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Communication Crisis: COVID-19.
Nothing since Chernobyl
Marco Lombardi

Marco Lombardi, director of ITSTIME research center, is full professor at the Catholic University of Sacred Heart, where he teaches Crisis management and risk communication, Mass
Communication theory, Sociology, Intelligence and counter terrorism, Security policies. He is
member of the scientific board of the School of Doctorate, the masters in Cultural Diplomacy
and the School of Journalism. He managed several EU founded research projects mainly focused on terrorism, security and crisis management. He co-operates with different institutional
agencies involved on security both at national and international level. He is member of the
Governmental Commission on Counter Radicalization and of the Strategic Policy Committee
of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation. He is member of the
board of “JD – Journal for Deradicalization” (www.journal-derad.com), “Journal of Mediterranean and Balkan Intelligence – JMBI” and “Sicurezza, Terrorismo e Società – STS” (www.
sicurezzaterrorismosocieta.it)

Abstract
La pandemia da COVID-19 ha generato un’emergenza sanitaria e allo stesso tempo una crisi
comunicativa. Infatti, molti degli aspetti fondamentali della comunicazione di crisi e del crisis
management non sono stati considerati e attuati. In particolare, la presente riflessione vuole porre attenzione a quattro premesse fondamentali per interpretare quanto sta accadendo:
guerra ibrida; società reticolare; la lezione appresa da Chernobyl; crisis management e specifiche competenze.
Queste premesse verranno declinate nei loro aspetti caratteristici al fine di giungere ad una
considerazione finale che prevede di ricominciare daccapo, tenendo conto dei principi della
comunicazione della crisi e del crisis management
The pandemic from COVID-19 generated a health emergency and at the same time a communicative crisis. In fact, many of the fundamental aspects of crisis communication and crisis
management have not been considered and implemented. In particular, this reflection aims
to pay attention to four fundamental premises to interpret what is happening: hybrid warfare;
network society; the lesson learned from Chernobyl; crisis management and specific skills.
These premises will be declined in their characteristic aspects in order to arrive at a final consideration that plans to start over, taking into account the principles of crisis communication
and crisis management

Keywords
Communication crisis; covid - 19; crisis Management; crisis narratives; crisis scenario
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1. The crisis par excellence: COVID-191
The distinguishing feature of the COVID-19 crisis is that it has been the
first global crisis in modern times. It is the “crisis par excellence”, with a high
level of uncertainty, unpredictable in its rapid evolution, a catalyst that has
accelerated the processes already taking place.
Paradoxically, we knew practically everything about the ways the COVID-19 crisis would develop; it was already well established in the extensive international literature on crisis management. For years the world has reminded us that risk is more than ever part of everyday life: floods, landslides and
earthquakes along with technological accidents and terrorist attacks, whether
just threatened or carried out, set out a “different normality” that we are not
used to but we have to live with. Faced with these critical events, a science
whose object of study is our way and our reason for being together, and whose
application is the proposal of strategies for improving that being together,
cannot but question itself. Sociology, therefore, has for some time topicalised
the issue of risk and emergency management, placing the crisis on a cognitive
level. In this context, an event that cannot be cognitively controlled by the social system becomes an emergency. This means that a crisis is not attributable
to a (hyper-)complex event but to an event featuring uncertainty and surprise,
which consequently generates a strong demand for information (during and
after the event) and training (before the event), and therefore communication. It is a decision-making knot to be untied, for which adequate information is lacking, and whose problem is to limit its effects.
In this perspective, COVID-19 becomes a crisis, because through lack of
knowledge we are unable to limit its effects.
And yet, after so many years, it is distressing to see that little, very little, and
sometimes nothing at all has been learnt from past events which anticipated
many of the problems that have exploded this year, providing operational
guidelines to reduce the impact of the pandemic. It is even more disheartening if we remember that a crisis always provides a powerful impetus towards
breaking with our habits, practices and routines, and that like every experience it leaves cognitive traces that make it impossible to cancel what has been
experienced.
This statement provides food for thought in two ways.

1

A concise bibliography on the principles of crisis management, focused mainly on communication, refers to the author’s texts: M. Lombardi, Comunicare nell’emergenza, Vita e Pensiero,
Milano, 2005; M. Lombardi (cur.), La comunicazione dei rischi naturali, Vita e Pensiero, Milano, 2005; M. Lombardi, Rischio ambientale e comunicazione, F. Angeli, Milano, 1996; M.
Lombardi, Tsunami. Crisis management della comunicazione, Vita e Pensiero, Milano, 1993.
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The first concerns our nature as people of habit, who yearn for a tomorrow
as far as possible resembling today, flavoured with that pinch of salt – whose
tone I don’t even note consciously – that ensures that we don’t get bored by
the usual everyday flavour. In short, until an unwanted obstacle interrupts the
routine journey from home to office, we never get to discover the shop in the
next street; we are then amazed to find that an opportunity that we had never
considered is so near. This is the result of the crisis generated by an uncontrollable event, which forces us to change our habits as we discover that those
habits may not be the best possible behaviour.
The second aspect concerns the experience that the crisis forces us to
go through, which settles in a corner of our consciousness and cannot be
cancelled: denying the experience is impossible, its value can be questioned
but not its factuality and the legacy it leaves in the memory of the individual
and society. What has been has been, and whether I deny it or consider it, in
either case it goes into rescheduling my future after the crisis. Every crisis, by
breaking down habits, behaviour patterns and interpretations, has generated
an experience that cannot be forgotten or denied, unless by a huge effort to
erase the reality that has been. The awareness of what happened during the
pandemic crisis will form the necessary foundation to rethinking the ways
of relating between individuals, our work and the education of children, the
relationship between countries and the entire trade regime, the lens for interpreting a world that will be different and, it is hoped, better. Because if it
is true that we are used to thinking of the crisis as a necessarily negative and
unpleasant event in its effects, we must remember that its negativity is not
exclusive and the possibility is never eliminated of learning a useful lesson
for building a future where this very crisis we are talking about is less likely
or less critical.
These premises suggest the need to begin a thorough-going reflection on
the lessons learned in the first phase of the pandemic, not only to identify the
vulnerable points that have emerged and the effectiveness of the procedures
adopted, but also to understand the reasons why strategic crisis management
guidelines have not been adopted, i.e. ones that have already emerged following the occurrence of previous, similar crises.
In particular, it is useful to study the lesson from the point of view of crisis
management, a transversal discipline, in order to develop a methodological
approach enabling us to face the threat that will probably recur in the form
of this stressor (virus) and certainly in its (global) extent. The COVID-19
healthcare crisis offers enormous added value as a global crisis experienced
and therefore able to offer a lesson learnt that can be extended to other possible threats of the same size.
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The interpretation of the scenario that formed the background to managing the crisis has produced responses that are consistent with that interpretation but not necessarily appropriate to the novelty and reality of the phenomenon. The snare in the crisis is in promoting a rational interpretative process,
anchored to known cognitive models to reduce uncertainty, even though not
necessarily useful for managing the phenomenon itself. Its novel characteristics clearly cannot form part of the cognitive variety of models available.
In this case, the narratives adopted have taken for granted the spread of a
process of globalization promoting homogeneity and reticularisation: global
society makes the actors more equal to each other and its consequence is
the reticular society. To this a pervasive, diffuse and delocalised dimension
of conflict has been added, decoded according to schemes surpassed by the
new Hybrid Warfare model, where the actors are multiplied and the common
rules reduced, where action and effects of digital communication technologies are still underestimated. This scenario features an extensive vulnerability
of organized systems to which one responds with the obvious concept of resilience, without a methodological definition that can make it operational.
The urgency of the response to the crisis generated by COVID-19 has
facilitated an outlook consistent with the past, and therefore reassuring, but
ineffective in handling the new COVID-19 phenomenon.
The fallacy of the interpretation of this scenario can be set out in four
premises, which correspond to four communicative approaches and from
which four problematic orientations emerge.

2. Four misunderstood scenarios, coherent narratives
and open questions
The cognitive dimension characterizing a crisis puts communication at
the centre of management processes, as a strategic action, which provides the
interpretative framework of the scenario and thus directs the victims to adopt
effective response behaviour. However, emphasizing the central nature of
strategic communication often comes up against two dramatic perceptions.
The first is that communicating effectively is a natural gift: you either have it
or you don’t. The second is that knowing how to communicate well is enough
to be able to communicate in a crisis situation. These are two very mistaken
ideas underlying the poor communication of crises, including the one developed on this occasion. First of all, communication, like everything else,
is learnt – for some it will be easier, for others less. But like any discipline,
while it certainly relies on talent, it requires knowledge and skills which have
to be learnt. Secondly, the crisis is a highly specific subject of management,
with characteristics that distinguish it from so-called normality and require
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adequate methodologies and tools. The result is that communicating well is
something we learn to do and in crisis contexts it is an operation that requires
specific skills which do not exclusively concern communication. Communicating in a crisis situation means starting a strategic communication and
therefore one that is oriented towards an objective and knows how to promote
appropriate behaviour in the population to respond to the specific difficult
situation in which it finds itself.
Communication, a strategic tool par excellence, has therefore manifested itself with some specific narratives during the COVID-19 crisis, which
have guided or justified its management. But, starting from this approach,
the narratives emerging during the crisis appeared to be consistent with the
interpretation of the context, albeit inadequate to deal with COVID-19. I
shall deal with the so-called “lesson learnt” by summarizing and underlining
four interpretative premises which are matched by a media narrative consistent with the premise, which has dynamized management problems in four
corresponding lines, which still require an innovative and original response.
Table 1 - Four interpretive premises, four communication addresses
and four open questions
Misinterpreted premises

Narratives

A reticular society

We are all in the same boat:
solidarity!
It won’t reach us

The lesson learned of Chernobyl

It’s just ‘flu

Hybrid War

Crisis management-specific skills War on the virus

Open questions
global crisis management
Analysis of weak signals
The proceduralisation of crisis
communication management
Reorganization and priority of
intervention

2.1 “We are all in the same boat”: conflicts, solidarity
and global crisis management
Globalization is interpreted in order to find excuses to “reject the novelties” that it entails. This emerges from the fact that the same “globalizing”
prerogatives of other phenomena do not apply to conflicts: it is accepted that
it produces circularity in the movement of people, goods, capital or information but not of conflicts and violence; it is accepted that “everything” is
online and connected, but not conflict and violence. Yet, the world is increasingly characterized by that diffuse, pervasive and delocalized form of
conflict known as Hybrid War, which involves numerous actors, who until
now “could not stand together”, in a war context that manifests itself in an
unconventional form. Starting with the fact that no one has realized what
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opportunity the virus has offered the world in conflict of the 21st century. I do
not put forward conspiracy theories that cannot be proven: the virus was not
launched on the scene by someone as a biological weapon. But it has been
used by all as a powerful biological weapon: the scenario of hybrid warfare
should have taught us long ago that the best strategy is to take advantage
of the opportunities that are given: things, in the global and interconnected
world, happen outside of generative control and, then, we grasp the opportunity. This was done with COVID-19, which was employed as the best offer
for using the threat of biological warfare on the global stage: the spectre of the
invisible enemy, which exists above all in the narrative of events.
And everyone made use of that enemy.
The conflict, today widespread according to the model of the Hybrid War,
has therefore brought competitors to seize the opportunity to wage a war by
exploiting COVID-19 as an involuntarily offered weapon: we have witnessed
a biological war without anyone having to take responsibility for starting it.
This is how opportunities are exploited in situations of conflict, as the Italian Parliamentary Committee for the Security of the Republic (COPASIR)
reported, in its statement to Parliament of 26 May 2020, when it
[expressed] concern about the use of techniques to make news viral: above all,
the COVID-19 pandemic has been at the centre of a widespread activity of
online misinformation, in which state actors, structured actors (think tanks,
stakeholders, communication professionals, speculators and industrial groups
with strong interests in their countries of origin), which intend to manipulate
the internal political debate, influence international geo-political equilibria,
incite subversion of the social order and destabilize public opinion as to the
spread of the contagion and the prevention and treatment measures (...). Fake
profiles, relaunching of Facebook posts, foreign sites that distribute misleading
news reports in a coordinated manner, on numerous platforms and accounts,
are just some of the forms of misinformation phenomena attributable to the
world of the web aimed at creating information overloads as to the identification of vaccines, therapeutic remedies and effective diagnostic tools in the
face of contagion from COVID-19 (...). The detected infodemic activity is
framed in a geopolitical context where the Coronavirus represents the perfect
stage that some autocratic regimes were waiting for to show a supposed – and
unproven – greater efficiency and capacity, compared with Western democracies. Although with different positions on the idea of global order, the main
actors of the misinformation campaign have included this activity in a framework of parallelism, positioning Italy as a target.

The Committee’s warning is nevertheless belated, compared with the activities immediately launched to manage the crisis in March, which show
that they do not consider the hybrid conflict scenario in the least. The na-
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tional narrative has focused on the solidarity dimension, as if it were the inevitable reason driving relations between countries, underlining the response
of self-isolation as functional to containing the pandemic within the Alpine
and maritime borders, meritorious recognition for this sort of sacrifice. In
reality, the global response was an exaggerated control over the distribution of
Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), which was blocked at the borders to
protect national interests; the Italian self-isolation justified the closure of the
borders “from the outside”, reorganizing the economic traffic for weeks in a
circumnavigation outside our country; the non-homogeneity of information
on the pandemic has favoured the total opacity of the overall scenario and
encouraged the strategic promotion of scenarios functional to national interests; the media dramaturgy in hospitals and the triumphal representation of
aid teams from other countries have multiplied the propaganda activity.
In short, the non-consideration of a “widespread state of belligerence” according to the scenario of the Hybrid War led Italy not to consider the offensive quality of the COVID-19 pandemic, thinking that the appeal for solidarity was the value that could guide international aid policies. But solidarity, in
the Hybrid War, is not an ethical or moral political quality.
In a nutshell, it can be emphasized that up to now, the crises managed
have been at most macro-regional (examples: Chernobyl 1986, the 2004 tsunami, etc.) in which a part of the world has been able to watch as a spectator. COVID-19 has for the first time defined a crisis where there are no
“non-victims”, i.e. spectators, and everyone is involved. This brings about a
new perspective which is to elaborate and share a new management model
for a global crisis, whose specific nature lies in the new role of all the actors
involved (all victims) and the fragility of the ecosystem in which they operate.
2.2 “It won’t reach us”: networks, domino effects
and new weak signals
Talking about a reticular society is worthy of bar chatter; or also of political chatter, when the skills are on the same level as in the bar. In fact, it is
perhaps not yet clear enough that globalization is an unfinished and misunderstood process, which we try to contain in the interpretative paradigms of
the past without making the conceptual leap entailing a change that is radical
in itself. Up to now, globalization has been explained as “complexity”, due
to the intensification of the relationships within an increasingly dense network of nodes, and as “homologation”, that is the spread of uniformity that
guarantees linear relationships between nodes: in short, the way to a network
society. In reality, globalisation and reticularisation are different phenomena,
which mutually implicate each other in certain respects, but maintain their
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autonomy, without the obvious primacy of globalization. Indeed, the nodes
of the network are not all the same, nor do they become so, but each node is
different from the others even though necessarily in a network with the other
nodes.
In this way, the strategic attention to managing the reticularisation process
focuses on the specific nature of each node and on the characteristics of their
links. Thus the global network does not homogenize anything, but on the
contrary offers the possibility of a governance of diversity shifted from the
“node” to the “relational bond”. In this scenario, COVID-19 has been seized
on as an opportunity by those with legitimate ambitions for power: it has accelerated the ongoing fragmentation process; it has been the multiplier of the
players in the field whose differences in reticular and vertical relationships it
has emphasised; it is expressed as a singular event (crisis) that participates in a
chain of interdependencies whose effects go beyond it. The reticular society
of interdependencies and relationships, characterized by the fragmentation
of the actors (nodes of the network), on a cultural, economic and political
level, has favoured a heterogenesis of objectives that has maximized the unpredictability of events: the domino effects of the unpredictable spread of the
virus. A great deal of misunderstanding of the real scenario has promoted
the narrative of “it will never reach us in Italy because it’s far away”, as if one
could have knowledge of the ways of spreading the threat, not to speak of
control. But in the light of this narrative, which caused a significant delay in
decision-making, we then moved on by closing the direct channels with China while the indirect ones remained open for weeks, passing through many
other countries. In short, the inability to consider reticularisation as a process.
It is evident that the crisis manifests itself in the reticular world with a paroxysmal acceleration of the signals that connect the actors in the network, surprising in the unpredictable channels through which it spreads but preceded
by a number of weak signals to be interpreted: the more we delve into health
history in recent years, the more faint traces we find of the presence of Corona Virus and of pathologies which today, it seems, can be ascribed to the
early indicators of the subsequent pandemic. The necessary innovation is to
develop both an adequate skill for the gathering of weak signals on the ground
(also on the basis of a reorganization of the sensors on the territory – e.g. general practitioners – which requires a review of emergency procedures – e.g.
the central role of the hospital) and an ability to analyse large masses of data
supported by an effective cognitive model of the crisis.
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2.3 “It’s just ‘flu”: Chernobyl, information catastrophe and
crisis communication
The cognitive value (surprise, uncertainty, fear, lack of foresight, etc.) was
the advantage of COVID-19, which has optimized its criticality by making
it explode as the absolute protagonist of media narratives, as a protagonist of
the world’s public and political agenda. The COVID-19 crisis is similar to the
so-called “information catastrophe” that developed after the 1986 Chernobyl
accident: the non-immediate fallout of the damage in the direct perception
of potential victims, now described as a trivial ‘flu, should have immediately
emphasized the central nature of communication crisis management and its
specific character with respect to communication disciplines. A communication that should have been at the centre of governments’ concern given the
specific nature of this event which is much more similar to the Chernobyl of
1986 than to the earthquakes of recent decades. The nuclear disaster of that
April 26, in Ukraine, manifested itself in its immediate effects, in most countries, only through the media narrative: scattered radioactivity is not seen or
touched, nor does it smell or is felt. It exists if it is told of in the “information
catastrophe”. Of course, then we were in a different communication regime
from the current one and some countries, such as France, but not only, as a
strategy maintained a low-profile communication of the event and its repercussions. Others, such as Italy, exasperated their emergency characteristics
and the long-term consequences. As we know this led – in fact – to the abrogation by referendum (1987) of the use of nuclear energy in Italy.
Unfortunately, little has changed since then in terms of an effective response to this type of crisis except, with dramatic rapidity, the technological
communication system, which has both emphasized the errors of a lack of
strategic communication, and multiplied the opportunities for reorientation
of the public on the basis of narrative strategies, far from the operational management of the critical event. With COVID-19, the narrative of the “prosaic
flu” has mortified real understanding of the threat by its victims, who have
also found themselves deprived of the only bulwark that research indicates as
a reliable and certain source in these cases of communication crisis: science.
Decades of study have highlighted men of science as the only ones capable
of gaining the necessary confidence to convey useful messages for guidance
in crisis situations, as they are perceived as people without personal, political
and economic interests in the matter. Unfortunately, “the ‘flu” has manifested itself in debates where science has organized itself with fan leaders, with
the media dramas as accomplices, the availability of digital social media, the
personal attitudes of the numerous actors all united in the lack of understanding of value communication in operational and strategic terms. In con-
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clusion, the practical lessons of the studies of the “information catastrophe”
were not considered. This led to the very serious and irreparable loss, in the
first months of the pandemic, of the statute of impartiality, correctness and,
therefore, effectiveness, of scientific communication.
More than thirty years on from Chernobyl, the non-proceduralisation
of communication crisis management remains evident, justified by a vision
linked to a spontaneous response to the problem when, on the contrary, communication strategies are specific and require the skills of communicative crisis management. It is urgent above all to set out a collaborative pact between
institutions and the media, for the management of this type of crisis, and to
define the communicative role of experts, in the context of a deregulated,
difficult-to-govern infrastructural framework of digital communication.
2.4 “War on the virus”: crisis management, cross-eyed theory
and reorganization
The lack of adequate skills in managing a crisis of this type characterized
the fourth interpretative premise, which resulted in the failure to understand
the threat, in the unfolding of its effects, due to the homologation of the pandemic scenario to usual risk scenarios. As anticipated, only Chernobyl 1986
can, in part, be compared to COVID-19, and only in the general management guidelines, given the substantial difference in impact between the two
events on the Italian population.
The development of the lessons learned after Chernobyl has had some
results with respect to similar threats, linked to NBCR scenarios, fortunately
without providing the opportunity to face their concrete manifestations. This
novelty, however, only minimally justifies the lack of skills expressed in the
“war on the virus”, which oriented the response with a view to eliminating the
cause, rather than limiting its effects. An outlook that clashes with the definition of crisis, common and accepted in recent decades, which moves from
the stressor to pay attention to the effects that cannot be controlled. This sort
of “cross-eyed theory” has shifted the objective of strategic action and led to
an increase in the overall vulnerability of the system: the victims are victims
due to a poor organizational response to the rapid evolution of the need for
health care in the face of the threat of COVID-19.
The most evident communicative manifestation of all this occurred in the
war narrative formulated, in fact, in the “war against the virus” instead of the
possibility of controlling its effects, producing the inevitable consequences at
different levels in a “cascade” effect: operational, communicative, political,
health care. In particular, this narrative justified the cultural inattention to
the virus limitation practices, not as important as its elimination, but above
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all it generated unjustified expectations for the future that can make the phases following the first wave of crisis even more problematic. The most probable reality, in fact, is not to be found in the elimination of the virus but in
people’s chance of being cured when they get sick.
The failure to identify the objective, made explicit in the easy war narrative aimed at the virus, had a negative impact on the analysis and development of limitation action, complicating the definition of the so-called wave
model of vulnerability (the chain of needs that occur in succession, which
guides the priorities of the responses).

