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1. Sociologists and social scientists in general seem mobilized to interpret 
the social and political impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Is 
sociological theory up to the challenge of understanding and explaining 
the phenomenon?  

This week the reported deaths from COVID-19 total more than 400 000. 
Since there is under-reporting, probably more than half a million people 
have died from the virus in just a few months. There are many more to 
come. Second waves are being reported from some countries that did well 
in stopping the first wave. The national governments of countries that did 
badly in the first wave, including the USA, Brasil, Britain and India, have 
sabotaged the person-to-person interaction practices that are the effective 
ways to stop an infectious disease agent (as we discovered with 'safe sex' for 
HIV). Instead they, together with the Chinese dictatorship, have sent out a 
torrent of lies and hostile fantasies designed to divert blame, create 
confusion and disempower their citizens. 

This is a social disaster at the deepest level. Human social contacts are 
precisely the coronavirus's means of population growth. In the face of 
mismanagement and malevolence on the scale we now see, what 
sociological theory would be up to the challenge? Rational choice theory is 
ruled out from the start. Social reproduction theories seem irrelevant when  
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we are looking at intentional shattering of cultural or ideological consensus. 
Systems theories, whether marxist or neo-functionalist, have little grip 
when we are looking at the irruption of biological threat and the sudden 
metastasis of arbitrary power. There exists a sociology of disasters, but that 
mainly examines disasters after the fact to see how emergency 
management could be done better - and here we are in the midst of it and 
the management is the disaster. 

Sociological theory as we know it is too bland to deal with this global shit-
show. We need ways of thinking about the stony cruelty of global power 
centres and their regional avatars; about the toxic cascade of consequences 
from huge concentrations of wealth; about the ghastly failure of human 
solidarity involved in the deliberate incitement of racism, nationalism, 
sexism and religious hatred in our time. We don't need a contemplative 
social science; we do need the imagination to organize for new pathways. 

 

2. How can your research area contribute to examining different 
dimensions of the phenomenon? 

We certainly need new ways of understanding economic and state power 
and power-holders, adequate to what they have done in the COVID-19 
crisis. To gender researchers, it's no mystery that most of the power-
holders are men, though I don't think studies of masculinity yet have 
enough of a handle on state and corporate elites. Especially we don't have a 
handle on the homicidal recklessness evident with figures like Johnson, 
Modi, Duterte, Bolsonaro and Trump. 

To class researchers, it's no mystery that political power and economic 
privilege are linked. But our old ideas about 'relative autonomy' and forms 
of capital are not much help. The sociology of empire and colonialism 
seems to me the most useful tool we have for understanding our situation. 
This field has some grasp of race, states, transnational capital, coerced 
labour, rape and genocide. But it too is heavily influenced by systems 
theories and so has trouble grasping the wild dislocations of our world. 

The sociology of the body seems necessary for understanding any 
epidemic. But a great deal of what we have taken as a sociology of the body 
is actually a sociology of discourse, or social control, or bioscience and 
medicine. The sweating, smelly, bleeding bodies themselves aren't so much 
in evidence, nor their social agency. Recalibration is needed here too. 
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3. Is the pandemic provoking deep social, political and cultural changes? 
Or is it speeding up trends of change already underway? If so, is it 
possible to glimpse the contours of post-pandemic societies? 

I don't know. The most frequent sociological comment in my on-line feed 
is that the virus has uncovered or widened social gaps that already existed - 
in contrast to the All-In-This-Together rhetoric of the authorities. Perhaps 
so.  Some rich people ran to their hideaways in the hills, leaving the 
working class to die. It's impossible in the favelas of Brasil or the townships 
of South Africa to do social distancing as recommended by upper-middle-
class doctors from posh suburbs. (It's not impossible that other ways of 
stopping transmission could be worked out by the local people, if given the 
chance, as local communities did with HIV and Ebola.) Other gaps are 
widened in the 'recovery'. Our right-wing government in Australia has 
been pouring money into the construction industry, where lots of men 
work, and choking it off from childcare, where mostly women work. As 
more of work and social life is shifted into on-line mode, the existing 
digital divides will become more consequential. 

Certainly the epidemic has created more scope for militarism to expand in 
government, and managerial prerogative to expand in economic life. It's 
harder to organize union action, mobilize social movements, or spark 
other forms of resistance, where there is lockdown with popular consent. 
Oddly, the right-wing nutters who demonstrated (with guns in the USA) 
against the lockdown have made it harder for right-wing politicians to keep 
the lid on. The Black Lives Matter demonstrations in the USA after the 
killing of George Floyd had an international effect. In Australia, for 
instance, despite government attempts to stop them, large demonstrations 
occurred in solidarity with BLM, giving sudden energy to the local 
campaign about Aboriginal deaths in custody. 

Perhaps the events of the epidemic will show to larger numbers of people 
the brutal underpinnings of our political and economic structures. 
Whether that actually de-legitimizes them isn't mechanically determined 
by the epidemic; it depends on future social struggles. 

 

4. What work(s) of Sociology or Social Sciences can help us to 
comprehend and dialogue about the challenges underway? 

Sociological work on other epidemics is worth attention. Claire Decoteau's 
Ancestors and Antiretrovirals (2013), about the politics of HIV/AIDS in the 
country with the heaviest burden of the disease, is very illuminating. Susan  
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Kippax et al., Sustaining Safe Sex (1993), documents the creative community 
response. But, on the whole, I have to look beyond sociology to find texts 
that are adequate to the horror of the scene and the callousness of power. 

Achille Mbembe's 2013 Critique of Black Reason should be read by 
sociologists anyway; it addresses the deep shaping of intellectual and 
cultural life by imperial violence and slavery. Mbembe's 2003 essay 
'Necropolitics', now available in a book of the same name, is the best 
anatomy of the kind of politics that has unfolded in the epidemic. 

Rachel Carson's 1962 Silent Spring is the classic exposé of cold-eyed 
corporate disregard, not only for human life, but for all life. 

Some literary responses to world war show authors grappling with power, 
morality and mass death with the intensity and scale we need. Examples: 
Kurt Vonnegut's 1969 novel Slaughterhouse-Five, centering on the fire-
bombing of Dresden, and Vasily Grossman's posthumously published Life 
and Fate, centering on the appalling battle in Stalingrad. 

J. K. Gibson-Graham's 1996 book The End of Capitalism (As We Knew It) is 
not only an important critique of over-systematised accounts of 
'capitalism', but also a resource of hope for new forms of economic life 
beyond the current regime. There's a 2nd edition from 2006. 
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