and other important social matters, celebrity culture is well on track to continue to thrive
in the post-pandemic new normal.
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The post-COVID-19 future of the social sciences

There is little debate that the COVID-19 pandemic has heavily impacted the social
sciences. What is still left to debate, however, is just how profound, and potentially
long-lasting, those impacts might be. As we have grown accustomed to Zoom and work-
ing in our pyjama pants, will it be difficult to transition back to in-person learning and
teaching? As the number of webinars has exploded, proving in many ways easier (even if
perhaps not as fulfilling) than in-person conferences, will budgets for the latter resume
again? Will funding for social science departments, and social scientific research, con-
tinue to shrink? And, even if not, will political decisions continue gaining ground in dic-
tating where funding is allocated? These are all discipline, indeed, institutional altering
questions that many of us sit anxiously awaiting to be answered.

If nothing else, this pandemic has hopefully been a wake-up call that social scientist
have a valuable voice to add to the world, even when the issue might not be so obviously
social. We have a particularly powerful role to play in understanding how, and why, ‘hard
science’ innovations, like a vaccine, can be best understood, implemented, and effective.
Medical professionals are better positioned to determine R-naught indicators, but social
scientists are better placed to help understand vaccine hesitancy and cultural resistance.
Together, and only together, can we ever hope to advance our way out of this, and future,
societal dilemmas. As Ryan (2021) notes, ‘[i]t is imperative that academics take their
rightful place alongside medical professionals as the world attempts to figure out how
to deal with the current global pandemic, and how society might move forward in the
future’ (p. 2). The value of the social sciences has perhaps never been so clear, nor so
needed.

At the heart of these questions and imperatives lies the bigger picture of the future of
the social sciences in a post-COVID-19 world (assuming we will ever get to such a thing).
It is perhaps still too early to tell if the pandemic will become a subject area, perhaps even
its own sub-discipline, or a lens that will colour the social sciences for at least some years
to come, or perhaps even a multi-disciplinary pivot, sending the social sciences down
entirely new pathways. Given the broad reaching cultural, political, and technological
impacts of the last two years, it is not difficult to imagine any of the above as a possible
outcome. One thing for certain is that any question of ‘returning to normal’ should be left
in the dustbin; things will never be the same and that is not necessarily a bad thing.
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