3. Conclusions: back to square one
The four interpretative premises of the complex pandemic scenario legitimized consequent and coherent narratives, unfortunately based on the
misunderstanding of the background: the result was a failed outcome for the
cognitive stabilization of the public who, on the contrary, felt more vulnerable because they lived in a situation of threat, uncertain in its manifestation and effects. In the central months of the crisis, all the media have daily given conflicting interpretations of events, contradicting each other, and
even themselves, from day to day; scientists, doctors, who are perceived as
the source of maximum trust as technicians and disinterested, have fought in
public, building up their supporters, then replicated through social media;
the government of the crisis has framed the future of the country by itself, giving European competitors the narrative to close us within our borders, since
we had done it alone and first, while for them it was just ‘flu.
But perhaps we have learnt and can therefore “start over” in a different
way.
For example, remembering that in crisis situations it is important to follow
some simple lines:
• the sources should always be seen to be correct and honest;
• the information should focus on specific topics and not generalise;
• attention should be paid to what the public already knows to process the
message, i.e. it is necessary to comply with the needs of the public (cognitive, linguistic and operational) and contextualize the risk, i.e. communicate it with respect to what has happened and in relation to the specific
environment;
• the information should be provided only to the extent necessary to solve
the decision-making and cognitive node of the public according to a
scheme proposing a hierarchical organization of information, so that

18

MARCO LOMBARDI

those seeking an answer can find it immediately and those who want the
details are equally able to find them;
• in the communication process, recognize and respect the feelings and
ways of thinking of the public and recognize the limits of scientific knowledge, which is a privileged tool for communicating risk but is not the only
one, nor is it infallible;
• finally, recognize the wide influence and effects that risk has on social
dynamics in order to be aware of the broad repercussions that risk communication has on the social system.
We could continue, in the form of more or less complex and not infallible
“decalogues”. But the purpose of this reflection is not to propose a decalogue
but rather to have shown the reasons for a series of wrong assumptions that
have complicated the communicative management of the event. mitigating
its positive effects.
But perhaps we have learned and can then “start over” in a different way.
Let us consider the everyday life of the present to the refrain of the last
few months: the world that will come after COVID-19 will be different, let’s
expect things to be different in the future: the system of relationships between
people is being redesigned; the organization of work changes and teaching
now takes place remotely; the media formats of communication are trying to
adapt to the “crown”. And in conclusion, everything we are experiencing now
as an exception will become part of the future normality.
For better or for worse, that scenario largely depends on the proactivity of
each of us, because thinking about things “after” they happen is always “late”
compared with opportunities. Therefore it is not premature to start putting
fixed points on what we, our family, our community, Italy and the world will
be like after the crisis.
But above all, with a view to managing a renewed global crisis, from now
on let us shoulder our responsibilities and be aware of what has happened.
With this, the responsibility for the consequences of these exceptional events
must not be attributed solely to unpreparedness: we live in a world that is not
entirely predictable. But a good deal of responsibility is borne by each of us,
in particular those who have the task of governing and those who have the
task of studying and understanding why when we think that “what happens
elsewhere will not happen to us”, justifying ourselves on the basis of the routine
exorcisms that we use to survive, this is a kind of wilful deresponsibilisation.
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Crisi Comunicativa: COVID-19.
Dopo Chernobyl niente
Marco Lombardi

1. La crisi eccellente: COVID-192
La specificità della crisi COVID-19 è di essere stata la prima crisi globale
moderna: si è trattato della “crisi per eccellenza”, caratterizzata da un elevato
livello di incertezza, imprevedibile nel suo rapido evolvere, un catalizzatore
che ha accelerato i processi già in corso.
Paradossalmente, delle modalità con cui la crisi COVID-19 si sarebbe
espressa sapevamo più o meno tutto, ormai sedimentato nell’ampia letteratura internazionale del crisis management. Infatti, da anni il mondo ci ricorda
che il rischio è più che mai parte della quotidianità: alluvioni, frane e terremoti piuttosto che incidenti tecnologici e attentati terroristici, minacciati o
realizzati, ridefiniscono una “diversa normalità” a cui non siamo abituati ma
con cui si deve convivere. Di fronte a questi eventi critici, una scienza che
abbia come oggetto di studio il modo e la ragione dello stare insieme e come
applicazione la proposta di strategie di miglioramento di quello stare insieme
non può non interrogarsi: la sociologia ha pertanto, da tempo, tematizzato
la questione del rischio e della gestione delle emergenze, collocando la crisi
sul piano cognitivo. In questo contesto diventa un’emergenza l’evento che
non è dominabile cognitivamente dal sistema sociale. Ciò significa che una
crisi non è riconducibile a un evento (iper-)complesso ma a un evento caratterizzato da incertezza e sorpresa che, conseguentemente, genera un forte
domanda di informazione (durante e dopo l’evento) e formazione (prima
dell’evento), dunque di comunicazione: si tratta di un nodo decisionale da
risolvere, per il quale mancano informazioni adeguate, il cui problema è il
contenimento degli effetti che genera.
In questa prospettiva COVID-19 diventa una crisi perché non siamo in
grado, per mancanza di conoscenze, di contenere i suoi effetti.
2

Una bibliografia sintetica sui principi del crisis management, focalizzata soprattutto sulla
comunicazione, fa riferimento ai testi dell’autore: M. Lombardi, Comunicare nell’emergenza,
Vita e Pensiero, Milano, 2005; M. Lombardi (cur.), La comunicazione dei rischi naturali,
Vita e Pensiero, Milano, 2005; M. Lombardi, Rischio ambientale e comunicazione, F. Angeli,
Milano, 1996; M. Lombardi, Tsunami. Crisis management della comunicazione, Vita e Pensiero, Milano, 1993.
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Eppure, a distanza di tanti anni è desolante vedere come si sia imparato
poco, pochissimo, qualche volta niente, dalle vicende passate che avevano
anticipato molte delle problematiche esplose quest’anno, fornendo degli indirizzi operativi per ridurre l’impatto della pandemia. Ancor più sconfortante
se si ricorda che una crisi è sempre una spinta potente a rompere le proprie
abitudini, pratiche e routine, e che come ogni esperienza lascia tracce cognitive che rendono impossibile cancellare quanto esperito.
In questa affermazione ci sono due aspetti su cui riflettere.
Il primo riguarda il nostro carattere di persone abitudinarie, che amano
un domani il più possibile simile all’oggi, insaporito di quel pizzico di sale –
di cui non noto neppure consapevolmente il tono – che faccia sì che non ci
si annoi per il solito sapore di sempre. Insomma, fino a quando un ostacolo
non voluto non interrompe il cammino abitudinario da casa a ufficio non
scopriamo mai il negozio della via accanto. Scoperta che poi ci stupisce per
la vicinanza di una opportunità mai considerata. Questo è il risultato della
crisi generata da un evento non controllabile, che ci costringe a cambiare le
nostre abitudini scoprendo che, quelle abitudini, magari non rappresentavano il comportamento migliore tra quelli possibili.
Il secondo aspetto riguarda l’esperienza a cui la crisi ci costringe, che sedimenta in un angolo della coscienza e non può essere cancellata: negare
l’esperienza è impossibile, se ne può discutere il valore ma non la fattualità
e l’eredità che lascia nella memoria individuale e sociale. Ciò che è stato è
stato e sia che lo neghi sia che lo consideri, in entrambi i casi entra nella
ripianificazione del mio futuro dopo la crisi. Ogni crisi rompendo abitudini,
comportamenti e interpretazioni, ha generato una esperienza che non può
essere dimenticata o negata, se non con uno sforzo immane per cancellare
la realtà che è stata. La consapevolezza di quanto avvenuto, durante la crisi
pandemica, sarà il fondamento necessario dal quale ripensare le modalità di
relazione tra individui, il nostro lavoro e l’educazione dei figli, il rapporto tra
Paesi e l’intero regime di scambi, lo sguardo con il quale leggere un mondo
che sarà diverso e magari migliore. Perché se è vero che siamo abituati a pensare la crisi come a un evento necessariamente negativo e spiacevole nei suoi
effetti, dobbiamo ricordare che la sua negatività non è esclusiva e da essa non
è mai espulsa la possibilità di ritrovare un insegnamento utile per costruire
un futuro dove, questa stessa crisi di cui stiamo parlando, sia meno probabile
o meno critica.
Queste premesse suggeriscono la necessità di avviare una riflessione profonda sulla lezione appresa nella prima fase pandemica non solo per identificare le vulnerabilità emerse e l’efficacia delle procedure adottate, ma anche
per comprendere le ragioni per cui non sono stati adottati indirizzi di gestio-
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ne strategica della crisi che già erano emersi a seguito del manifestarsi di crisi
precedenti, simili.
In particolare, è utile studiare la lezione attraverso le lenti del crisis management, disciplina trasversale, per sviluppare un approccio metodologico
che permetta di affrontare la minaccia che potrà ripresentarsi probabilmente
nella forma di questo stressore (virus) e certamente in tale estensione (globale), perché la crisi sanitaria da COVID-19 offre un valore aggiunto enorme in
quanto crisi globale esperita e dunque capace di offrire una lezione appresa
estendibile ad altre possibili minacce di eguale dimensione.
L’interpretazione dello scenario che ha fatto da sfondo alla gestione della
crisi ha determinato le risposte, coerenti con quell’interpretazione ma non
necessariamente adeguate alla novità e realtà del fenomeno: la trappola della
crisi è quella di promuove un processo interpretativo razionale, ancorato ai
modelli cognitivi conosciuti, per ridurre l’incertezza anche se non necessariamente utile a gestire il fenomeno stesso, caratterizzato dalla novità e, dunque, non contenuto nella varietà cognitiva dei modelli disponibili.
In questo caso le narrative assunte hanno dato per scontato la diffusione
di un processo di globalizzazione promotore di omogeneità e di reticolarizzazione: la società globale rende più uguali tra loro gli attori e la società reticolare è una sua conseguenza. A ciò si è aggiunta una dimensione del conflitto,
pervasivo, diffuso e delocalizzato, decodificata secondo schemi superati dal
nuovo modello di Hybrid Warfare, in cui sono moltiplicati gli attori e ridotte
le regole comuni, in cui è ancora sottostimata l’azione e gli effetti delle tecnologie digitali della comunicazione. Questo scenario è caratterizzato da una
estesa vulnerabilità dei sistemi organizzati a cui si risponde con il concetto
scontato della resilienza, senza una definizione metodologica che possa renderlo operativo.
L’urgenza della risposta alla crisi generata dal COVID-19 ha facilitato
una visione coerente con il passato, dunque rassicurante, ma inefficace nella
gestione del nuovo fenomeno COVID-19.
La fallacia della interpretazione di questo scenario può essere declinata in
quattro premesse interpretative, a cui corrispondono quattro indirizzi comunicativi e da cui emergono quattro orientamenti problematici.

2. Quattro: scenari incompresi, narrative coerenti
e problemi aperti
La dimensione cognitiva che caratterizza una crisi pone al centro dei processi di gestione la comunicazione, quale azione strategica che, fornendo il
quadro interpretativo dello scenario, indirizza le vittime ad adottare dei comportamenti efficaci di risposta. Tuttavia, sottolineare la centralità della comu-
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nicazione strategica spesso si scontra con due drammatiche percezioni. La
prima che comunicare efficacemente sia una dote naturale: o ce l’hai oppure
no. La seconda che basti saper comunicare bene per saper comunicare in una
situazione di crisi. Due idee sbagliatissime che stanno alla base della pessima
comunicazione delle crisi, anche quella sviluppata in questa occasione. Innanzitutto, la comunicazione si impara, come ogni cosa: per qualcuno sarà
più facile, per qualcuno meno, ma come ogni disciplina appoggia certo su
delle doti ma richiede conoscenze e competenze, che si apprendono. In secondo luogo, la crisi è un oggetto di gestione altamente specifico, con caratteristiche che lo distinguono dalla cosiddetta normalità e che richiedono
metodologie e strumenti adeguati. La conseguenza è che comunicare bene
si impara a farlo e nei contesti di crisi è un’operazione che richiede competenze specifiche che non riguardano esclusivamente la comunicazione.
Perché comunicare in situazione di crisi significa avviare una comunicazione
strategica, quindi orientata a un obiettivo, che sappia promuovere comportamenti adeguati nella popolazione per rispondere alla specifica situazione di
difficoltà in cui si trova.
La comunicazione, strumento strategico per eccellenza, si è dunque manifestata con alcune narrative specifiche durante la crisi COVID-19, che
hanno orientato o giustificato la sua gestione. Ma, a partire da questa lettura,
le narrative emergenti durante la crisi sono apparse coerenti con l’interpretazione del contesto seppure inadeguate per affrontare COVID-19. Nel seguito
affronto la cosiddetta “lezione appresa” sintetizzando e sottolineando quattro
premesse interpretative a cui è corrisposta una narrativa mediatizzata coerente con la premessa, che ha dinamizzato i problemi di gestione in quattro corrispondenti linee che ancora richiedono una risposta innovativa e originale.
Tab. 1 - Quattro premesse interpretative, quattro indirizzi comunicativi
e quattro orientamenti problematici
Le premesse male interpretate
La Guerra Ibrida
La società reticolare
La lezione appresa di Chernobyl
Le competenze specifiche del crisis
management

Le narrative

Le questioni aperte

Siamo tutti nella stessa barca:
La gestione della Crisi Globale
solidarietà!
Non può arrivare fino da noi L’analisi dei segnali deboli
La proceduralizzazione della
È una banale influenza
gestione comunicativa della
crisi
Riorganizzazione e priorità di
Guerra al virus!
intervento
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2.1 “Siamo tutti nella stessa barca”: conflitti, solidarietà
e gestione globale della crisi
Che la globalizzazione sia interpretata in modo funzionale a trovare scuse
per “rifiutare le novità” che essa comporta, emerge dal fatto che non si applicano ai conflitti le medesime prerogative “globalizzanti” di altri fenomeni:
si accetta che essa produca circolarità di movimento di persone, di beni, di
capitali, di informazioni ma non di conflitti e di violenza; si accetta che “tutto” sia in rete e connesso, ma non il conflitto e la violenza. Eppure, il mondo
è caratterizzato, sempre più, da quella forma di conflitto diffuso, pervasivo
e delocalizzato che si chiama Guerra Ibrida, che coinvolge numerosi attori
che, finora, “non potevano stare insieme” in un contesto di guerra che si manifesta sotto forma non convenzionale. A cominciare dal fatto che nessuno
si è reso conto di quale occasione il virus ha offerto al mondo in conflitto del
XXI Secolo. Non faccio dietrologie che non si possono provare: il virus non
è stato lanciato sulla scena come un’arma biologica da qualcuno. Ma è stato
utilizzato da tutti come una potente arma biologica: lo scenario della guerra
ibrida avrebbe da tempo dovuto insegnarci che la strategia migliore è sfruttare le occasioni che vengono date: le cose, nel mondo globale e interconnesso,
capitano al di fuori del controllo generativo e, allora, si coglie l’occasione.
Così è stato fatto con il COVID-19, che è stato impiegato come l’offerta migliore per usare la minaccia della guerra batteriologica sullo scenario globale:
lo spettro del nemico invisibile, che esiste soprattutto nella narrativa degli
eventi.
E tutti si sono approfittati di lui.
Il conflitto oggi diffuso secondo il modello della Guerra Ibrida ha dunque ha fatto cogliere ai competitors l’opportunità di condurre una guerra
sfruttando il COVID-19 come arma involontariamente offerta: si è assistito a
una guerra biologica senza che nessuno dovesse assumersi la responsabilità
di averla scatenata.
E così che si sfruttano le occasioni nelle situazioni di conflitto, come denunciava il Comitato Parlamentare per la Sicurezza della Repubblica (COPASIR), nel suo comunicato al Parlamento del 26 maggio 2020, quando
esprime preoccupazione sull’utilizzo di tecniche per rendere virali le notizie:
soprattutto la pandemia COVID-19 è stata al centro di una diffusa attività di
disinformazione on line, nella quale si sono inseriti attori statuali, attori strutturati (think tank, stakeholder, professionisti della comunicazione, speculatori
e gruppi industriali con forti cointeressenze rispetto ai Paesi d’origine), che intendono manipolare il dibattito politico interno, influenzare gli equilibri geopolitici internazionali, incitare al sovvertimento dell’ordine sociale e destabilizzare l’opinione pubblica in merito alla diffusione del contagio e alle misure
di prevenzione e di cura(..) Profili fake, rilancio di post Facebook, siti esteri
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che diffondono in modo coordinato su numerose piattaforme e account notizie fuorvianti, sono solo alcune delle forme dei fenomeni di disinformazione
riconducibili al mondo del web volti a creare sovraccarico informativo circa
l’individuazione dei vaccini, i rimedi terapeutici e gli strumenti diagnostici
efficaci a fronte del contagio da COVID-19 (...) L’attività infodemica rilevata
si inquadra in un contesto geopolitico nel quale il Coronavirus rappresenta il
palcoscenico perfetto che alcuni regimi autocratici aspettavano per mostrare
una supposta – e non provata – maggiore efficienza e capacità, rispetto alle
democrazie occidentali. Sia pure con posture differenti tra loro sull’idea di
ordine globale, gli attori principali della campagna di disinformazione hanno
inserito tale attività in un quadro di parallelismo, posizionando l’Italia come
target”.

L’avvertimento del Comitato è tuttavia tardivo, rispetto alle azioni immediatamente avviate per gestire la crisi di marzo, che mostrano di non considerare minimamente lo scenario conflittuale ibrido. La narrativa nazionale si
è concentrata sulla dimensione solidaristica, quasi fosse l’inevitabile ragione
che muove le relazioni tra Paesi, sottolineando la risposta dell’autoisolamento come funzionale a contenere la pandemia all’interno dei confini alpini e
marittimi, meritoria di riconoscimento per questa sorta di sacrificio. In realtà,
la risposta globale è stata di un controllo esasperato sulla distribuzione dei Dispositivi di Protezione Individuale (DPI), che venivano bloccati alle frontiere
per tutelare gli interessi nazionali; l’autoisolamento italiano ha giustificato la
chiusura delle frontiere “dall’esterno”, riorganizzando per settimane i traffici economici in un periplo al di fuori del nostro Paese; la non omogeneità
delle informazioni sulla pandemia ha favorito la totale opacità dello scenario
complessivo e promosso la promozione strategica di scenari funzionali agli
interessi nazionali; la drammaturgia mediatica negli ospedali e la rappresentazione trionfale di squadre di aiuto proveniente da altri Paesi hanno moltiplicato le azioni di propaganda.
Insomma, la non considerazione di uno “stato di belligeranza diffuso” secondo lo scenario della Guerra Ibrida ha indotto l’Italia a non considerare
la qualità offensiva della pandemia da COVID-19 pensando che il richiamo
alla solidarietà fosse il valore che potesse orientare le politiche internazionali
di aiuto. Ma la solidarietà, nella Guerra Ibrida, è una qualità politica non
etica o morale.
In estrema sintesi, si può sottolineare come finora siano state gestite al
massimo crisi macro-regionali (esempi: Chernobyl 1986, lo tsunami del
2004, etc.) in cui una parte di mondo ha potuto essere spettatore. COVID-19
ha per la prima volta definito una crisi dove non esistono “non vittime”, cioè
spettatori, ma tutti sono coinvolti. Questo determina una nuova prospettiva
che è quella di elaborare e condividere un nuovo modello di gestione per una
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crisi globale, la cui specificità è nel nuovo ruolo di tutti gli attori coinvolti
(tutti vittime) e la fragilità dell’ecosistema in cui agiscono.
2.2 “Non può arrivare fino da noi”: reti, effetti domino
e nuovi segnali deboli
E da chiacchiera da bar parlare di società reticolare; anche da chiacchiera
politica, con le medesime competenze del bar. Infatti, non è forse ancora
abbastanza chiaro come la globalizzazione sia un processo incompiuto e incompreso, che si tenta di contenere nei paradigmi interpretativi del passato
senza fare il salto concettuale che comporta un cambiamento di per sé radicale. La globalizzazione è stata spiegata, finora, come “complessità”, dovuta
all’intensificarsi delle relazioni tra una rete sempre più fitta di nodi, e come
“omologazione”, cioè diffusione di uniformità che garantisce relazioni lineari
tra i nodi: insomma la via alla società reticolare. In realtà globalizzazione e
reticolarizzazione sono fenomeni diversi, che si implicano reciprocamente
per certi aspetti, ma mantengono la loro autonomia, senza la primazia scontata della globalizzazione. Infatti, i nodi della rete non sono tutti eguali, né lo
diventano, ma ogni nodo è diverso dagli altri nodi seppure necessariamente
in rete con gli altri nodi.
In questo modo l’attenzione strategica per gestire il processo di reticolarizzazione si focalizza sulla specificità di ogni nodo e sulle caratteristiche dei
loro legami. Dunque, la rete globale non omogeneizza un bel nulla, ma al
contrario offre la possibilità di una governance delle diversità spostata dal
“nodo” al “legame relazionale”. In questo scenario COVID-19 è stato colto
come occasione da chi ha legittime ambizioni di potere: esso ha accelerato
il processo di frammentazione in corso; è stato il moltiplicatore degli attori
in campo di cui ha sottolineato le diversità nelle relazioni reticolari e verticali; si esprime come evento singolare (crisi) che partecipa a una catena di
interdipendenze i cui effetti lo superano. La società reticolare delle interdipendenze e delle relazioni, caratterizzata dalla frammentazione degli attori
(nodi della rete), sul piano culturale, economico e politico, ha favorito una
eterogenesi dei fini che ha massimizzato la non prevedibilità degli eventi: gli
effetti domino di diffusione imprevedibile del virus. Tanta incomprensione
dello scenario reale ha promosso la narrativa del “non arriverà mai in Italia
perché tanto è lontano”, come se si potesse avere contezza delle vie di diffusione della minaccia e ancor più controllo. Ma alla luce di questa narrativa,
che è stata causa di ritardi significativi nella presa delle decisioni, ci si è poi
comunque mossi chiudendo i canali diretti con la Cina mentre restavano
aperti per settimane quelli indiretti, attraverso molti altri Paesi. Insomma, la
non capacità di considerare la reticolarizzazione come un processo aperto
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ed evolutivo in termini di connessioni ha favorito la narrativa della chiusura
possibile dei canali relazionali, generando una evidente vulnerabilità che si
è espressa in ritardi operativi.
Appare evidente come la crisi si manifesta nel mondo reticolare con una
accelerazione parossistica dei segnali che connettono gli attori in rete, sorprendendo per i canali imprevedibili attraverso i quali si diffonde ma preceduta da una quantità di segnali deboli da interpretare: più si scava nella
storia sanitaria degli ultimi anni, più si trovano tracce labili della presenza di
Corona Virus e di patologie che, oggi, sembrano poter essere riconnesse alle
manifestazioni emergenti della successiva pandemia. La novità necessaria è
di sviluppare sia una adeguata competenza per la raccolta dei segnali deboli
sul territorio (anche in base a una riorganizzazione dei sensori sul territorio –
es. i medici di base – che richiede una revisione delle procedure di emergenza – es. centralità dell’ospedale) sia una capacità di analizzare grandi masse
di dati supportati da un modello cognitivo della crisi efficace.
2.3 “È solo un’influenza”: Chernobyl, catastrofe informativa
e comunicazione di crisi
Il valore cognitivo (sorpresa, incertezza, paura, mancanza di visione, etc.)
è stato il vantaggio del COVID-19, che ne ha ottimizzato la criticità facendolo esplodere quale protagonista assoluto delle narrative mediali, protagonista
della agenda pubblica e politica del mondo: la crisi COVID-19 è assimilabile
alla cosiddetta “catastrofe informativa” elaborata dopo l’incidente di Chernobyl del 1986: la non immediata ricaduta del danno nella percezione diretta
delle vittime potenziali, oggi raccontata come una banale influenza, avrebbe dovuto immediatamente sottolineare la centralità del crisis management
comunicativo e della sua specificità rispetto alle discipline della comunicazione. Una comunicazione che doveva essere al centro delle preoccupazioni
della governance per la specificità di questo evento che è molto più simile
al Chernobyl del 1986 che non ai terremoti degli ultimi decenni. Il disastro
nucleare di quel 26 aprile, in Ucraina, si manifestava nei suoi effetti immediati, nella maggior parte dei paesi, solo attraverso la narrazione mediale: la
radioattività dispersa non si vede, né si tocca, né puzza o si sente: esiste se si
racconta nella “catastrofe informativa”. Certo allora eravamo in un regime
comunicativo differente dall’attuale e alcuni paesi, come la Francia, ma non
solo, tennero strategicamente una comunicazione di basso profilo dell’evento
e delle sue ricadute. Altri, come l’Italia, ne esasperarono le caratteristiche
emergenziali e le conseguenze sul lungo periodo. Come sappiamo questo
portò – di fatto – all’abrogazione per referendum (1987) dell’uso dell’energia
nucleare in Italia. Purtroppo, da allora poco è cambiato in termini di risposta
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efficace a questo tipo di crisi se non, in maniera drammaticamente rapida,
il sistema tecnologico della comunicazione, che ha sia enfatizzato gli errori
della mancata comunicazione strategica, sia moltiplicato le opportunità di
ri-orientamento del pubblico sulla base delle strategie narrative, distanti da
finalità di gestione operativa dell’evento critico. Con COVID-19, la narrativa
della “banale influenza” ha mortificato la reale comprensione della minaccia
da parte delle vittime, che si sono anche ritrovate spoglie dell’unico baluardo che la ricerca indica come fonte affidabile e certa in questi casi di crisi
comunicativa: la scienza. Gli studi di decenni hanno infatti evidenziato gli
uomini di scienza come gli unici capaci a riscuotere la fiducia necessaria a
veicolare messaggi utili a orientare nelle situazioni di crisi, in quanto sono
percepiti come persone senza interessi personali, politici ed economici nella
vicenda. Purtroppo, “l’influenza” si è manifestata con dibattiti in cui la scienza si è organizzata con capi popolo da tifoseria, complici le drammaturgie
mediatiche, le disponibilità dei social media digitali, le attitudini personali
dei numerosi attori tutti accomunati nella non comprensione del valore della
comunicazione in termini operativi e strategici. In conclusione, gli insegnamenti pratici degli studi sulla “catastrofe informativa” non sono stati considerati, portando così alla gravissima e irreparabile perdita, nei primi mesi di
pandemia, dello statuto di imparzialità, correttezza e, dunque, efficacia, della
comunicazione scientifica.
A oltre trent’anni da Chernobyl resta evidente la non proceduralizzazione
della gestione comunicativa della crisi, giustificata da una visione legata a un
a risposta spontanea al problema quando, al contrario, le strategie di comunicazione sono specifiche e richiedono le competenze del crisis management
comunicativo, urgente soprattutto per definire un patto collaborativo tra istituzioni e media, per la gestione di questo tipo di crisi, e per definire il ruolo
comunicativo degli esperti, nel contesto di un quadro infrastrutturale della
comunicazione digitale deregolamentato e difficilmente governabile.
2.4 “Guerra al virus”: crisis management, strabismo teorico e
riorganizzazione
L’assenza di competenze adeguate nel gestire una crisi di questo tipo ha
caratterizzato la quarta premessa interpretativa, che si è concretizzata nella non comprensione della minaccia, nello svolgersi dei suoi effetti, dovuto
alla omologazione dello scenario pandemico a scenari di rischio consueti:
come anticipato, solo Chernobyl 1986 può, in parte, essere comparato a COVID-19, e solo negli orientamenti generali della gestione, considerata la sostanziale differenza di impatto tra i due eventi sulla popolazione italiana.
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Lo sviluppo della lezione appresa dopo Chernobyl ha avuto qualche esito
rispetto a minacce simili, collegate a scenari NBCR, per fortuna senza la possibilità di confrontarsi con loro manifestazioni concrete. Tale novità, tuttavia,
giustifica solo in minima parte la mancanza di competenze che si è espressa
nella “guerra al virus”, che ha orientato la risposta secondo la prospettiva
della eliminazione della causa, invece che nella direzione del contenimento
degli effetti. Una prospettiva che si scontra con la definizione di crisi diffusa
e accettata negli ultimi decenni, che dallo stressore si sposta a prestare attenzione agli effetti che non si possono controllare. Questa sorta di “strabismo” teorico ha spostato l’obiettivo della azione strategica e ha determinato
l’incremento della vulnerabilità complessiva del sistema: le vittime sono tali
per scarsa risposta organizzativa alla rapidità della evoluzione del bisogno di
assistenza sanitaria di fronte alla minaccia del COVID-19.
La manifestazione comunicativa più evidente di tutto ciò, si è avuta nella
narrativa bellica articolata, appunto, nella “guerra al virus” invece che sulla
possibilità di controllarne gli effetti, producendo “a cascata” le inevitabili
conseguenze a diversi livelli: operativo, comunicativo, politico, sanitario.
In particolare, questa narrativa ha giustificato la disattenzione culturale alle
pratiche di contenimento del virus, non così importanti come la sua eliminazione, ma soprattutto ha generato attese non giustificate per il futuro che
possono rendere ancora più problematiche le fasi successive alla prima onda
di crisi. La realtà più probabile, infatti, non si ritrova nella eliminazione del
virus ma nella possibilità di curarsi quando ci si ammali.
La mancata identificazione dell’obiettivo, esplicitata nella facile narrativa
bellica mirata al virus, ha avuto un impatto negativo sulla analisi e lo viluppo
delle azioni di contenimento complicando la definizione del cosiddetto modello a onde della vulnerabilità (la catena dei bisogni che si manifestano in
successione e che orienta le priorità delle risposte).

3. Conclusioni: daccapo
Le quattro premesse interpretative del complesso scenario pandemico
hanno legittimato narrative conseguenti e coerenti, purtroppo basate sulla
incomprensione dello sfondo: la conseguenza è stata un esito fallimentare
per la stabilizzazione cognitiva del pubblico che, al contrario si è sentito più
vulnerabile perché ha vissuto una situazione di minaccia, incerta nel suo
manifestarsi e nei suoi esiti. Nei mesi centrali della crisi, tutti i media hanno
quotidianamente dato interpretazioni confliggenti degli eventi, gli uni contro
gli altri, e anche contro sé stessi, di giorno in giorno; gli scienziati, i medici,
che sono percepiti come la fonte di massima fiducia in quanto tecnici e disinteressati, si sono accapigliati in pubblico costruendo le loro tifoserie, poi
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replicate attraverso i social; il governo della crisi ha incastrato da solo il futuro
del Paese dando ai competitor europei la narrativa per chiuderci dentro ai
nostri confini, visto che da bravi lo avevamo fatto da soli e per primi, mentre
da loro c’era solo l’influenza.
Ma forse abbiamo imparato e, allora, possiamo “ricominciare daccapo” in
modo diverso.
Per esempio ricordando che, nelle situazioni di crisi, è importante seguire
alcune semplici linee:
• le fonti devono dimostrarsi sempre corrette e oneste;
• le informazioni sono focalizzate su argomenti specifici e non generalizzare;
• si deve prestare attenzione a quanto il pubblico già conosce per elaborare
il messaggio, cioè è necessario attenersi ai bisogni del pubblico (cognitivi,
linguistici e operativi) e contestualizzare il rischio, cioè comunicarlo rispetto a quanto è successo e in relazione all’ambiente specifico;
• le informazioni sono fornite solo per quanto necessarie a risolvere il nodo
decisionale e cognitivo del pubblico secondo uno schema che proponga
un’organizzazione gerarchica dell’informazione, in modo che chi cerca
una risposta la trovi immediatamente e chi desideri i dettagli sia in grado
egualmente di trovarli;
• nel processo comunicativo riconoscere e rispettare i sentimenti e i modi
di pensare del pubblico e riconoscere i limiti della conoscenza scientifica,
che uno strumento privilegiato della comunicazione del rischio ma non
per questo né l’unico né infallibile;
• infine riconoscere l’ampia influenza e gli effetti che il rischio ha sulle
dinamiche sociali per essere coscienti delle ricadute ampie che la comunicazione del rischio ha nel sistema sociale.
Si potrebbe continuare, in forma di “decaloghi” più o meno complessi e
non infallibili. Ma lo scopo di questa riflessione non è la proposta di un decalogo quanto l’aver mostrato le ragioni di una serie di presupposti sbagliati che
hanno complicato, mitigandone gli effetti positivi, la gestione comunicativa
dell’evento.
Ma forse abbiamo imparato e, allora, possiamo “ricominciare daccapo” in
modo diverso.
Consideriamo la quotidianità del presente al suono del ritornello degli
ultimi mesi: il mondo che verrà dopo il COVID-19 sarà altro, aspettiamoci
che le cose siano diverse nel futuro: il sistema di relazioni tra le persone si sta
ridisegnando; l’organizzazione del lavoro cambia e l’insegnamento si svolge
ormai da remoto; i format mediali della comunicazione stanno cercando di
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adattarsi al “corona”. E in conclusione, tutto quello che stiamo sperimentando adesso come eccezione entrerà a far parte della futura normalità.
Nel bene o nel male quello scenario dipende in larga parte dalla proattività di ciascuno di noi, perché pensare alle cose “dopo” che sono avvenute è
sempre “tardi” rispetto alle opportunità. Pertanto, non è prematuro cominciare a mettere dei punti fermi rispetto a quello che saremo noi, la nostra
famiglia, la nostra comunità, l’Italia e il Mondo dopo la crisi.
Ma soprattutto, in un’ottica di gestione di una rinnovata crisi globale, fin
da ora assumiamoci la responsabilità e la consapevolezza di quanto accaduto.
Con ciò non si deve attribuire la responsabilità delle conseguenze di questi
eventi eccezionali alla sola impreparazione: viviamo in un mondo che non è
tutto prevedibile. Ma una buona dose di responsabilità se la assume ciascuno
di noi, in particolare chi ha il compito di governare e chi ha quello di studiare
e capire perché quando si pensa che “quello che accade altrove non potrà
accadere a noi”, giustificandosi sulla base di esorcismi abitudinari che usiamo
per sopravvivere, questa è una forma di deresponsabilizzazione dolosa.

II.
EMPIRICAL RESEARCH – COVID-19
AND VIRAL VIOLENCE – INTERNATIONAL
CONVERGE PROJECT

Sicurezza, terrorismo e società 12 (2020)

Foreword. COVID-19 and Viral Violence:
state of the art and beyond
Barbara Lucini

Barbara Lucini is Itstime Working Group Lead – Converge – COVID-19 Working Group.
Itstime Working Group: COVID-19 and Viral Violence, https://www.itstime.it/w/converge.
She is phd in Sociology and Methodology of Social Research and Senior Researcher at the
Italian Team for Security Terroristic issues and Managing Emergencies – ITSTIME. She is
adjunct professor of risk management and crisis communication at the Catholic University.
She has been involved in the scientific coordination of several research projects (European
and others) focused on crisis management, risk communication, risk perception, security, resilience, radicalisation and extremisms. Her research interests are oriented to sociology of disaster, disaster resilience, disaster management, extremisms and radicalisation. Further, the issue
of the relation between terrorism and resilience as well as political extremism have been studied. She is the author of several publications and the“Disaster Resilience from a Sociological
Perspective Exploring Three Italian Earthquakes as Models for Disaster Resilience Planning”,
Springer International Publishing, 2014; The Other Side of Resilience to Terrorism A Portrait
of a Resilient-Healthy City”, Springer International Publishing, 2017.

The following three papers aims to present some general reflections,
which have taken place during the research activities related to the project
Converge – COVID-19 Working Group – Itstime Working Group: COVID-19 and Viral Violence. Specifically:
The COVID-19 and Viral Violence Working Group focuses on empirical considerations about the relations between the COVID-19 pandemic and various
forms of violence, emerging during the crisis management. The focus area
consists of multidisciplinary perspectives on political extremisms taking advantage from the pandemic; violent responses to violations of the quarantine;
interpersonal violence; and civil unrest against crisis management measures.1

The purpose of the research and study activities carried out within this
Working Group is to propose a reflection on the violent phenomena and
protests that occurred during the pandemic by COVID-19 understood both

1
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as a time space context and as an element that has produced containment
measures towards which to express one’s discomfort and opposition.
The added value of these researches lies in the multidisciplinary visions,
in particular three disciplines guide the assumptions about the phenomena
being studied: criminology, anthropology and sociology. Moreover, the qualitative and digital methodological approach is certainly an important point
of the more general reflection on the research methods for social sciences at
the time of digitalization accelerated by the crisis produced by the pandemic.
The research agenda focus on seven main topics as follow:2
1. Defining the concept of violence during the pandemic under common
multidisciplinary perspectives;
2. Different forms of violence, conflicts and social tensions that have emerged
during the management of the COVID-19 pandemic in different countries;
3. Political but not limited to, extremism narratives in both digital and offline
domains are potentially trying to take advantage of the pandemic, promoting their missions and ideas;
4. Authorities/law enforcement violence that has occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic;
5. Civil unrest against crisis management measures;
6. Symbolic violence: Motives and dynamics that inspired individuals and
groups to make practices that degrade places and objects;
7. Symbolic aspects of violence: The violent practices towards certain places or objects were made in the name of certain political, philosophical,
religious, and ecological visions, but above all for their exemplary value,
rather than for their concrete effectiveness.
According to this framework, it is possible to state that the pandemic crisis
(Lakoff, 2017), caused by COVID-19 virus has all the characteristics typical of a crisis (Walby, 2015): time compression and redefinition of physical
and geographical spaces. All crises lead to a sense of cognitive disorientation
(Lombardi, 2015), to which people’s behaviours must be oriented differently
in order to respond effectively to the crisis (Lucini, 2014) and overcome the
critical moment.
The measures taken to contain and manage the pandemic by COVID-19
showed very different cultural and value interpretations depending on the
2

Lucini, Barbara, Alvanou, Maria, Gugg, Giovanni, (2020). “COVID-19 and Viral Violence”,
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societies affected, but not lacking local and trans-cultural phenomena that
have been characterized by a strong internationalization (Douglas and Fardon, 2013).
This dynamic has been highlighted, for example, by some phenomena
that have emerged internationally, such as the protests and unrest (Pritchard,
2014; Pilati, 2018), caused both by measures to contain the pandemic, and
by other events relating to the relationship between citizens and authorities,
such as the case of the killing of George Floyd.
In this context of disorientation and vulnerability (Thomas et al., 2013), it
has been assisted by the emergence of some extremist components of society
such as organization and far-right groups or conspiracy and negationists.
Moreover, taking into account this scenario it is therefore essential to
promote research and reflection on what forms of violence and extremism
emerged at the time of the pandemic, considering their social and cultural
peculiarities (Ebner, 2017).
In particular, a precise focus is on understanding political extremism and
Islamic terrorism, which have been considered by multiple analysts as the
most current and difficult to predict threat as the pandemic may have led to
new organizational forms, tactics, methodologies and communication strategies.
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Abstract
I concetti di safety e security, anche se spesso considerati uguali, sono in realtà diversi. La
differenza principale si riferisce all’intento umano dietro il comportamento che causa la minaccia o l’evento dannoso. Le crisi sanitarie, come quella rappresentata dal COVID-19, costituiscono una minaccia contro la sicurezza e rendono imperativo per gli Stati adottare misure
di protezione. Già l’esperienza di gestire la minaccia alla sicurezza del terrorismo dopo l’11
settembre ha mostrato come le politiche statali possano avere un grave impatto sulle società.
L’articolo tratta dell’impatto che le politiche di sicurezza per combattere la pandemia possono
avere sulla sicurezza delle persone e soprattutto dei gruppi vulnerabili. Alle sfide per la sicurezza contro la vita e le libertà dei cittadini vengono presentati esempi provenienti da luoghi
diversi in tutto il mondo e in particolare per salvaguardare la democrazia. Infine, la nozione di
public safety e security come alibi per le misure che riducono i diritti e le libertà dell’individuo
è trattata in modo critico.
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The concepts of safety and security, although often considered the same, they are actually
different. The main difference refers to human intent behind the behavior that causes the
threat or the damaging event. Health crises, like the one posed by COVID-19, constitute a
threat against safety and make it imperative for states to take protective measures. Already the
experience of managing the security threat of terrorism after 9/11 showed how state policies
there can have serious impact on societies. The article deals with the impact safety policies
to combat the pandemic can have to the security of people and especially vulnerable groups.
Security challenges against the life and freedoms of citizens are presented with examples from
different places around the world and in relevance to safeguarding democracy. Finally, the
notion of public safety and security as an alibi for measures that shrink the rights and liberties
of the individual is seen in a critical way.

Keywords
COVID-19, safety, security, threat, democracy

Foreword
The notion of safety and security are of everyday concern for people who
want to enjoy a long life, away from crime, disaster and any situation that
threatens their life, health, dignity, property, financial status and general living conditions. In modern times security became globally an issue of special
political concern after the 9/11 events. Terrorism became the mega-threat
to be combated and people tolerated several policies and legislation changes, even if their rights and liberties began to shrink2. Security was presented
by governments as the reason behind measures that would be unthinkable
before the attack by Al Qaeda. The fight against terrorism and “exceptional
times” led to permanent changes in the ways we travel, make money transactions and are under surveillance or questioned by law enforcement agencies.
Today, safety has become in the same way a global concern, with the fight
against the novel Coronavirus dictating serious changes in the lives of people.
Those who lived in the ’80s may indeed remember AIDS and how it impacted sexual behavior and sexual liberty. Yet, the disease, the ways and level of
contagiousness were different, so although fear and even panic was present
during that period, states never took measures that were at such a scale like
today. The protection of public safety against the Coronavirus threat seems to
be now the no 1 issue governments deal with. But how countries have decided to address his health issue has also social and economic repercussions and
it is not a situation without challenges. One set of challenges regards actually

2

There is the argument that terrorism doesn’t justify the counterterrorism legislation challenging human rights in many countries (Wolfendale 2007).
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the parameter of security in society. Trying to safeguard the safety of people
from COVID-19 has exposed them to security threats, and this article will
deal exactly with such security issues due to COVID-19.

Safety and security
While for many the terms safety and security mean the same and are interchangeable, in reality they express different aspects of protection regarding
human reality. Jore (2019) presents the differences between safety and security, based on definitions given by other scholars as follows: Safety includes
protection against human and technical failure (Holtrop and Kretz 2008 cited in Jore 2019), harm to people caused by arbitrary or non-intentional events
(Hessami 2004 cited in Jore 2019), natural disasters, human error or system,
or process errors (Elias et al. 2008 cited in Jore 2019), whereas security includes protection against deliberate acts of people (Holtrop and Kretz 2008
cited in Jore 2019), loss caused by intentional acts of people (Hessami 2004
cited in Jore 2019), intentional human action errors (Elias et al. 2008 cited in
Jore 2019). Jore makes with this categorization evident that one very important and defining parameter to be taken into account for the difference of the
two notions in understanding them is human intent behind the behavior that
causes the threat or the damaging event.
All the above are just one side of defining both concepts that springs from
the objective reality they refer to. Equally important to the objective conditions of safety and security is the perception a person holds about his own as
well as the public safety and security. This is a subjective side, but one that
actually influences and motivates people to act towards protecting themselves
or to tolerate measures taken by the state to protect them and society as a
whole. The objective and subjective sides of safety and security should coincide, however this is not always the case. Prior personal experience or the
experience of members of our family and friends circle, existing narratives in
society, media coverage and political campaigns are examples of what can
influence people’s perceptions about the levels of safety and security. The
actual levels of safety and security can be very different from what the relevant
levels are believed to be. So for example, even if an individual has never been
ill with cancer or has never been mugged, he can be afraid of both options
and take measures of protection, if he has seen a member of the family battle
with this sickness, or if he heard the terrible victimization experience one of
his friends had. Moreover, imagination and projections are powerful mechanisms of the human mind and individuals can develop their own sense of
fear, insecurity, or on the other hand security, that cannot always be connected to real circumstances around them. This is exactly why propaganda can
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be so effective, because it doesn’t really have to relate to logic and data. Not
just only because it can tamper with information and evidence, but because
it can speak to the sentiment of fear that obeys to no information or evidence.
Fear has no logic and it can mess with the logic.

Security challenges
While COVID-19 creates threats to safety, the measures states have resorted to in order to combat it seem have created (unwanted) side effects regarding the security in societies. The lockdown, restrictions to free movement
and the right to assembly are the main measures to be examined in this paper,
in order to map basic effect they have in security, based on several examples
globally:
1. A clash between safety and security is evident for African Americans in
the U.S., who are underprivileged members of the society. They seem to be
more vulnerable to COVID-19 in comparison to the rest of the population
(Pilkington, 2020), because of social reasons. Poverty, lack of social security
can mean fewer chances to be treated by the health system in an adequate
way, with practically less access to good medical treatment. Furthermore,
living in overcrowded homes, using public transport, not having the chance
to work online expose persons more to condition that can lead them to contract SARS-CoV-23. At the same time police brutality has been endangering
the lives, rights and dignity of African Americans. After the tragic murder of
George Floyd, more and more incidents of police power abuse came to light.
African Americans started to express the fear of possible victimization by the
police, a threat that they can experience everyday. This has led them out on
the streets and many have expressed that they live under the threat of death,
either because of police violence or the novel Coronavirus. The quote “I’m
just as likely to die from a cop as I am from Covid” (Stolberg, 2020) has been
a shocking truth that revealed how African Americans feel their life has not
the same value for the state like the lives of other Americans. But being out
on the streets, protesting meant also that many African Americans became
doubly exposed again to the dangers of both COVID-19 and victimization
(Healy, 2020). The conditions of the protests (that also sometimes turned violent) were hardly those of social distancing. Additionally, they became once
more the target of police violence, attacking them on the accounts of both
breaking the health measures and rioting. Institutional racism expressed by
the police against African Americans is a condition that affects both safety and
security and this double threat gets exacerbated during the pandemic.
3

For health disparities that concern the vulnerability of African Americans, see Servaii (2020).
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2. The economic aspect of the way states try to address the pandemic is
another way by which African Americans in the U.S. are affected, but it also
concerns all underprivileged groups of people, and even persons identifying with the middle class. Many anti-COVID-19 measures have had a direct
and detrimental effect to economy4. Although surely the financially strong
have also been affected, mostly this situation has caused middle and lower
financial class people to suffer and stress about present and future economic
survival. Some have had to close their shops and enterprises; some were fired
because the employer could no longer afford to keep them in pay roll. The
job market is changing and not all will survive this change, especially when
its scale is unknown. We have been entering what many call the second phase
of the pandemic (Cliffe, 2020), which means that more measures could follow. The severity of this second wave is unknown, thus there can be only
speculation about the policies that will be followed. Although most countries
agree that a second lockdown is not a preferable option, we see that for example Israel has not avoided it (Ayyub, 2020). And even without a lockdown,
the market globally is affected negatively by the new way people live. Fear has
altered the way of socialization, everyday habits and also consuming goods
and spending money. Many prefer to do things online (shopping, classes etc)
and this has changed also working conditions and the number of employers
actively working and getting paid. We know that poverty and create conflict
and in extreme cases, even criminality. If people run out of money and they
are in conditions that threaten their survival, they will steal, they can even kill
and all this is a threat to general security. In a sense the financial disaster due
to Coronavirus is creating financial and class conflict again, shrinking – and
maybe even diminishing – middle class population.
3. An important security situation that has emerged during the lockdown
measure enforced in many countries regards gender. Female victimization
because of domestic violence has been a matter for which awareness has
been raised by several human rights organizations and UNWomen has talked
about a “shadow pandemic” (UNWomen, 2020). Domestic violence should
be considered a security threat and treated as such. Actually it has been argued that it constitutes a form of “everyday terrorism” (Pain, 2014). It is a
situation actually that puts women at risk – far more than terrorism, though
deliberate actions of another person, the male partner. The harm caused to
a woman, ranging from light injuries to life threatening situations, can vary.
We also know that it is not very possible to have an accurate number regarding the victimization, as there are many reasons why such cases may never
4

For a summary of the effects of COVID-19 on individual aspects of the world economy, see
Nicola, et al (2020).
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get denounced to the police or reach courts, generally and during the pandemic5. COVID-19 has not been of course the reason why men abuse their
partners, as the phenomenon is far more complicated6. However the lockdown measure provided important time-frame for action and opportunity to
the perpetrator. It is not only that the violent actor spent nearly all day in the
same space with the victim. It was also that the victim was at his mercy and
with minimal, sometimes none connection to the world outside. So there was
no chance for neighbours and friends to see the signs of the abuse (and serve
as witnesses during a legal case), no possibility to seek for help and support
to other members of the family (for example parents, etc). Spending all day
together with the abuser and being under his control and surveillance meant
that the victim probably could not even telephone for help or just to reach
a friendly voice for psychological support. Denouncing the victimization became even more difficult. No woman would like to spend a day at the police
station and risk getting exposed to the virus and even reaching a lawyer could
prove a challenge during the lockdown period. Additionally, with the health
risk of contracting SARS-CoV-2, it could be a difficult decision generally for
women to leave home (especially taking their children with them), even if
they had the practical possibility to escape. Where would they go? The fear of
the virus would be a hindering factor to leave home. Social distancing would
be difficult to achieve in a shelter, where a woman and her kids would have to
stay with other women and children. The dilemma “where am I more in danger? At home or outside home?” must have been paralyzing for many women,
making them endure the violence in order not to expose their children and
themselves to the risk of contracting the virus.
4. The financial crisis and the possible scarcity of goods are situations that
the organized crime can and will take advantage of. This is another matter
for consideration that can concern the wider are of security. In countries like
Italy, already the fear of how the pandemic could be exploited by the Mafia
has raised awareness (Brancolini, 2020), as a very alarming prospect. Whatever needs in local societies can not be met by the state, Mafia can step in
and meet them, substituting the state in its role of caring for its citizens. This
is a way for criminal organizations to gain and perpetuate their power and
manage to keep their roots well into local societies. In a sense, this pandemic
can help criminal organizations like Mafia become essential for the survival
of a local society, despite all the efforts law enforcement agencies and justice
5

Shrikrishan (2020) gives an example from San Diego, about how police records during the
stay at home period showed a decline, however service providers who handle calls with victims
gave a very different account.
6
For a classic work on explaining the complexity of domestic violence as a social problem, see
Warshaw (1996).
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mechanisms made for decades to fight the phenomenon of organized crime.
A “state within a state” is a situation that endangers public security to the
extent of challenging state authority and democratic institutions.
5. Another problem during the pandemic is that there are many cases
that the state body entrusted with safeguarding security, is actually undermining it. Several instances of police violence are portrayed by the media7, with
people getting tortured, injured or dying because of police arbitrary actions
and abuse of powers. Police violence of course is not a phenomenon that is
caused directly by the pandemic. Lack of accountability, institutional racism, democratic deficit, are some of the pre-existing conditions that make the
ground fertile for police brutality to flourish. Policemen perpetrate abuse of
their powers, when they feel or know they can get away with it. The excessive
powers of control given to police officers during the pandemic so that they
control people’s obedience to the measures have given more opportunity for
the abuse of powers to take place. Although not usually been considered as
such in public discourse, police brutality is a very serious form of criminality
and one that is leading to conflict between state and citizens and challenge
democracy. The recent riots in the U.S. are a very good proof of that (Alvanou, 2020).
6. The dynamic of surveillance and tracking policies is also possibly undermining the security of citizens. In countries where the governing system
is already accused of abusing human rights and liberties8, the technology that
is supposed to serve tracking health incidents so that the spread of the virus
is monitored and eventually stopped can be a weapon to crush even more
the freedom of citizens. The pandemic serves as an ideal alibi for authoritarian governments to use surveillance in mass scale and prevent any resistance
of people against the regime. For other countries, of democratic tradition
and institutions, although surveillance seems a remote danger, it cannot be
excluded. No one can guarantee that monitoring citizens through mobile
applications and other types of technology won’t be used in the future for
undemocratic purposes. Or that the data gathered won’t be used as part of
intelligence and incriminating evidence for crime cases prosecuted. Once
surveillance mechanisms are put in action, the extent of their use cannot be
stopped easily. Today it is the threat of COVID-19 that dictates monitoring;
tomorrow the reason presented could be another eminent danger, or even a

7

Human rights organizations like Amnesty International have raised awareness for this phenomenon, (Amnesty International, 2020).
8
Human Rights Watch gives the examples of Russia and China in its call to states to be careful
with technology used in the framework of addressing the pandemic (Human Rights Watch,
2020).
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criminal behavior to be combated. The main point is, if surveillance infrastructure is accepted for use now, the danger of slippery slope is here.

Public vs. individual safety and security
The terms public safety and public security have in common a very important word and concept: “public”. Thus, safety and security are seen as a
common good, of collective character. What is important is the level of society, people as a whole. Referring to public safety, Spiegel (2002) considers
it a “non-excludable” and “non-rivalrous commodity” as well as a “public
commodity that is non-tangible”. One could argue the same stands for public
security too. What seems to be important though on policy level is that the
safety of many and respectively the security of many are the priority, what
states are looking to protect and take measures for. However in democracies
it is not just people as a whole that count. People cannot be considered without relation to individuals. Individuals are also entitled to safety and security,
to enjoy their rights. It is dangerous for a democracy to appeal to the greater
wellbeing of the many and ignore the wellbeing of individuals. The argument
that there is need for sacrifice of the rights of individuals for the benefit of the
vague rights of the public has been used in the rhetoric of authoritarian and
totalitarian regimes to justify their human rights infringing policies. Anything
can be justified with a vague reference to the common wellbeing, public
safety and security. In democracy each and everyone has value as citizen that
cannot be overlooked for the wellbeing of others, even if they are more. This
is why the respect of human rights cannot be an issue of majority. Even if the
majority wishes so, human rights of the minority, of one single person cannot
be abused. During the fight against the pandemic it is important to make sure
no human rights abuses and state actions against the security of individuals
take place, using the alibi of the greater public good.

Concluding remarks
Common sense dictates that states must take measures to address a health
crisis. The pandemic is indeed a health menace that has to be addressed.
States cannot and should not stand by when people are at risk of getting sick
and dying. It is their duty to intervene, taking every measure possible. However, the same way doctors consider the possible side-effects of the medicines
they are going to distribute to their patients, also states have to seriously consider the side effects of the measures they resort to. A doctor knows quite well
that serious side-effects can kill a patient and in that case the medical therapy
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with the specific drug won’t be successful. States must understand too that
safety cannot be achieved, at the serious expense of security. At the end of the
day, it all comes down to how states and citizens view and evaluate safety and
security, how far states consider they can go to ensure safety and how much
will people tolerate in order to be or feel safe. Two questions can help people
and states realize the necessary limits: How possible is it for humans to enjoy
a life of full and absolute security and safety? Is it logical and ultimately protective of human lives to sacrifice security for safety?
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Abstract
Durante un disastro si perdono i punti di riferimento spaziali e sociali, per cui è usuale che
si possa cadere in un disorientamento individuale e collettivo, che poi viene elaborato e riassorbito in svariate modalità, compresa l’attribuzione di responsabilità. Attraverso il ‘processo
di blaming’ la comunità disastrata va alla ricerca delle cause della calamità e individua un
responsabile, generalmente fuori dal proprio ambito o in qualche esponente interno difforme
e non alienato. Ma cosa accade quando la scala di un disastro è planetaria e tutti gli esseri
umani ne sono coinvolti? Lo stiamo sperimentando con la pandemia di COVID-19, che è un
disastro sanitario globale che, a cascata, diventa disastro economico, psicologico e sociale. In
particolare, durante il lockdown imposto in numerosi Paesi europei tra l’inverno e la primavera
2020, è andata crescendo una teoria secondo la quale il nuovo coronavirus sarebbe in qualche
modo legato alla tecnologia 5G. Ciò ha avuto varie ripercussioni in manifestazioni di piazza
di scettici della pandemia e di tecnofobici durante l’estate e, in alcuni casi più rari, a forme di
vandalismo verso le antenne delle telecomunicazioni. Il paper indaga questo fenomeno attraverso la prospettiva e gli strumenti dell’antropologia culturale.
During a disaster, the spatial and social points of reference are lost, so it is usual that we can
fall into an individual and collective disorientation, which is then processed and reabsorbed
in various ways, including the attribution of responsibility. Through the ‘process of blaming’
the disaster community goes in search of the causes of the calamity and identifies a responsible
person/entity, generally outside their sphere or in some dissimilar and unaligned internal exponent. But what happens when the scale of a disaster is planetary and all human beings are in-
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volved in it? We are experiencing this with the COVID-19 pandemic, which is a global health
disaster that, in cascade, becomes an economic, psychological and social disaster. In particular,
during the lockdown imposed in numerous Europeans countries between winter and spring
2020, a theory has grown according to which the new coronavirus is somehow linked to 5G
technology. This has had various repercussions in street demonstrations by pandemic skeptics
and technophobics during the summer and, in some more rare cases, in forms of vandalism
towards telecommunications towers. The paper investigates this phenomenon through the
perspective and tools of cultural anthropology.

Keywords
COVID-19 pandemic, 5G technology, Conspiracy theories, Vandalism, Skeptics

The invisible fear
Human beings do more than see, hear, feel, touch, smell; they do more
than ‘record’ their environment: through bodily experiences, they interpret it.
In other words, human beings do more than perceive the ecosystem, because
they judge it, dream about it, imagine it, produce it and, therefore, elaborate
further forms of knowledge. This takes on a peculiar character in the case of
invisible stimuli such as microscopic objects and energy sources, of which it
is only possible to perceive their effects and not their physicality. This absence
is not due to a lack of information or notions, it is not due to a ‘cultural void’,
but to a ‘block of meaning’ (Ligi 2009: 63) of the psychological and cultural
devices with which one ‘orders’ one’s environment. From this perspective, the
reactions to perceptive invisibility can be two, radically opposite. The first is a
‘cognitive invisibility’ that makes it particularly difficult to relate to a certain
threat of which every bodily experience is missing, such as the nuclear contamination among Saami shepherds in Lapland after the radioactive cloud of
Chernobyl (Henriksen, quoted in Ligi 2009: 61), or the risk represented by
a dormant but densely urbanized volcano such as Vesuvius next to the city
of Naples, Italy (Gugg 2017). The second possibility is the construction of
a representation that explains and gives coherence to the anxiety generated
by the lack of ‘expert knowledge’ (Jedlowski 1994). Since no human group
is a compact and uniform, but stratified and heterogeneous social block, no
phenomenon is interpreted in a univocal way and, indeed, it is normal that
it is read in an articulated and complex way. This is particularly evident in
the case of risks, i.e. in cases where the probability of an event occurring is a
stronger characteristic than the certainty that it will happen.
Such indeterminacy leads to the disorientation that some people experience when faced with situations that “escape perception, and are located in the
sphere of physical and chemical formulas” (Beck 2001: 28). An exemplary and
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recurrent case is the radio wave. The term ‘radiophobia’ was first used in 1903
by Dr Albert Soiland at a symposium of doctors in Los Angeles (LAT 1903),
but it was in the 1920s that numerous newspapers began to publish articles on
the various faults attributed, without basis, to radio, including some collective
disasters such as drought and earthquakes; this is an editorial phenomenon
that lasted throughout the decade – and also in the following decades – in
which radio was indicated as responsible for countless problems. Thanks to
the online archive “Pessimist”1 it is possible to easily retrieve these period accounts of “pessimism, alarmism and technophobia throughout history”. Here
are some examples: on 24 March 1924 the “New York Times” suspects that
radio waves killed a flock of hundreds of birds while they were flying over a
farm; it has echoes in an article twenty years later, on 20 January 1945, when
in the “Naugatuok Daily News” an article suggests that radio waves affect carrier pigeons; on 25 March 1928, on the other hand, “Argus-Leader” accused
the radio of causing excessive rain in a small English town, where residents
signed a petition to demand the suspension of broadcasts for a month; a similar argument is used a few weeks later, on 14 April 1928, on “Lebanon Daily
News” where the radio is blamed for “the crazy weather in the world”, i.e. it
is claimed that the excessive transmission of electric waves breaks the clouds,
causes rain to fall and causes strong winds to blow that would be at the root
of the anomalous weather conditions all over the planet; and, again, the next
day, 15 April 1928, in “The Daily Sentinel” the radio is blamed for the growth
of ocean storms, according to Captain WH Parker of the liner White Star
Homeric; in other cases, however, the radio is blamed for the long droughts
that devastate certain areas, as in the case of an article published in “El Paso
Herald-Post” on 27 July 1934. The examples could continue for a long time
to come and would also extend to social and political accusations, because
there are those who claim that the radio waves influence the electoral vote or
the attention of children at school and their civic behavior, or that they are at
the root of disagreements in some marriages.
Recently, the journalist Stefano Dalla Casa (2020) also recalled the ‘death
ray’ of Guglielmo Marconi, by convention the inventor of the radio. The
reference is to the rumor that Marconi, before dying in 1937, was working for
the fascist dictator Mussolini on a weapon that would change the fate of the
war. Based on the invisible radio waves, he could stop the engine of an enemy vehicle at a distance, for example a plane or a tank. Of course, the ‘death
ray’ is a weapon that never existed, and yet the legend was still nourished in
the following decades, returning cyclically told in very different, sometimes
opposite ways: to get rich, out of patriotism, or pacifism.
1

The URL of the “Pessimist” radio archive is: https://pessimists.co/radio-archive.
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Similarly, since the introduction of mobile phones, there has been the
problem of the damage to health caused by their use. This is a normal and
desirable concern, in fact studies on their safety have been carried out for
years. The problem is that if there is a risk and it is very low, it is also difficult
to determine; at the same time it is impossible to prove a zero risk. Dalla Casa
(2020) also recalls that already in the first decade of 2000 the English, BBC,
and Italian national television stations, RAI, broadcast reports that alluded to
the damage of wi-fi and electro sensitivity, reporting cases of children who
had felt sick after the installation of hot spots at school. Since then, the fear
of the alleged problems caused by wi-fi has never gone away and, indeed, in
some cases it has latched on to other fears, such as the one against “Haarp”, a
research project on the ionosphere accused for at least two decades of causing
disasters in various parts of the planet, at least until 2015, when the program
was completely finished.
Similar fears have strongly resurfaced since 2018 with the arrival of 5G
technology, the fifth generation of connectivity. First of all, this is the natural
evolution of a nomenclature that had previously named 2G, 3G and 4G the
previous generations and, according to the white paper of the “Next Generation Mobile Networks”, is a technology that “is expected to enable a fully
mobile and connected society and to empower socio-economic transformations
in countless ways many of which are unimagined today, including those for
productivity, sustainability and well-being” (NGMN Alliance 2015: 9). The
5G perspective is to connect everything, offer high bandwidth and provide
a low-latency service, so that immediacy will be the new standard, breaking
down all time barriers and enabling remote controls that, to date, are not
yet feasible. The concerns of skeptics are often similar among the various
European countries and frequently concern the alleged absence of scientific
studies on the harmfulness of electromagnetic waves in telecommunications,
so it is easy to find engineering and medical explanations, in every idiom,
that illustrate the details of this technology and studies on the effects of 5G
on health. Everywhere scientific journalists and disseminators explain that
health studies are there and that they agree that, beyond certain thresholds,
electromagnetic waves do not cause any biological damage, and that the radio
frequencies of 5G are not ‘unexplored’ but, on the contrary, have been known
for a long time, so you can rest assured that “5G will not ‘cook’ our brain like
a microwave” (Ronchetti 2020). However, in spite of this commitment, the
fears of a part of the population have not diminished and, on the contrary,
have grown along with the increase of posts on social-networks and videos on
YouTube, whose contents are clearly fragile on a scientific level, even though
they often give up the title of ‘counter-information’. The phenomenon was so
significant that a pool of fact-checkers from five European countries (“Pagella
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Politica” and “Facta” in Italy, “Maldita.es” in Spain, “Full Fact” in the UK,
“Correctiv” in Germany and “Agence France Press” in France) monitored
the media in their respective countries to analyse misinformation about the
COVID-19 pandemic, identifying some common issues, such as the false
links between the virus and 5G technology (VV.AA. 2020).
According to the report, which analysed data from “Google Trends”,
between the end of March and the beginning of April 2020, the number
of searches worldwide for the term “5G” increased sharply, in parallel with
that for the expressions “5G dangerous” or “5G coronavirus”. Although the
fact-checkers have rather abruptly detected and refuted the most alarming
claims, the catastrophic narrative was nevertheless born and in a few weeks it
spread almost everywhere. A number of international organisations, such as
the Bundesinstitut für Risikobewertung (BfR), the German Federal Institute
for Risk Assessment (BfR) and the World Health Organisation (WHO), also
intervened and wrote in the “Myth busters” section of their respective websites: “5G technology does NOT spread COVID-19”. Yet, first in the UK and
then in other European countries, some citizens were so frightened or angry
that they actually knocked down the signal towers. Therefore, the question is
to try to understand why they pushed themselves into such violence, as I will
illustrate in the following pages.

Totemic towers
If there is one issue today that does not stop feeding debates, both in philosophy and in the other human and social sciences, it is certainly violence.
What do we talk about when we use this term or do we refer to its semantic
area? Undoubtedly to a broad conceptual whole, so it is delicate to handle,
especially in multidisciplinary or disclosure fields. According to the most recent trends (Marzano 2011), talking about violence also means questioning
the borders that exist between oneself and others and the ambiguity of its own
existence. It is necessary, therefore, to have an overview of certain practices
ranging from apartheid to torture, from self-flagellation to rape, from colonialism to terrorism, but also to address sexuality and unconsciousness, the
transition to action and incest, work and death. These issues are very different
from each other, but with a global approach they make it possible to renew
our sight on the object ‘violence’.
For anthropology, violence is what is locally understood as such; i.e. it
investigates the different ‘reasons’ for which some individuals or groups assume certain attitudes or implement behaviours that can lead to violence.
The anthropological approach pursues a real immersion in the other social
context, in order to grasp its point of view and to reconstruct the social process
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of the legitimation – or not – of those who make some gestures. As it is clear
from the social sciences, there are different forms of rationality, which are
the horizon of each group that considers their choices as the right ones given
the circumstances, but which instead appear more or less irrational from the
point of view of the other groups (Ligi 2009: 148).
Among these ‘absurd’ behaviours (Morel 2002), during the COVID-19
pandemic, vandalic acts, if not real attacks, against 5G antennas, but also insults and intimidation of telecommunication engineers, stood out. The phenomenon has been recorded throughout Europe, North America and Australasia and is particularly dangerous and irresponsible because it has a direct
impact on people’s lives, both for their physical safety and for interpersonal
relationships that risk being more difficult or even impossible, especially during the lockdown decided by the state authorities due to the SARS-CoV-2
pandemic.
Uscinski and Parent (2014) noted that the people most prone to conspiracy are also the most supportive of political violence, as also reiterated by
Imhoff and Lamberty (2020), who verified that
a conspiracy-prone worldview does not only reduce trust in official versions
and adherence to norms but is also linked to a stronger acceptance of violence” and that “people high in conspiracy mentality saw it as more defensible
to use force and other illegal means to pursue one’s political goals.

This premise is necessary because in addition to the pandemic, in 2020
a particularly bizarre but effective conspiracy theory spread, according to
which there are links between 5G technology and the new coronavirus. 5G
conspiracy theories have existed for years, but the evidence for the pandemic has been reinforced and further extended to the health conditions of the
whole of humanity. The basic version of this idea is that 5G degrades the
immune system and that the dangers of this technology are covered by powerful forces in the global telecommunications industry. In other words, the
frequencies of 5G would be ‘ionizing’ and, therefore, would cause internal
damage to the human body which, weakened, would not be able to counteract the virulence of the coronavirus, which is why it would spread so widely
and so rapidly on the planet.
Similar fears had already been expressed in recent decades during the
introduction of 3G and Wi-Fi, when it was believed that these technologies, especially wireless, would cause brain cancer or induce mental control.
Therefore, currently many suspects have simply transplanted to 5G when
this technology began to be launched, around 2018, so in addition to cancer, skeptics fear that this technology will also kill birds and cause ‘electromagnetic sensitivity’, causing migraines and disorientation. With the arrival
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of the COVID-19 pandemic and the increase in fears, some have begun to
circulate the idea that the new disease was linked to 5G. For example, Rebecca Heilweil (2020) identified the first link between 5G and the coronavirus
pandemic in a French website called “Les moutons enragés” (“The angry
sheeps”), which in a post on 20 January wrote that “the millimetre wave spectrum used by 5G and COVID-19 technology could be related”. From this text,
the idea would have passed into the Belgian newspaper “Het Laaste Nieuws”,
which published an interview with a local doctor, who launched the claim
that the epidemic would be linked to the 5G antennas installed in Wuhan in
2019. Although the article was removed after only a few hours, the theory still
spread on Facebook, only to swell more and more in Spain, Italy and the UK
(VV.AA. 2020), often accompanying it with any other fantasies: for some 5G
causes radiation, for others it triggers the virus, for others the pandemic is a
huge mass distraction operation to install the 5G towers. According to some
versions, 5G and COVID-19 are phases of a strategy of depopulation of the
planet, while for others the American agricultural multinational Monsanto is
involved. More than anything else, the umbrella narrative that covers almost
any theory during 2020 is undoubtedly that of QAnon (Lincos, Stilo 2020)
which, over the months, has become a real international social phenomenon with important political repercussions; a “fundamentally apocalyptic and
violent” worldview (Bianchi 2020) because, if you believe that a coven of
Satanist pedophiles rule the world and drink the blood of innocent children,
then physically eliminating them can be considered a viable solution.
Without going into such a paranoid and conspiratorial path, a certain
amount of physical violence has been used: not against people, but towards
the 5G towers, in an action which, beyond the practical aspects and its real
effects, is full of symbolic dimensions, on the one hand because it recalls the
ceremonial destruction of the tower to which Gérard Althabe refers commenting on the demolition of some suburban buildings in Naples (Althabe
2010), on the other hand because of the use of fire, which is the cathartic
element par excellence (Buttitta 2002).
In early April 2020, in the UK a number of telecommunication towers
were destroyed by arsons in Birmingham, Liverpool and Melling, then further damage was reported in Northern Ireland; and attacks multiplied across
the country. On Easter weekends alone, 11 and 12 April, nearly twenty antennas were damaged or burned in the UK, while at the end of the month there
were over fifty, not forgetting more than 80 attacks or attempts to intimidate
telecommunications workers (Leloup 2020a). In the same period, at least 22
antennas were affected in the Netherlands, 3 in Ireland, 2 in Cyprus, 1 in
Belgium, Sweden and Finland (Cerulus 2020). A few weeks later, at the beginning of June 2020, “Le Monde” had at least 22 antennas destroyed or dam-
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aged in France since the start of the lockdown on 17 March (Leloup 2020b);
this is twice as many as the total number of acts of vandalism committed
in France against telecommunication repeaters in 2019. To a lesser extent,
also in Italy, in the same months of quarantine, there were acts of vandalism
against 5G pylons, or supposedly 5G pylons, as in the provinces of Caserta
and Messina, where there were 3G and 4G antennas that provided the internet signal to thousands of families (Giordano 2020).
Despite the amount of vandalism and the scenographic visibility of the
antennas fires, the arsonists are nevertheless anonymous and hidden; only
a small minority of these acts are claimed and even less are those whose
authors can be identified. Conspiracy theories often work by dividing the
world into ‘us’ and ‘them’, with the aim of providing a scapegoat for people
and institutions, and providing simple explanations for certain phenomena
(Bonardi 2019). All this can have strong accelerations when an infodemic
occurs (Manfredi 2015), i.e. when there is a wide and rapid spread of misinformation, as Ahmed and colleagues (2020) documented in their analysis of
the “5G coronavirus” theme tweets between 27 March and 4 April 2020. In
these days they noticed that conspiracy messages have grown in number and
allowed the underlying thesis to self-seal itself, i.e. to resist other arguments
and no longer be falsifiable or disputable. All this takes place behind a computer or a smartphone, but how can we find out more about individuals who
actually vandalise technical equipment? As it is easy to guess, on a psychological, sociological and anthropological level it is very difficult to understand
who they are, however we have some clues.
In the UK, a 47-year-old man, father of three children and owner of a car
park company in Liverpool, was arrested for destroying a telephone antenna,
and on 8 June was sentenced to 3 years in prison because he had numerous
previous convictions for about thirty other crimes, including assault and possession of a firearm. The man admitted his guilt and that the act was premeditated, because he is convinced that 5G is harmful to health (Hadfield 2020).
In France, the anarchist blog “infoLibértaire” claimed the first fire in Toulouse of a telephone antenna on the night between 5 and 6 May; in a post
on 8 May, the anonymous author justified the fact with the following words:
“this new level of control [made possible by 5G technology] has angered us
even more and induced us to act. Doing nothing meant accepting it”, stressing
that “it was easier than we imagined” (infoLibértaire 2020).
Also very interesting is what emerges from a long journalistic report in
Russia, where some of the anti-5Gs contacted by Roman Korolev (2020) declare that they are willing to “fight against the towers” to avert “the global
government’s plan to build a digital concentration camp”. The people interviewed are all between 45 and 60 years old, claiming to have informed them-
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selves in Facebook groups and with videos on YouTube and, according to the
anthropologist Alexandra Arkhipova, consulted by the reporter, this indicates
a generation gap: “the old generation has difficulty coming to terms with the
new digital reality”. This is certainly an incisive element, but it is not the only
one, because the aversion and skepticism towards 5G, especially during the
health crisis of 2020, is transversal in every social context and can be traced
back to many different reasons, sometimes even contradictory.
In this sense, the Italian case is particularly indicative because, despite not
having many cases of physical violence against 5G repeaters and, above all,
not having at the moment ethnographic data on the perpetrators of vandalism, we can certainly say that there is a widespread climate of aversion against
5G because as many as 600 municipalities, where 4.5 million people live,
have issued local ordinances suspending the installation of antennas on their
territory, as a precautionary measure. The motivation, repeated by all the
mayors involved, is that which refers to the precautionary principle (Zorloni
2020).

Conspiracy Entrepreneurs
Technophobic suspicions did not grow spontaneously on the web and on
social networks, therefore in society, but benefited from the visibility provided by many personalities, also in this case very transversal, who, as “political
entrepreneurs” and “moral entrepreneurs” (Vitale 2007), gather widespread
discontent and channel it towards precise objectives and through effective
watchwords, drawing visibility and consensus. Here are some examples: the
Nobel Prize winner of medicine Luc Montagnier stated on TV that there
could be a correlation between the pandemic and the 5G antennas in Wuhan, because “it may have contributed to the pathogenic power of the virus”;
the Italian government consultant Gunter Pauli tweeted that “Science needs
to demonstrate & explain cause & effect. However science first observes correlations: phenomena that are apparently associated. Let’s apply science logic.
Which was the 1st city in the world blanketed in 5G? Wuhan! Which is the 1st
European 5G Region? Northern Italy”; Italian Senator Sara Cunial has repeatedly argued, even in institutional forums, that “5G is only a military and
geopolitical issue”, so “we must stop saying that 5G is a problem of economic or
technological advantage”; US rapper Wiz Khalifa tweeted to his 36.2 million
followers the following question: “Corona? 5G? Or both?”, creating a storm
and becoming a Twitter hero of the 5G movement; French actress Juliette
Binoche has published on Instagram that “international financial groups” use
vaccines to “implant a subcutaneous chip”, so “No to Bill Gates’ operations,
no to 5G”.
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Cascading, a large number of minor characters have acted as corollaries
and megaphones to such positions, fueling suspicion and fear both through
mainstream media and on their personal social profiles and in self-produced
videos on YouTube. For example, on 6 April 2020, the Italian national newspaper “La Stampa” published Benedetta Paravia’s article entitled “Il valore
della salute e quello del profitto: il 5G” (The value of health and the value of
profit: 5G), which raised strong complaints (Attivissimo 2020), to the point
that the newspaper first changed the title to “L’opinione controcorrente”
(The countercurrent opinion), then removed it from its website and the next
day gave space to three editorials of the opposite denomination (Bella 2020;
Decina, Minopoli 2020; Genna 2020).
Therefore, the responsibility for disinformation on this issue should not be
attributed generically to the Internet or Social-networks, but also to the professional press, which, theoretically, should be respectful of the verification
of the sources and contents it publishes. However, the propagation power of
web tools is much higher, so the various online sharing platforms (Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, WhatsApp, Telegram, etc.) function as powerful sounding boards for even the most incredible news. In France, for example, in early March 2020, the rumor spread that cocaine protected against the
coronavirus and the Ministry of Health had to explain that this was a lie: “Non,
la cocaïne NE protège PAS contre le #COVID19. C’est une drogue addictive
provoquant de graves effets indésirables et nocifs pour la santé des personnes”2.
In Italy, on the other hand, a singular phenomenon has happened: on 25
March a video of a popular science television programme, “TG Leonardo”,
of 16 November 2015, began to circulate, in which a rather delicate experiment was presented: “Chinese scientists create a lung supervirus from bats and
mice. It is only for study purposes but there are many protests”3. The film is 5
years old and has no correlation with the coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 discovered in 2020, which is of natural and not laboratory origin, yet it circulated
enormously on Italian social networks for a few days, and was also relaunched
by leading politicians such as Matteo Salvini, whose party – the Lega, the first
Italian party, although opposed by the current government – presented an
“urgent question to the Prime Minister and the Foreign Minister”4.

2

The French Ministry of Health on Twitter, the 8 March 2020: https://twitter.com/MinSoliSante/status/1236626510703968257.
3
The Italian press agency Ansa, 25 March 2020: https://www.ansa.it/sito/notizie/politica/2020/03/25/coronavirus-il-caso-del-video-del-tgr-leonardo-2015-sul-supervirus-creato-in-cina_7adf8316-6ca5-42cd-96de-c18f7fb53595.html.
4
The Facebook account of Lega - Salvini Premier, 25 March 2020: https://www.facebook.
com/422703967772535/videos/683417012443620.

THE TOWER IS BURNING

57

Going back to the rumors about an alleged correlation between coronavirus and 5G, in Italy among those who support it there are politicians in
regional and municipal institutions (for example the regional councilor of
Lazio Davide Barillari or Franca Biglio, mayor of a small mountain municipality, but representative of the National Association of Small Municipalities
of Italy), artists, media personalities, intellectuals and professional journalists. The latter category includes Fulvio Grimaldi, whose arguments show
the complexity of the “anti-5G” galaxy. Grimaldi is a former face of national
television and, from the content he publishes on his blog, currently seems to
have political ideas that can be traced back to the area that Amselle (2014)
calls “red-brownism”. Grimaldi is one of the promoters of the Italian national
event “Stop 5G” held in Rome on 12 September 2020 and, although far from
mainstream news channels for years, he continues to have a small visibility on
the web, between his personal blog and YouTube channel. In recent months,
his efforts have focused on 5G technology, which would strike children in
particular for an evil plan of an obscure New World Order, which, financed
by people like Bill Gates and George Soros, would oppose politicians like
Lukashenko, Putin, Trump, Maduro, and “other heretics of multiple thought”5.
The reference to Grimaldi’s contents is only an example of how certain
apparently distant positions can instead converge into a single anti-capitalistic, technophobic and more or less consciously Jewish-phobic attitude (and,
in some cases, openly antisemitic, as will be seen shortly). In the universe of
the skeptics of the pandemic and 5G, the names of Soros and Gates are recurrent, as targets of different conspiracy theories. In this particular declination it
is above all Microsoft’s co-founder who has been turned into a real scapegoat,
because he is accused of having created, spread or modified the virus in order
to “control the world” and/or “sell his vaccines” (VV.AA. 2020: 14-15). In the
case of Soros, on the other hand, the discourse easily degrades into antisemitism, a constant reflection of many conspirators who always see the ‘evil’ plot
of some Jewish brotherhood; in particular, two British anti-5G activists have
long campaigned against this technology using antisemitic arguments and
encouraging the reading of the false historical “Protocols of the Elderly Sages
of Zion”, gaining the result that the municipality of Totnes did not install the
5g towers (Davis 2020). This allows us to grasp how sovereign and libertarian
positions, although apparently opposite and not at all homogeneous, manage
to coexist and sometimes mix under the ideological umbrella of pandemic
denial on the one hand and 5G aversion on the other (Mason 2020), however
different prevalences can be grasped in individual European countries. In
5

From the personal blog of Fulvio Grimaldi, 11 September 2020: https://fulviogrimaldi.blogspot.com/2020/09/match-video-tra-un-pro-5g-e-me-il-5g-e.html.
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Italy, for example, there is a rather close proximity between the extreme right
and the skeptics of the pandemic (Zitelli 2020): since the weeks of lockdown,
the Italian neo-fascists of Casapound and Forza Nuova have urged citizens to
not use masks and to violate the rules on distancing, they have also organized
a parade on the occasion of Easter by exploiting Catholicism and, again, have
helped to organize some demonstrations in Rome, such as the “no-masks” on
5 September and the “Liberation” on 10 October. In France, on the other
hand, the evocation of radical anti-capitalists and anarcho-ecologists is more
frequent, therefore a galaxy that refers more to the “ultragauche” (the extreme left), as in the case of the claims of some attacks on the 5G antennas
mentioned above or the “Day of Action and Information against 5G” in Lyon
on 19 September, centred on the criticism of a “technicienne” society of control, surveillance, consumerism and environmental degradation.

The constellation of skeptics
If the anthropologist is “the astronomer of human constellations”, as
Claude Lévi-Strauss (1958) claimed, i.e. the scientist in charge of discovering
a meaning in very different configurations in the order of size and distance
from those closest to him, then with regard to the galaxy of the 5G skeptics
we must make an effort to observe more deeply, avoiding any too intuitive
and superficial definition. Once again the Italian case can provide us with a
cue for such a deepening, since the term “negazionisti” (deniers) has been
spreading in public opinion, which however is controversial, both because in
the Italian language it is strongly linked to the Shoah, even if not exclusively,
and, entering into the merits, because it flattens the variety of “pande-skeptics” positions. As we have seen in the previous paragraph, the “conspiracy
entrepreneurs” are many and differentiated, both for political-cultural background and for ideological-practical purposes; this is inevitably reflected in
their listeners, in the people who take part in their marches, in the activists
who follow their rallies or who, sometimes, take action by making vandalic
gestures.
Considering the practical difficulty of carrying out ethnography in this
historical moment in that specific ‘community’, an effective method to collect data and, above all, to listen to the reasons of these people, is to follow
their public initiatives and rallies. From this point of view, an occasion of
great interest was the “Stop 5G” event, a sort of relay of rallies lasting 3h30’,
organised in Rome on 12 September by the “Alleanza Italiana Stop 5G”. The
event was entirely streamed live at the same time by some YouTube channels
and then the film was kept on that platform for anyone who wanted to watch
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it again.6 This has allowed the writer to make a small ‘netnography’ because,
precisely, the full recording of that event has allowed us to get a closer look
at a ‘human constellation’ which, also through the live comments to the film
and further contributions of characters who orbit in the same area, presents
many internal nuances.
Frequently branded as ‘imbeciles’, ‘madmen’ or ‘reactionaries’, the individuals present in the square and on stage show are aware of what they say and
organize in the way they act. Although the event brought together just over a
thousand participants, the media reverberation was broad and lasting, a sign
that they know how to attract attention and how to make people talk about
themselves and the theme they are committed to. Among the facts there is
the composition of the square: certainly heterogeneous, but with an average age in the ‘middle age’ bracket, even if there was no lack of young people, perhaps more curious than militants. Apart from a few isolated subjects
more ‘folkloristic’, everything and everyone seemed extraordinarily ‘normal’:
families, old people, young people with signs and banners, just like in other
political and social demonstrations. The afternoon in the central Piazza del
Popolo in Rome is organized as a long collective request to the Government
to suspend the “dangerous experimentation of the Internet of things, which has
obvious social, health, environmental repercussions and undermines personal
freedoms and constitutional rights”. Presented by two journalists, 16 speakers
– politicians, doctors, biologists, actors, astrophysicists, writers – who, from
different angles, are conveyed in a single complaint, that of the “dark sides of
5G in the model of hyper-digital society”.
The contents are the most disparate and alongside unfounded and incongruous arguments there are others worth reflecting on. Indicative, however,
is the opening sentence of the event, solemnly proclaimed by the first speaker, the biologist Tonia Di Giovacchino: “irradiated, ill, spied on, controlled,
damaged in human rights and dignity. 5G, a thud in our lives, nightmare of
the present future, electromagnetic tsunami that violates our bodies, engulfs
our minds, desecrates the most intimate essence of humanity”. Below I propose
a list of the issues that have emerged: medical-scientific, political-environmental, educational-school, geopolitical and economic, legal-administrative,
philosophical and socio-anthropological.
The most present theme is undoubtedly health. According to Dr. Ferdinando Laghi, president of ISDE (an international association of doctors
for the environment), electromagnetism is “potentially carcinogenic”, so his
6

On the YouTube channel “Border Nights” there is the 3h30’ video, dated 12 September
2020, entitled “national event STOP 5G: for the moratorium, constitution and digital self-determination”: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iHgKZ7mDAwI.
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association, since “it is not prejudicial against technological development, but
prejudicially against certain damage to health”, calls for “a 5G moratorium to
ensure health effects”. According to other speakers, 5G will lead to an “electromagnetism overdose” and this will cause a lowering of immune defences
through “ionizing radiation” and, therefore, a spread of diseases, including
the COVID-19 pandemic, because it would destroy cells and DNA. For others, the health risk of 5G is at the root of further medical problems, such as
headaches, cancers and various forms of fatigue.
A second topic concerns the environment and the effects of 5G on the
ecosystem. The actor Enrico Montesano states that during the lockdown,
trees were cut down to install antennas (this is a fake-news, as many European sources attest), while the lawyer Luca Saltalamacchia7 in a promotional
spot of the event declares that 5G is an energivoral and risky technology for
public safety.
There are those who are concerned about the school-pedagogical model
of distance education, which would be favoured by this technology, such as
the doctor Anna Rita Iannetti8, who denounces the “total alteration of personality building” of children “forced at home in front of a monitor” and far
from their classmates and teacher, therefore from empathic and sensorial relationships.
Widening one’s gaze, the risk of 5G technology would also be geopolitical and military. This is supported by journalist Margherita Furlan, according to whom this technology was developed by the USA and China to make
powerful remote weapons work, and echoed by journalist Danilo Ducci in a
report for “ByoBlu”, a YouTube channel of ‘counter-information’, according
to which this form of armament is the preparation of “a future war that would
mean the end of generations”.
There are, of course, also important economic spin-offs, since 5G would
consolidate a de facto global oligopoly, managed by telecommunications corporations. This is a narrative that has been known for years, which cyclically
adapts to new needs, but whose structure always contrasts ‘free information’
with ‘strong powers’. The declination of the case in question is thus presented
by the writer Marco Pizzuti:
All the big decisions, therefore not only 5G, are taken outside the Parliaments
in exclusive private clubs, such as the Bilderberg Club; and it is no coincidence that the head of the task force for the [italian post-pandemic] recon-

7

Saltalamacchia was candidate for the presidency of the Campania region for the “Terra”
ecologist list in the local elections of 20-21 September 2020.
8
Iannetti was candidate for the presidency of the Marche region for the “Movimento 3V”
(Vaccini Vogliamo Verità) list, at the local elections of 20-21 September 2020.
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struction is Vittorio Colao, member of Bilderberg, former general manager
Omnitel, former CEO of Vodafone, current member of Verizon, colossus of
5G that is installing all its antennas around the world. Vittorio Colao has also
worked with one of the world’s largest investment banks, Morgan Stanley, so
he is a trusted man of the elite.

Moreover, a young artist and activist of the “Our voice” movement highlighted the democratic risks, because 5G will favour video surveillance and
facial recognition, so it is concentrating “in the hands of the holders of this
technology an uncontrollable power”. Among the speakers were also challenged the legal instruments issued by the Italian government to avoid the
blockade by the mayors, such as the lawyer Giuseppe Cannizzo, according
to whom these decrees are “a serious violation of the principle of citizens’ freedom”, who are “cavies”: “we are undergoing the greatest in vitro experiment in
the history of mankind [...]; citizens have never been heard, involved, consulted;
not even the weaker groups such as children and cancer patients”.
This leads to philosophical and social reflections, since 5G technology
would lead to hyper connection (“each of us will become a transmitter”),
therefore to isolation and atomisation. The writer Luciano Chiappa is of the
idea that we must
distinguish well between ‘social innovation’ and ‘technological innovation’.
Social innovation is that which brings being closer to its own self-assertion,
whereas 5G is the technical innovation which distances being from its own
self-assertion, indeed it is the self-denial of being according to its own human
nature.

At the same time, ethical issues arise, such as those on transhumanism
raised by the teacher Annalisa Buccieri, from the School Observatory of the
Italian Alliance Stop 5G. She said that the current Italian Minister of Education
hopes for the hybrid between man and machine; she explicitly invites us not
to be afraid of transhumanist philosophy; I am afraid instead: I am a teacher,
an activist and above all a terrified mother, a mother who will not send her
son to school this year.

Further conspiracist positions on 5G as a project to decimate and/or enslave humanity should be pointed out, so in his long and concluding speech
Maurizio Martucci, national coordinator of the Italian Alliance Stop 5G and
organizer of the event, vehemently said:
we are in a techno-dictatorship, where the new oil is represented by data, our
data [...]. 5G is not for us, it is for them to control us, to monitor us, to track
us, to have us in their hands! [...] In full lockdown Bill Gates has registered
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the patent “Microsoft 2020 06.06.06” with which he would like to insert in
the human body a chip capable of monitoring the daily physical activity of a
person in exchange for cryptocurrency, so our thoughts, our mind, our emotions, our identity, our body will be reduced to a bargaining chip, in exchange
for cryptocurrency! [...] We will never allow the human being to be replaced
by a hybrid!.

Finally, we have to consider the interventions with religious reflections (a
form of ‘conspirituality’, between new-age and conspiracy, which Ward and
Voas had already noticed in 2011), like that of astrophysicist Giuliana Conforto, who illustrated an almost messianic scenario:
Why are they in such a hurry to do 5G? Because an epochal event is happening that has been foretold by all the prophecies, and which is verified by
scientific data: the earth’s magnetic field is about to reverse. This is made in
the shape of an apple, it is called “Earth’s magnetosphere”, and the two poles,
positive and negative, are about to reverse. This means that it passes through
zero, i.e. the electromagnetic field is switching off; these are the famous “three
days of darkness” that have been announced since all time. What we don’t
know, but we are observing it, is that if we remove this “apple” we see what it
was hiding, that is another Earth, an Earth visible only by space probes that
has the shape of a child 4/5 times bigger than the spherical Earth that we believe is real. Instead this is a Matrix; we are part of a single organism.

The people mentioned in this paragraph are simply speakers at a public demonstration, so they should not be confused with vandals who used
violence against 5G antennas. This quick but wide overview of anti-5G positions is useful to show how complex is the question of a unitary definition,
which certainly cannot be the term ‘neo-luddism’, since only a small part of
the galaxy presented above has actually committed violence against physical instruments. However, even in this case any definition that is too narrow
is still imprecise, because not all of them are ‘technophobic’, indeed some
of them call themselves ‘techno-rebels’ (from extreme right to extreme left)
and, especially in France, they use for themselves the term ‘Amish’, from the
Anabaptist religious community widespread especially in Ohio, as a mockery
of power (in French the assonance is with the word ‘amis’, friends; therefore
“nous sommes les Amish de Macron”, “we are the Macron’s Amish”, is an ironic
way to identify and distance oneself).
According to a sociological report carried out by Antoine Bristielle on
the French “no-masks”, the ‘typical’ profile of the pandemic skeptic (and, by
adjacency, of 5G) would be that of a middle-aged woman, with a medium
level of education, tending to be right-wing and very doubtful about political, health and media institutions (Bristielle 2020). However interesting and
useful, the profile of the ‘average type’ does not explain why different people
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live under the same flag. This would be a socio-anthropological study to be
deepened with prolonged and repeated ethnographic investigations, but in
the meantime may prove useful the concept of “consipracy singularity” by
Anna Merlan (2020), i.e. “the place where many conspiracy communities are
suddenly meeting and merging, a melting pot of unimaginable density”. This
is a fusion phenomenon that occurs when the conspiracy theory (or narrative,
if you prefer) can be adapted to the purposes and, therefore, is able to attract
very different people ideologically.

For whom the tower burns?
Observing certain phenomena analytically, the social sciences try to precisely define their object (or rather, subject) of study, so as to be able to
understand it and to trace the motivations and conditions for which certain
events occur. Therefore, it is not the previous cultural differences that determine the conflict, but the logic of exclusion and the marginalization of
certain social groups, as well as a political-media strategy of those who are
its spokesmen, that produce the variegated galaxy of skeptics, within which
some push themselves to acts of violence and vandalism. As Fabio Dei
(2005) observes, the search for meanings and reasons for violence means
framing it as a human activity that produces meaning and is governed by
rules like all the others, but understanding it does not mean forgiving or
flanking it. There is a high risk of speaking about certain phenomena with
a language that is too contiguous to that of one of the parties involved, especially those who have more decisional and managerial power, if not in
content, at least in the form of a certain discursive order. Therefore, the risk
of complicity is real, not only symbolic, since the very fact of talking about
violence is an integral part of the definition of the subjects involved. This
has often led to fragmentary and discontinuous texts, more evocative than
analytical, but without a doubt the best attempt is to seek forms of writing
aimed at an analysis of the symbolic syntax of specific practices, and which
adequately return the tension between epistemological, emotional and ethical aspects.
The “conspiracy singularity” allows rather different personalities, with
sometimes distant motivations, to cohabit under the umbrella of the theories of the variegated ‘pande-skeptic’ universe. The key is in the mechanism
with which such narratives work, which is similar to the one identified by
Roland Barthes for astrology. This is not the evocation of a dream world,
but the strictly realistic description of a precise social slice. Barthes says
that “astrology is by no means an opening to dreams, but a pure mirror, a
pure institution of reality” (Barthes 1957: 181-182). The French employee
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and saleswoman of the 1950s in which Barthes writes read the horoscope
to exorcise their daily life, to half-alienate and half-release themselves
from reality. Similarly, the conspiracy theory – or in any case the narrative
against 5G – works as a mirror of those who believe in it: it recounts the
nightmare of daily life of oneself. As a speaker on stage in Rome effectively
exposed,
we must defend ourselves and our territory, but the territory we must defend
must be understood in broad terms: our territory is first and foremost our
brain, that is, our thoughts; it is fundamental to defend our thoughts. Then
we must defend our body, and finally our territory, that is, the place where
we walk, where our children study and play, where we work, where we meet.

The ‘community’ we are observing is composed of individuals, in the
sense of singles people who are concerned, if not obsessed, with their own
bodies, their own existence. They do not show particular empathy towards
fragile and subordinate people – unless they are children, pregnant women
and cancer patients –; they do not deal with political issues that propose a
ransom or a subversion of order, but focus just on defending privileges that
they would like to control even more. Theirs is an ego-centred conception
of the world, incapable of connecting notions and building a perspective.
In the speeches pronounced on stage and in the texts published on the web
by the anti-5Gs there emerges a viewpoint that cannot be called ‘political’
in the strict sense of the word, because in reality it is emotional, like that of
a horde that moves on the basis of feelings and not visions.
And yet, on a symbolic level, the fire of burnt antennas should be considered as a form of catharsis of one’s own life, to be burnt in order to hope
to renew it. Therefore, beyond those flames there could be more than vandalism and rebelliousness as an end in itself, because – and this is a working
hypothesis – there could also be demands, for example, for a rethinking of
progress, hopefully without giving up technology (Sorgi 2020), for a collective advancement that is able to involve and include, to listen and to fill the
gaps.
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Abstract
Questo articolo è finalizzato a presentare i risultati delle attività di ricerca condotte nell’ambito del progetto Converge – COVID-19 Working Group – Itstime Working Group: COVID-19
and Viral Violence.
La ricerca si focalizza su alcune domande chiave con lo scopo di esplorare, comprendere e
interpretare come l’attuale pandemia causata dal virus COVID-19 possa influenzare le attività
di varie forme di estremismo.
In aggiunta, viene proposto un approfondimento dell’estrema destra e delle sue molte espressioni, data la sua peculiarità e l’importanza come minaccia globale.
Le attività di ricerca sono state condotte in accordo a un approccio metodologico misto, usando strumenti metodologici come una survey investigativa online e una etnografia digitale fondata su open source.
L’analisi di queste ricerche ha prodotto significativi risultati per meglio comprendere e interpretare la minaccia posta dall’estrema destra in varie parti del mondo e nel contesto dell’attuale pandemia.
Infine, nuove relazioni tra concetti portano alla definizione di fusione dell’estrema destra per
identificare quei fenomeni collegati all’estrema destra e al tema della violenza simbolica.
This article aims to present the results of the research activities carried out in the framework
of Converge – COVID-19 Working Group – Itstime Working Group: COVID-19 and Viral
Violence.
The research focused on key questions aimed at exploring, understanding and interpreting
how the current pandemic caused by the COVID-19 virus can influence the activities of various forms of extremism.
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In addition, a deepening of extreme right and its many expressions is proposed, given its peculiarity and importance as a global threat.
The research activities were conducted according to a mixed methodological approach, using
as methodological tools, an online investigative survey and an open source-based digital ethnography.
The analysis of these researches has produced significant findings, to better understand and
interpret the threat posed by the extreme right in various parts of the world and in the context
of the current pandemic.
Finally, new relationships between concepts lead to the definition of fusion extreme right to
generally identify the phenomena related to extreme right as well as the issue of symbolic
violence.

Keywords
Extreme Right, extremisms; Fusion extreme right; Symbolic violence; Viral violence, pandemic

1. Introduction
The current paper is focusing on the research activities carried out within
the framework of the project Converge – COVID-19 Working Group – Itstime Working Group: COVID-19 and Viral Violence. Specifically:
The COVID-19 and Viral Violence Working Group focuses on empirical considerations about the relations between the COVID-19 pandemic and various
forms of violence, emerging during the crisis management. The focus area
consists of multidisciplinary perspectives on political extremisms taking advantage from the pandemic; violent responses to violations of the quarantine;
interpersonal violence; and civil unrest against crisis management measures.1

The overall Itstime Working Group COVID-19 and Viral Violence presents a research agenda of topics to be explored that focus on some national
and international social phenomena that have taken place and that have be-

1

This article is part of empirical considerations that the author will use during the effort of
the COVID-19 and Viral Violence Working Group (National Science Foundation funded
Social Science Extreme Events Research-SSEER Network&amp; CONVERGE/Natural
Hazards Center at the University of Colorado Boulder, https://converge.colorado.edu/
resources/covid-19/working-groups/issues-impacts-recovery/covid-19-and-viral-violence). This
COVID-19 Working Group effort has been supported by the National Science FoundationfundedSocial Science Extreme Events Research (SSEER) network and the CONVERGE
facility at the Natural Hazards Center at the University of Colorado Boulder (NSF Award
#1841338). Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this
material are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the NSF, SSEER,
or CONVERGE. https://www.itstime.it/w/converge; https://converge.colorado.edu/resources/
covid-19/working-groups/issues-impacts-recovery/covid-19-and-viral-violence.
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come increasingly prominent with the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.
This contribution will focus on some specific questions in the more general research agenda2.
In particular, the points of interest and the research questions for which
the research and the original findings was carried out are the following:
Political but not limited to, extremism narratives in both digital and offline
domains are potentially trying to take advantage of the pandemic, promoting
their missions and ideas.
• Research Question 1: Which extremist groups are potentially trying to take
advantage from the pandemic crisis?
• Research Question 2: What are their main communicative dynamics?
• Research Question 3: What are their main sociological, ideological, and
cultural features?

In order to achieve the purpose of this research a mixed methodological
approach was considered, including the following methods and tools:
– an investigative survey, collecting six responses from academics, experts
and practitioners. The use of the answers is done in complete anonymity;
– an online extremist ethnography aimed at collecting information and data
from both direct and indirect sources such as reports, newspaper articles,
web and dark web sources.
This methodological approach can be found in the broader theoretical
and methodological framework initiated with another research project on political extremism and ethnography.3
The online investigative survey was useful to focus on which forms of
extremism, such as groups, communication dynamics, tactics, strategies and
socio-cultural features were most deserving to focus on in time of pandemic.
The results of these insights have therefore led to the decision to deepen
the real and/or perceived threat of the extreme right in its different meanings
and from an international perspective.

2
Lucini, Barbara, Alvanou, Maria, Gugg, Giovanni, (2020). “COVID-19 and Viral Violence”,
CONVERGE COVID-19 Working Groups for Public Health and Social Sciences Research.
Boulder, CO: Natural Hazards Center, University of Colorado Boulder. https://converge.
colorado.edu/resources/covid-19/working-groups/issues-impacts-recovery/covid-19-and-viralviolence; https://converge.colorado.edu/resources/covid-19/working-groups/research-agendas.
3
https://www.itstime.it/w/nuove-ricerche-etnografie-dellestremismo-politico-ethnographies-ofpolitical-extremisms-by-barbara-lucini.
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2. Understanding extremist threats in time of pandemic: the
rise of Mimetic Fusion Extremism
Every crisis and so the pandemic caused by the COVID-19 virus highlighted the vulnerability factors of the societies on which it has impacted:
for example, the infrastructure criticality of health systems and the lack of
resilience of some models and related socio-economic systems have become
apparent, considering the lack of prior knowledge about the risk factor: a virus
unknown in its behaviour that therefore poses difficulties in predicting and
responding contingently.
From the outset, the pandemic context and vulnerability it has generated
in the affected societies has highlighted the potential and opportunities that
this situation could represent for the various forms of extremism and their
fringes.
The attention of experts and the traditional media has focused in particular on the risk of potential attacks by ISIS especially in Europe or in Western
countries: indeed there were attacks but not in Europe at least in the first
moments of the pandemic.
Moreover, the primary effects of pandemic management and containment measures have led experts to better delineate the crisis scenario, within
which possible radicalisation or polarisation could take place:
In June 2020, Norwegian police said they were concerned that the social and
economic strains caused by the coronavirus pandemic could lead to more
radicalisation and extremist violence. “It’s likely that an increased number of
Norwegians will become vulnerable to radicalisation as a result of social and
economic challenges following the COVID-19 pandemic,” the PST security
police force said. (Karmon, 2020)

So if at a general level the pandemic caused by the COVID-19 virus has
highlighted divisions not only latent present especially in the European landscape (Sybilline Report, 2020) highlighting the lack of resilience of societies
in facing a crisis generated by an unknown virus, but also by lack of communication and socio-cultural competences in the management of the crisis
itself.
Moreover, there was a focus on the possibility that different forms of extremism – not always attributable to a clear but often misleading and nebulous ideological matrix (Soufan Centre, 2020) – can increasingly be represented by a characteristic of mimetic fusion features.
This reminds us that many overlaps and interconnections are present both
between some fringes of extremism that are often considered opposite (i.e.
ISIS and far-right) and in the mixtures between the three dimensions of the
extreme right such as: far-right, radical right-wing and alt-right.
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The current pandemic has been both context and facilitator or push factor
of certain polarizing visions and dynamics, coming above all from the world
of the extreme right.
These trends are, however, within an already polarized scenario as described by the Europol Te-Sat 2020 Report where right extremism has considered for the year 2019 both from its violent acts and non-violent dimensions.
Other reports are homogeneous in considering the phenomenon of the
extreme right as a trend that is being systemized considering also the impact
and effects that the pandemic has on this phenomenon, not only in quantitative terms and in the medium-long term.
For instance, CTED Report (2020) states:
Member States and researchers have warned that extreme right-wing terrorists
are using COVID-19-related conspiracy theories and disinformation to radicalize, recruit and fundraise, as well as seeking to inspire plots and attacks.

The understanding of the threat of the extreme right is a very complex
process due to the heterogeneity of currents and cultural representations that
this phenomenon collects under it.
In addition to this characteristic, there is also the pervasiveness of these
networks and organizations, the mimetic feature, which often adhere to local
realities and policies more than there is awareness.
Nevertheless, there is still a perception that right-wing extremism is not
really a real threat, as perceived or built. This attitude leads to an underestimation of the threat during the phase of threat and risk assessment, becoming
also not sensitive to the weak signals that a type of threat like this has been
launching for years.
In this regard, the Sibylline report (2020) argues that this threat is a “persistent threat.”
Specifically:
Terror tactics are unlikely to shift, with lone actors and the right wing presenting a persistent threat. 2020 has seen a continuation of isolated low-level incidents. Transnational terror groups such as IS and AQ will maintain their activities in traditional areas of operation such as Iraq, Syria, the Sahel and Libya;
these groups are leveraging the Western failures over COVID to continue
to inspire proxies. 2020 has also seen right-wing extremists carry out attacks,
such as February’s shooting in Hanau Germany and May’s Boogaloo-affiliated killings in Oakland CA, with high-profile events such as November’s US
presidential election likely to serve as a flashpoint for further far-right activity.

This underlines the need to support and promote active pathways of monitoring this threat, focusing on the communicative aspects, recruitment and
radicalisation dynamics. Perception of the threat therefore becomes an impor-
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tant factor in determining how various signals from polarised environments
and hotspots can indicate future negative developments: For many far right
influencers and organisations the pandemic represents an environment that is
conducive to their longed-for demise of democratic society (Karmon, 2020).
Few studies so far have focused on the perception of experts and analysts
of the phenomenon, underestimating the value that their own interpretations
and cultural biases can have.
An important step for this point is to be able to enhance the knowledge
and awareness of those who still do not consider extreme right as a real or
otherwise evolving threat:
Scott Atran, known researcher of terrorism at the University of Michigan, considers that “the greatest threat, by far, comes from far-right networks and white
supremacist groups... [which] are extremely active, inciting attacks against
Asians – who [they accuse of having] carried the disease to the White Race;
immigrants from all countries but especially darker people.” (Karmon, 2020)

Furthermore, it is also important to recognize the characteristic of transnationality that more and more over the years, the extreme right is developing, interweaving relationships and networks in much of the world:
With the increasing use of live streaming, English-language manifestos, and
social media platforms and messaging applications as the main facilitator of
personal networks, right-wing extremism is shifting more from a local toward
a global stage. (Karmon, 2020)

In light of this, what becomes essential is to deepen the knowledge of this
specific threat, in a changed context, such as the new international scenario
produced by the pandemic, not placing cultural or political limits in the interpretation of the specific culture, signs and symbols through which it manifests itself both in the online and offline domain.

3. Online investigative survey: exploring extremism during
pandemic
An online investigative survey was conducted on July 2020 in order to better understand the guidelines and perspectives related to the various forms of
extremism during the pandemic caused by COVID-19 virus.
Specifically, six academic and other experts coming from public and private institutions were involved, granting them full anonymity.
The online investigative survey is divided into two parts: the first that addresses the understanding of the various forms of extremism in the times of
the current pandemic; the second part in view of the open source analysis
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conducted focuses on the threat of the extreme right in relation to the potential opportunities produced by the pandemic caused by COVID-19 virus.
Starting by analysing the first part and the questions related to it, results
and insights emerge that will help guide the second part of the research conducted according to the approach and principles of digital ethnography (Kozinets, 2019).
The first question of the first part focuses on: “Do you think that the societies that are experiencing COVID-19 pandemic are increasingly polarizing
towards different forms of extremism? (i.e. civil unrest against crisis management measures; far-right movement ...).”
The variety of experts and their vision varies from a pole of a continuum
with a yes and no answer, to a more cautious answer as it is too early to know
and then specify that:
Every kind of crisis is polarizing for democratic societies. Considered as turning points, crises bear the potential for rapid change and bring along interferences in democratic freedoms. The executive receives excessive power to
cope with crises situations. Hence, it is natural that oppositional actor politicize decisions and try to create opportunities to implement an alternative
crisis management.

This statement is interesting because it opens up to the prospect of interpretation what is proposed by the various sources of extremism as a kind
of alternative crisis management, as the government and legitimized to the
management of the crisis has shown limitations and inadequacies in almost
all the countries affected by the epidemic.
Wanting to deepen the potential of the extreme right to become a social
actor other than present, it emerges that in reality the practical application of
the threat is ambivalent and not fully realized:
The far-right has been at the forefront to transform anxieties and uncertainties
into anti-establishment resentments – yet not always as successful. In some
cases it couldn’t proof to have viable alternatives, in others it has merged with
conspiracy ideologies which delegated its positions to the fringes of societies.
As the migration issue lost salience in public debates, the central issue of farright movements went astray and could not be replaced by a really mobilizing
substitute.

The emergence in the pandemic scenario of conspiracy theories and their
narratives at the public level has led to a part of right-wing extremism becoming increasingly a fringe of this phenomenon, although powerful in terms of
communicative and building a different public image of the pandemic.

76

BARBARA LUCINI

The second question was aimed at exploring the perception of the threat
by experts: “The pandemic caused by COVID-19 has brought out a multitude of different (mixed) forms and organizations, tending to extremism or
extremists. What do you think are the most threatening?”
The answers were as follows:
1. The most threatening trend is the rise of conspiracy ideologues who have
risen meteorically and sow the seeds for violence. Especially the QAnon
conspiracy myths have a high potential to drag people into extremist mindsets and to create violent fantasies;
2. Right-wing extremists and conspiracy theory extremists (these two groups
overlap somewhat, but can be distinguished along some lines);
3. Terrorism, conspiracism and deaths caused by the pandemic itself;
4. Far Right Libertarian movements in the USA

What transpires from these statements is the concern, expressed in terms
of threat, of the spread of conspiracy theories and narratives related to the
vision of the pandemic and that affect the individual perception of people.
One element in particular seems to assimilate the possibilities of radicalization on the part of the extreme right, with the jihadist extremist: personal
rage, (Ebner, 2017) anger and frustration, coming from a personal experience
that lead to the sharing of alternative interpretations of reality or an aspect of
it. In reference to this, there is a first limitation in the overall management
of this pandemic, namely the lack of knowledge about previous situations of
hardship in some contexts and how these have been transformed with the
impact of pandemic management measures.
The third question wants to delve even further into what kind of threat in
the new international context defined by the pandemic is most recognized:
“Islamic extremism was the first extremist actor to be considered a threat from
the very first moments of the pandemic. Do you agree? If yes, how do you
think Islamic extremism is exploiting the current pandemic?”
Interestingly, the majority of responses regard the answer as negative, as
there are other realities that seem to pose more concrete threats such as that
of extreme right extremism: No, at least not in the United States. The biggest
threat comes from violent right-wing extremists and their spread of weaponized
disinformation. Furthermore, the context sensitive nature of the threat is
something that is considered here:
It depends on the region. Extremists always instrumentalize crises and thereby
those actors who act firstly and firmly are probably those with the most resources. In European countries, Islamist organizations have been largely invisible as crisis actors which says a lot about their lack of mobilization resources
and ideas how to exploit the COVID crisis. In fact, there have been militant
groups who communicated to withdraw during COVID times.
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This is interesting to note, since the survey was conducted in July 2020
and at the end of September an Islamic-inspired knife attack4 was conducted
near the former headquarters of the satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo.
Once again, the attack shows the low organizational level of some attacks
as well as the responsiveness with respect to some communications that the
same satirical newspaper had promoted in relation to the publication of the
cartoons that published the image and the mockery of Muhammad.
Focusing on the most methodological and technical ways of spreading extremist vision, it is useful to ask whether the effects of pandemic containment
measures, such as lockdown in many countries, have produced what can be
defined as an online extremism displacement, promoting and encouraging
even more typical online activities such as processes of radicalisation and
recruitment.
In fact, some public sources have often emphasized this strong impulse
and the fact that the closures determined by the lockdown allowed a displacement and an increase in activities typical of the various forms of extremism
from which the question: “Do you think that the various (mixed) forms of
extremism have benefited from more online activities? If yes, how and for
what types of extremism?”
Many experts agree that such an effect will be possible in the coming
years, in the long term:
Not yet. The following years might show that the distribution processes of the
coming economic crisis will bear much more potential to traditional dichotomies of us and them – especially for far-right extremists to transform social
into ethnic conflicts.

In particular, it is stressed that the secondary effects of the pandemic, on
the economy and social stability of the affected countries will only be understood in some time and only then will we be able to understand how they
have contributed to the change in societies and the new forms they have
taken on.
Keeping always the reference to the side effects, another expert argues
that: Yes [they can benefit], but indirectly. This indirectly means that the impact of increased use of online platforms (including dark and deep web) will
be felt on recruitment activities and even more than radicalisation.
This is a trend already partially evident in its early phase, especially with
regard to the younger ones: the displacement of the means of communication
and dissemination of the various visions allows to reach a target with different
socio-demographic characteristics, especially younger.
4

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-54302337.
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The latest response again focuses on the predominance of the far right in
the even more fundamental online activities of the lockdown period and the
pandemic.
At the end of this first exploratory part, a question is asked about the phenomenon of fake news, which we know to be a phenomenon not new or
innovative, but that the change of communication tools has made it different
from the past: “Do you think fake news is a specific strategy for current forms
of extremism? If yes, what dynamics are most relevant and for what forms or
extremist groups?”
The majority of responses confirm that the communication and narrative
dynamics of fake news can be identified as a strategy of current forms of extremism, which therefore take advantage of the opportunities produced by
the digital environment and the effects that they produce in real life:
Fake news are one of many tactics in a kind of information warfare – especially online. Fake news are often integrated into larger narratives and mixed with
true facts. It is oftentimes not the problem of wrong content but of bigoted
framing. Most importantly, it is up to social media companies to constrain
the spread of extremist messaging. They provide infrastructures and facilitated
effective networking globally for the spread of extremist ideas.

Two aspects emerge as essential in understanding the role that fake news
plays in the broader scenario of widespread information warfare:
1. the importance of the frame provided by both technical aspects typical of
the chosen IT infrastructure and socio-cultural aspects that support and
allow the dissemination of certain news and communications;
2. the ability of these infrastructures to create networks that can be connected and become interdependent internationally
Another element that is emphasized is how in reality fake news is often
considered not only a communicative strategy, but an alternative to the mainstreaming context of information: Yes they are, as extremist groups tend to see
fake news as a way of bypassing mainstream news and media.
In relation to this topic there have also been negative responses, thus proving that fake news remains one of the many communications and relational
strategies chosen by the various forms of extremism.
Given the importance that right-wing extremism seems to have as a threat
in this new pandemic scenario, the second part of the online survey focused
on the possibilities of development of this phenomenon, its peculiarities and
the potential impact of COVID-19 pandemic on its activities.
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The first question focuses on what specific threat can come from the far
right given the current pandemic context: “Right wing extremism seems to
be at the height of its renewed development. According to you, what threats
come from this form of extremism in the scenario of the current pandemic?
(Please, in case of, differentiate about far-right; right-wing, alt-right...).”
Responses are articulated in a number of specific threat aspects, as follows:
As a whole, the radical right has different threats: terrorism and political violence; community cohesion and hate crimes; and of course electoral and legal
(especially to the vulnerable). Most at risk are usually ethnic and religious
minorities. Furthermore,
it depends on the specific spectrum. Militant fractions like accelerationists
may see the crisis situation as specific opportunities to cause mayhem that
they see as imperative to build a new society from scratch. More institutionalized actors need to reshape their profile. Yet, the overarching theme is missing without the salience of migration. Movements like the Alt-Right loose
further traction. Conspiracists are gaining ground and they are very difficult
to control. Rejection of (ethno-cultural, religious) pluralism in representative
democracies.

No matter how as mentioned above, there are those who point out that but
most is not (yet) violent – the alt right is the one to watch, emphasizing how
often the non-violent but destabilizing dimension is present in one or more
components of right extremism.
Moving more specifically, it was interesting to ask about the potential relationship between right-wing extremism and the social conflicts that emerged
during the lockdown and the management of the pandemic: “What do you
think is the relationship between right-wing extremism and the current social
conflicts in many countries, in time of pandemic?”
The responses highlighted three key aspects
– the impossibility of short-term prediction due not only to the time dimension of development of the phenomenon, but also to the socio-cultural
differences present in different contexts: It is not clear yet and I i’s difficult
to say, as this is different from country-to-country;
– the connection between far-right and social conflicts prior to or not evident before the pandemic: Far-right extremists aim to deepen social conflicts and to provoke an atmosphere of upheaval. They aim to create a state
of exception where radical measures are legitimate or even desirable, and
more generally The role is one of an antagonist always trying to make
things worse;
– the impact that this pandemic originating from Asia has had on people
from that area, also causing hate speech and hate crime: blaming immigrants both before and during lockdown.
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The penultimate question focuses on the possibilities that the far right
can find to exploit the pandemic and the social effects it has produced: “How
do you think right-wing extremism will exploit the social conflicts emerged
during the pandemic in many countries?” Specifically four seem to be the
predominant orientations:
– most actors will call out for “the own people first” when it comes to distribution processes in economic crises thus reinforcing some narratives in
Europe and the US about social inequalities seen from the perspective
of right-wing extremism;
– probably on welfare issues (related to public health): another key aspect
especially in some countries where culturally there is a greater focus on
welfare issues and reflected where the presence of certain forms of rightwing extremism seems to be the greatest;
– Spread fear: considering, for example, the spread of conspiracy or negationist theories, their narratives and communication strategies;
– Through wedge issues like ‘free speech’ or distrust of government decisions
during the Coronavirus: this is particularly related to the anti-government
dimension of some components of right-wing extremism;
The previous four aspects are underlined which are also essential dimensions for understanding the communication, tactical and organisational
methodologies of right-wing extremism in the days of the COVID-19.
The last question concerns the role of fake news in the days of the pandemic and in relation to right-wing extremism: “What do you think is the
relationship between right-wing extremism and fake news in time of pandemic?
First of all, it is interesting to note that the various answers are not unanimous in finding differences between crisis times and routine times: for some,
the communication strategies related to the spread of fake news are the same
both in times of crisis and in normal times, differentiating themselves only
for the content.
Others, on the other hand, do not fail to point out the use of right-wing
extremism of fake news during these months of pandemic:
Far-right extremists have an instrumental relationship to truth. They do not
care if the information that they spread are true or not. As long as it fits into the
strategic patterns, they have no ethical boundaries to construct reality according to their ideologies. Hence, fake news are always an important component
for far-right mobilization – their content are just disseminated much quicker
in crisis times.

Furthermore, there is a tactical dimension – organizational: Right-wing
extremists use disinformation for the sake of recruitment and radicalization.
They deliberately spread false information to motivate other individuals to
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adopt their ideologies. Additionally, right wing extremism thrives on conspiracy theories.
The analysis of this online investigative survey orients the vision of the
dimensions and orientations that are useful for understanding the dynamics
present between different forms of extremism and the times of crisis of the
pandemic. Considering the information collected, a specific focus will be
proposed with regard to extreme right and the context of the pandemic.

4. Fusion Extreme Right in time of pandemic
The current pandemic has been a push factor in some extreme right-related phenomena. In particular, some issues have emerged emerging for
narratives built by right-wing extremism; media coverage, media frame and
extremist strategies.
The issues that have been addressed are influenced by the previous history
of extreme right and how this has been conceptualized over time by various
institutional and non-institutional agencies.
Despite the different ideological and organizational currents, which have
multiplied over the last decade, it is good to remember what Ong claims
(2020): Generally, the worldview of right-wing extremists falls into four intertwined buckets: racial supremacy/replacement, anti-government, policy-centred
beliefs such as anti-abortion, civil liberties, and pro-gun rights, and misogyny.
The hybrid and ambivalent dimension of current forms of extreme right
are also underlined by other authors such as Hoffman and Ware (2020): They
appear to be “mixing and matching ideologies to justify and explain the targets
of their animus and give wider context to their violence.”5
Moreover, the ideological perspective, which in many parts has been sustained to be well defined and built around clear boundaries, is now being
questioned by taking for the most part what Hoffman and Ware (2020) define:
a culture of culling and cherry-picking ideologies.
Looking at the frames you can identify others that are those proposed by
McNeil-Willson, (2020):
six ‘crisis frames’ were found to be used across statements from the six organisations under study: three frames examined the causes of the spread of the
virus (COVID-19 as a result of migration, Globalisation, and poor national
governance); one frame examined the impact of the virus on potential activism (COVID-19 as leading to a diminishing of civil liberties); one supported
5

Bruce Hoffman and Jacob Ware, “The Challenges of Effective Counterterrorism Intelligence in the 2020s,” Lawfare, June 21, 2020, https://www.lawfareblog.com/challenges-effectivecounterterrorism-intelligence-2020s.
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activist response to the virus (Resilience-building against COVID-19); and
coalesced around misinformation about the virus, authorities or other activist
groups.

According to this framework, the prospect of resilience is a useful theme
to be explored and not new as it is already considered for Islamic extremism
and some of its pervasions (Lucini, 2017):
[...] these Far-Right groups emphasised engagement in activity designed to
develop community resilience and – in contrast to initial commentary by analysts – conspiracy theories and practices of misinformation were largely not
used. These findings suggest that the early stages of the COVID crisis has seen
a shift by certain Far Right groups not towards practices of encouraging violent contention but rather using propaganda to emphasise their contribution
in supporting the family unit, communities and the nation, against the failures
of authorities in dealing with the virus. (McNeil-Willson, 2020)

In fact, resilience is not a new internal element for extremist groups: Resilience-building has a long documented history of being used by ‘extremist’ and
contentious groups and has been flagged as potential concern in regards to the
COVID-19 outbreak.6 (McNeil-Willson, 2020)
Furthermore,
The findings suggest that these Far Right groups have been highly responsive
to the development of COVID-19 in ways that are significant: [1] they have
focussed most of their frame response on authorities, stressing activism which
is implied as creating a better response to those enacted by authorities, and
has, in some ways, been; [2] pro-social, building resilience in communities
against the impact of COVID-19 and the lockdown; and [3] that such pro-social responses significantly outweigh conspiracy-based framing or attempts at
spreading misinformation or encouraging violence. (McNeil-Willson, (2020)

In this sense, resilience and its proactivity component do not only express
anti-government sentiment tout court, but a high level of internal activism,
organized by a precise communication and propaganda strategy, to manage
and overcome the crisis, obtaining if possible concrete benefits and visibility.
Having considered this as an innovative factor in understanding the phenomenon of the extreme right and its potential development during the pan-

6

Gunning, 2007, Hamas in Politics; Nancy J. Davis and Robert V Robinson, 2012, Claiming
Society for God: Religious Movements and Social Welfare: Egypt, Israel, Italy and the United
States (Indiana University Press: Indiana); Colin P. Clarke, 2020, ‘Yesterday’s Terrorists Are
Today’s Public Health Providers’, Foreign Policy, 8th April, section Argument; Mia Bloom,
2020, ‘How Terrorist Groups Will Try to Capitalize on the Coronavirus Crisis’, Just Security,
3rd April.
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demic, some issues appear to be more significant and of greater interest in the
medium and long term, such as:
1. Bioterrorism and Extreme Right
The relationship between bioterrorism and the extreme right has been an
underestimated topic, at least from what emerges from open source and digital ethnography, while there have been events that have brought a fringe of
right-wing extremism, such as the one defined as eco-fascism to be careful for
the use that the COVID-19 virus could have had especially on some communities: For example, a post in a Telegram channel called Eco-Fascist Central
circulated in March advocated for members to target Jewish communities by
simply coughing on the door handles of local synagogues (Karmon, 2020).
In the context of the new potential for the use of forms of bioterrorism by
groups or extreme right figures, it is important to remember that the fascination with bioterrorism by the extreme right is not new7 or exclusive phenomenon linked to the current pandemic: In his now famous novel, The Turner
Diaries, published under the pseudonym Andrew Macdonald in 1978, rightwing extremists use nuclear, chemical, biological, and radiologic weapons to
take over the world.8 (Karmon, 2020)
In addition, interest in this form of threat seems to come from some of its
intrinsic characteristics: Easy communicability and the fact that biological
warfare is anonymous are other reasons. (Karmon, 2020) and
Anybody can use and successfully deploy biological warfare agents. Biological weaponry can be made by very small groups of people, or even just one
person acting alone. The value of the masses is negated absolutely in favor of
brainpower of the individual. And by working alone, and in secret, that one
individual can strike at any time, undetected, and carry out his will. The monopoly of violence, the balance of terror has thus shifted to the launcher of a
shot which comes out of the dark. (Gazette in Karmon, 2020)9

This also shows the paradox and attention that some members of the extreme right would have in promoting a war in some “clean” aspects through
the use of invisible agents such as viruses.
2. Fake News and disinformation
Since the beginning of the pandemic, given the fact that the virus in circulation was not known by the scientific community and that therefore it was

7

http://whitenationalist.org/lindstedt/mmgaz10.html#10mmig01.
Stern, J. (1999). The Prospect of Domestic Bioterrorism. Emerging Infectious Diseases,
CDC, 5(4), 517-522, URL. https://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid0504.990410.
9
http://whitenationalist.org/lindstedt/mmgaz10.html#10mmig01.
8
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difficult to predict effects and impact, many false information and misinformation are circulating and with some surprise not only through social media.
In particular, these communication strategies have focused on some key
topics10 such as:
– false information about the origin of the coronavirus and its medical
implications;
– unreliable information then concerned the emergency phases and the
first response to the crisis, for example the Italian case where untrue
information had circulated about the first total lockdown;
– fake news about the supposed ethnic component of the virus and its
spread caused by some immigrant or foreign people:
Since the corona outbreak in early December 2019, there have been posts
on Telegram, 4chan and Gab linking the coronavirus to racist and anti-Semitic slurs and memes. This has ranged from racist posts to parodies of Chinese people mocking their hygiene and eating habits. They
have used terms such as “corona-chan”, and “boogaflu” (modification
of the term “boogaloo” used to reference a future civil war). Fake news,
rumours, hoaxes, and conspiracy theories that have been spread during the Coronavirus crisis not only raise prejudices about Asians, Jews,
Chinese, foreigners, immigrants but also present them as the causes
for the virus, for which they are to be blamed and punished. The most
worrying aspect of the far-right’s coronavirus-related campaign is the
call for actual attacks.11 (Karmon, 2020)
– fake news concerning some conspiracy theories and conspiracy theories that, for example, can be exemplified with the example of QAnon.
The main limitation in countering these forms of fake news and misinformation is that we can count on communication infrastructures that allow
a great dissemination of the news, not directly and fully controllable: any intervention seems more effective in the next stage the circulation of the news,
thus making the prevention tools more difficult to implement.
In addition, the wide variety of institutional and non-institutional programmes, both at European and individual states in the fight against these

10

https://www.disinfo.eu/coronavirus.
https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/health/
coronavirus-response/fighting-disinformation_en. https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-traveleu/health/coronavirus-response/fighting-disinformation/identifying-conspiracy-theories_en.
11
Gabriel Weimann and Natalie Masri, “The Virus of Hate: Far-Right Terrorism in Cyberspace,” International Institute for Counter—Terrorism website, April 5, 2020, https://www.ict.
org.il/Article/2528/The_Virus_of_Hate #gsc.tab=0.
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forms of communication, must be taken into account, making a wide-ranging
system even more complex. (Lucini, 202012)
3. Conspiracy theories
It was normal to expect that given the lack of knowledge of the viral agent
and therefore the cause of the outbreak, information and history about the
origin of this virus and related disease began to be conveyed. In particular,
considering the interpretive spaces left empty by the scientific community
itself and governments in the management of the resulting crisis, different
theories, built to blow an information need or to take advantage of the opportunity to convey their own vision of society have taken place.
What is interesting to focus on the impact of conspiracy theories promoted by the far-right movement QAnon, which is mistakenly attributed to be
a prevalent threat in the US13, but which has instead had feedback in other
parts of the world, for example in Italy.14
Despite their sometimes underestimation these theories turn out to be
dangerous, because they adopt mechanisms of manipulation and distortion
of reality, building a new context that affect the perception of the people
involved, producing real psychological addictions and the effect of Rabbit
Hole.15
It therefore becomes interesting to delve into the dynamics and mechanisms that allow this movement and its theories to develop and spread so
quickly, given that a first systemization of this movement took place in 2017.
Similar to the phenomenon QAnon is that of the boogaloo that has oriented some protests, often violent, concerning the measures of management
of the pandemic: Boogaloo enthusiasts weaponize reopen protests to mobilize
enthusiasts for armed confrontation with law enforcement and lawmakers during COVID-19 restrictions en masse (Finkelstein, 2020).

12

https://www.itstime.it/w/extremist-avantgarde-and-fake-news-in-time-of-pandemic1-by-barbaralucini.
13
https://thesoufancenter.org/intelbrief-a-conspiracy-of-dunces-qanon-and-the-threat-to-the-us-homeland.
14
https://www.newsguardtech.com/it/qanon-italy/; https://www.wired.it/attualita/media/2020/
08/04/qanon-complotto-diffusione-italia/; https://www.internazionale.it/reportage/wu-ming-1
/2020/09/02/mondo-qanon-prima-parte; https://www.internazionale.it/opinione/wu-ming-1/
2020/09/18/mondo-qanon-seconda-parte.
15
https://www.reddit.com/r/QAnonCasualties/;
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/
jun/25/qanon-facebook-conspiracy-theories-algorithm; https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/
sep/23/qanon-conspiracy-theories-loved-ones?fbclid=IwAR2kJoepWfo-iYC9BHQeX1Fe_
plGKSBWDMoF9A-WoclQY-WJck_5fX3CVAU.

86

BARBARA LUCINI

This type of threat appears to be more important than ever in this pandemic scenario, given the influence their narratives have on younger people16 thus
placing the risk of polarization and radicalization, more concrete.
4. Tech-Extreme Right
The aspects of the use of technology by the far right are not an innovative
factor in analysis. The case French, represented by the investigative report
conducted by David Doucet e Dominique Albertini (2018) focuses on the
digital evolution of the extreme right in its communication strategies, operative strategies17, recruitment tactics and financing methodologies18.
The actual extreme right at global level and in the current pandemic context is also unfolding along these directives. This is especially true referring
to that culture of the Alt-Tech (Donovan et al. 2019) that can be sum up in
this way:
Therefore, while no-platforming efforts have raised public awareness of online
hate speech and racist organizing, they have also necessitated the development of alternative platforms to prolong the life of the movement. We argue
that the so – called “Alt-Tech” platforms also serve as recruitment and organizing sites for the far right, allowing for direct communication and continued
engagement. (Donovan et al. 2019)

The definition of Alt Tech leads to the consideration that within this phenomenon and for its understanding, it is necessary to move from a vision of
network to a pyramid: in fact, online platforms seem increasingly to resemble
pyramids with convergence vertices and not only to the structure of the networks typical of the first digital systemizations.
This vision is valid without forgetting the predisposition of the extreme
right in the process of colonizing online spaces, or displacement in the days
of the pandemic, considered as peculiar communication tactics.
The consideration of these different themes, to which both narratives and
cultural interpretations of relevance to policies and law enforcement programs are linked, leads to the definition of Fusion Extreme Right, as it is no
longer possible to read this phenomenon so complex, with past interpretative categories, for which the tame ideology defined boundaries and labels

16

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/sep/23/children-interested-in-extremism-covidsays-neil-basu-counter-terrorism-officer?fbclid=IwAR1mkB0nhNm-rLnKcCn-op7oBmUOrn8
BBU5exob9vkU3sfdJog6VPB5K33E.
17
https://www.afr.com/world/pacific/christchurch-massacre-shooter-sentenced-20200824-p55opk.
18
https://thesoufancenter.org/intelbrief-financing-the-radical-right-in-plain-sight.
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through which to understand the phenomenon: cultural aspects and the reference context become the central elements for future analysis.
5. New perspectives on Fusion Extreme Right
These two research activities carried out within the Converge project produced interesting results and insights from both a theoretical and a methodological perspective.
The first point provides the proposal of some concepts relevant to the understanding of a different framework relating to the extreme right, such as:
1. Geopolitical extremism: this concept refers to the dual meaning of rightwing extremism as a product of the activities of international networks
and national movements; but also as a geopolitical action where socio-political, cultural and economic contexts affect the manifestation of local
extremist forms;
2. Expected violence: the concept of expected violence is combined with
two typical activities of experts and analysts such as expectation and prediction. The relationship between these two areas and the relationship
produced considering the previous cultural and interpretive factors of the
experts, lead to the concept of expected violence, with the typical characteristics of the sociological process of self-fulfilling prophecy. In particular,
there is still little relevance to previous cultural knowledge, their background in defining and interpreting a threat for both the fields of experts
and media coverage;
3. Symbolic violence: which is a sociological concept borrowed from
Bourdieu first in the 1970s and then by Gerbner. For the interpretive purposes of this paper it will be the meaning given by this second Author to
be considered: Symbolic violence... is a show of force and demonstration of
power’ showing ‘who can get away with what against whom.’ It functions
as an instrument of social control that tends to maintain the existing social
order.19
Taking into account the general perspective of the extreme right it is possible to say, that certainly the display of certain symbols or rituals of violence is aimed at social control but proposing alternatives and revisions to
the status quo. The pandemic was precisely an intervening variable that
allowed to bring out this goal, producing concrete opportunities in the realization of the purpose of increasing discontent with crisis management,
with narratives built to promote this vision;
4. Extreme right and Soft skills: soft skills are a set of methodologies and
tools useful to counter phenomena such as polarization and radicalization
19

https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100546777.
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(Lucini, 2020). They have been shown to be missing or not adequately
developed within the Law Enforcement Agency. With regard to extreme
right, soft skills have dual significance: on the one hand, they are necessary to counter this form of extremism as well, so training and planning in
this regard should be a priority;
on the other hand, they are skills that belong to most of the exponents and
far-right movements.
In this regard it is worthwhile to consider the communication dynamics
and narratives used for the dissemination of messages, for the purposes of
recruitment and funding: there are many soft skills used in an organizational approach, which can also be found in extreme right organizations.
The methodological perspective that has been confirmed and that needs
further development is that of online ethnography: this method of qualitative
research that applies in digital environments offers the opportunity to know
and deepen extremist cultures and their cultural manifestations (cultural
products such as music and images) returning a general view of phenomena,
where at the center of this analysis emerge in cultural factors that are the
drivers of the development of many extremist movements.
Finally, the research so far conducted on the relationship between rightwing extremism and the pandemic leads to confirmation of a theory called
graft theory and proposed in 2017. (Lucini, 2017).
The graft theory (Lucini, 2017) was initially produced to interpret the phenomenon of Islamic extremism, but it was confirmed that this view could also
be adapted to extremist phenomena.
The graft theory (Lucini, 2017) is essentially based on the concept of decoupling (Lucini, 2017), that is, how an extremist culture can multiply over
and over again adapting to the various historical, political, social, cultural
and economic contexts. In this particular case, decoupling took place with
the spread of conspiracy theories and the adaptation that followed the impact
of the pandemic, in the development of the dynamics typical of extremist
groups both online and offline.
This mode of action is evidence of the level of creativity and resilience of
the far right in general, considering that this form of extremism can be used
for feelings of frustration, distrust, anger, rage (Ebner, 2017) that intercepts in
dedicated contexts and hotbeds both online and offline.
Understanding this perspective and its cultural links, free or better aware
of their limited vision of experts, is the first step in understanding the innovative scope of this threat and formulating effective and resilient responses to
this form of extremism.
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Annex A - Outline Online Investigative Survey
General Information
Your Profession
Varieties of Extremisms
1. Do you think that the societies that are experiencing COVID-19 are
increasingly polarizing towards different forms of extremism? (i.e. civil
unrest against crisis management measures; far-right movement ...)
2. The pandemic caused by COVID-19 has brought out a multitude of
different (mixed) forms and organizations, tending to extremism or extremists. What do you think are the most threatening?
3. Islamic extremism was the first extremist actor to be considered a threat
from the very first moments of the pandemic. Do you agree? If yes, how
do you think Islamic extremism is exploiting the current pandemic?
4. Do you think that the various (mixed) forms of extremism have benefited from more online activities? If yes, how and for what types of
extremism?
5. Do you think fake news is a specific strategy for current forms of extremism? If yes, what dynamics are most relevant and for what forms or
extremist groups?
Right-wing extremism and COVID-19 pandemic
6. Right wing extremism seems to be at the height of its renewed development. According to you, what threats come from this form of ex-
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tremism in the scenario of the current pandemic? (Please, in case of,
differentiate about far-right; right-wing, alt-right...)
7. What do you think is the relationship between right-wing extremism
and the current social conflicts in many countries, in time of pandemic?
8. How do you think right-wing extremism will exploit the social conflicts
emerged during the pandemic in many countries?
9. What do you think is the relationship between right-wing extremism
and fake news in time of pandemic?
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Abstract
La Repubblica Popolare di Cina rappresenta oggi uno dei grandi attori geopolitici mondiali.
A tale posizione è potuta assurgere grazie alla cooptazione, in chiave anti Sovietica, effettuata
negli anni Settanta del Novecento da parte degli Stati Uniti. Al termine della Guerra fredda
Pechino ha optato per una politica di sviluppo che la portasse a primeggiare tanto nel settore
economico, quanto in quello diplomatico e militare con lo scopo d’assurgere a potenza mondiale di riferimento. In tal modo il regime comunista cinese ha sfidato la logica della strategia
che insegna a rifuggire dal perseguimento di un avanzamento di potenza contemporaneo nei
tre settori, pena la creazione di un eccessivo attrito con gli altri Stati. La crisi del COVID-19
ha esasperato tale contrasto e sta portando gli Stati antagonisti a ridurre le capacità d’influenza
economica di Pechino sfruttando anche gli evidenti contraccolpi alla capacità produttiva apportati dallo scoppio della pandemia.
Today, the People’s Republic of China represents one of the most important geopolitical players in the world. It was able to rise to this position thanks to the co-optation, in an anti-Soviet
approach, carried out in the 1970s by the United States. At the end of the Cold War, Beijing
opted for a development policy that would lead it to excel in the economic, diplomatic, and
military sectors to assume its status as a world power. In this way, the Chinese Communist
regime has challenged the strategic logic that teaches that it is important to shy away from the
pursuit of a simultaneous advancement of power in these three sectors, on pain of creating
excessive friction with other states. The COVID-19 crisis has exacerbated this competition and
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is leading the antagonistic states to reduce Beijing’s capacity for economic influence, as well
as exploiting the evident repercussions to production capacity brought about by the outbreak
of the pandemic.

Keywords
China, COVID-19, geo-economy, strategy, crisis

1. The geo-economic development of Communist China
The People’s Republic of China, as we know it today, is a product of the
West, or the United States of America and related dependent economic realities linked to the North Atlantic world. Had it not been for the geopolitical needs linked to the containment of the Soviet Union, the state, led by
Beijing, would have had a radically different development. It is thanks to
Henry Kissinger and Richard Nixon that for some decades now the leaders of
the Chinese Communist Party have been able to imagine a future in which
they would supplant the US in its role as the leading world power (Kissinger
2011). Kissinger’s real-political opening to communist China in 1972 was
aimed at exploiting the discontent between Moscow and Beijing to implement a policy of containment.
Despite broader American expectations, Communist China did not decrease its support for North Vietnam, which had been waging a prolonged
war against American troops in South Vietnam since the early 1960s. During the Cold War, Communist China clearly demonstrated its hawkish intentions during the wars in Indochina, Korea, and Vietnam, by supporting
militarily and economically pro-communist regimes in the struggle against
Western countries or coalitions (EGE 2020). However, the Western world,
and the United States of America in particular, efficiently exploited the Sino-Soviet schism.
Following the end of the Cold War, Communist China was able to count
on the passive benevolence of the West, and on the Clinton administration’s
belief that it too was destined to convert Communist China into a democracy
and market economic system over time.
The failure of the USSR in its attempt to defeat capitalism led the leaders
of the “free world” to hastily conclude that the Chinese Communist regime
was going to follow an identical path towards self-destruction. Based on this
logical premise, Beijing, without any request for compensation in political,
social, or economic terms, was admitted to the WTO (Pelanda 2007).
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The events of Tiananmen Square in 1989 could have alerted Western
governments to the will of the Chinese Communist Party to remain in power
by any means possible.
As explained in the past by Benedetto Croce (1921), Communist China
has shown that the market economy can easily coexist with authoritarian political systems. In fact, for years, Beijing has officially oriented itself towards a
market system within which it can take advantage of its development gap visà-vis Western countries by providing low-cost work, supporting state-owned
companies, carrying out global dumping and exploiting the relocation of
American and European companies to grow mainly based on exports.
Since 1999, China has benefited from continuous growth in exports, rising from $194.9 billion in 1960 to over $2.3 trillion expected by the end of
this year (CIA 2020). Despite the sharp decline recorded in January, February
and March, Chinese exports have been boosted by record shipments of medical supplies and robust demand for electronic products.
From the mid-first decade of 2000, Beijing used the Bush administration’s
distraction from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan to expand its influence in
Africa and South America. In 2009, the Obama administration offered China a G2 co-management of the world disguised as a G20 due to the concrete need to activate the Chinese locomotive to drive global demand, given
that the US and European ones were blocked by the financial crisis of 2008
(Pelanda 2020).
Beijing was not only asked to collaborate in productive growth but also to
open its own internal market. However, Beijing mistook the offer of collaboration as a sign of Washington’s weakness, and China’s modalities of collaboration, as a power, convinced Obama of the need to change course before the
situation could become even more difficult to manage. In 2013, the Obama
administration launched the project to create two separate economic areas,
one in the Pacific (TPP) and one in the Atlantic (TTPI) that put the United
States at the centre while excluding China. A highly exclusive economic containment aimed at blocking Beijing’s expansionism.
Xi Jinping’s response was one of direct confrontation, both on military and
diplomatic grounds.
In his book The China Dream, Liu Mingfu (2010), then a colonel in the
People’s Liberation Army, wrote that China’s dream for a century was to become the world’s leading nation. Such a sentence, published by an institutional representative of a regime that obviously had previously approved
the publication of the book, also implied the fact that to achieve this goal it
was necessary to oust someone from the current leader’s pedestal. It was a
statement of defiance towards the US. A declaration of geopolitical war. In
fact, after taking over as general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party
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in 2012, Xi Jinping echoed the book’s language. This dream, he said, would
be realized by 2049, a century after the founding of the People’s Republic of
China.
Consequently, he radically changed the nature of the Republic’s armed
forces in two specific instances. First in 2013, with the publication of the
new Science of Military Strategy, an official military handbook published by
the Academy of Military Sciences, through which the central government
explained China’s overall national security strategy, the five-dimensional nature of war, and China’s major geopolitical challenges for the new century.
The second big transformation occurred in 2015 with the issue of China’s
10th Military Strategy White Paper. In this document, the previous “local war
under informatized conditions” was changed into “winning informatized local wars”. However, the underpinning idea behind this principle was that
China was now ready to expand its military efforts beyond its national
boundaries: the inauguration of the first Chinese military base abroad – in
Djibouti – in 2017 was a case in point.
The issue of the new White Paper was followed, a couple of months later,
by one of the biggest military reforms ever embraced by Communist China
with the final objective to make the PLA a professional, modern army with
the introduction, at a national strategic level, of the Military-Civil Fusion
programme intertwined with the Made in China (2015) and New Generation
Artificial Intelligence Development Plan (2017) technological programmes.
The latter even conceives another type of fusion, between people and machines, and the progressive intelligentization of warfare.
The shaping of a significantly aggressive military policy also coincided
with a geopolitical vision that was also very expansive. Xi Jinping wanted to
project his country globally on a diplomatic and economic level by launching the One Belt and Road Initiative in 2013, as a way to undermine internationally pre-established geopolitical and economic alliances. According to
Elizabeth C. Economy (2018), under Xi, China actively seeks to shape
international norms and institutions and forcefully assert its presence on
the global stage.
The New Silk Road is one of the most ambitious infrastructure projects
ever conceived. The vast collection of development and investment initiatives would stretch from East Asia to Europe, significantly expanding China’s
economic and political influence. Xi’s vision includes creating a vast network
of railways, energy pipelines, highways, and streamlined border crossings,
both westward and southward. Such a network would also be preparatory to
expanding the international use of the Chinese currency, the renminbi, and
break the bottleneck in Asian connectivity. (Chatzy, McBride 2020).
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Challenging the international system while simultaneously increasing its
military, economic and diplomatic development at a stage in which China
was already attested as an influential player in global relations was an unforgivable mistake for a political leader. It could only logically provoke a response from antagonists, especially the United States.

2. The Crisis of the Tianxia presumption
The COVID-19 pandemic, through its beginnings in China and subsequent mismanagement, has created a landslide of destabilization of such
force that it increases the danger to a regime that, while concentrating on
its primary task of survival in an inefficient political system, has struggled to
effectively administer itself through a crisis that it found itself having to fight.
Just like the Soviet Union of the 1980s, the political system, constitutionally
based on the pursuit of the supreme welfare of the Communist Party rather
than the Country, also demonstrates a system unable to manage crises that
could damage the image of the main governing body in China.
Beijing’s acts of cover-up, lies and disinformation operations go beyond
the level of the annoyance of a communist elite that refuses to be singled out
by outsiders. They reflect the aggressiveness of a system that does not want to
question its own finality. The initial refusal of the CCP leadership to assume
its responsibilities to its people and the international community legitimizes the action of designating Communist China as a potentially dangerous
peacetime power (EGE 2020).
The whole situation has inevitably created the conditions necessary for an
exponential increase in the dynamics of geopolitical containment of Communist China and the policy of commercial decoupling by the United States.
But China’s international posture was destined to increase international friction and explode into a genuine confrontation.
Since the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, China’s economy has been growing constantly. Gross domestic product increases have even exceeded, in the
last decade, 9 per cent annually. It is twice the maximum sustainable growth
rate of the US economy and almost three times as much as the equivalent
rate of historically stabilized European economies. In 2019, the Chinese
economy ranked second largest in the world by nominal GDP and 73rd by
GDP per capita. Given the still-high rate of people unemployed in traditional agriculture, the lowest rung of commerce and humble personal services,
China maintains an enormous potential for continuing the expansion of its
economic growth into the future (Luttwak 2012).
However, as Edward Luttwak has already noted in 2012 in his book The
Rise of China vs The Logic of Strategy, that if China’s economic and military
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growth will persist at a rapid pace, and the Chinese global influence will
also increase in kind, that it will generate a widespread expectation that the
country is bound to emerge as the world’s predominant power in the foreseeable future, but this would collide with the very logic of strategy in a world of
diverse states, each jealous of their own autonomy.
This strategic logic teaches that no country can claim to become a leader
by pursuing, at the same time, successfully, an increase in military, economic
and political strength, since the resistance it will inevitably create will be
such as to push other states to counteract the moment.
The three-sided growth of China’s economy, military strength and political standing was perfectly complementary in the 1980s and 1990s because
the country was not yet rich, strong, or influential by American standards.
The strategic error brought forward by China in recent years, and specifically by Xi, can be traced back to an interpretation of the world and the
relationships to which the Chinese world still seems to be anchored. It is an
interpretation based on hierarchical superiority and on the tributary system
of the foreign relations of Imperial China, which persisted for almost two millennia, instead of formal equality between states of differing power. According
to the Tianxia (All under heaven) interpretation of the world, the tributes
were confirming the ethical as well as the political supremacy of the emperor
by their deferential obeisance. The highest benefit extended by the empire
to its subjected tributary neighbours was their inclusion within its political
sphere. Unlike what was accepted by other parts of the world, the inequality
of the parties was the starting point of Chinese political interpretations.
Such an interpretation is still valid today, and officially it is suggested as a
legitimate alternative propagated by Confucius Institute activities.1
Considering itself the bearer of superior value, contemporary China has
been defining its fate for years, one consisting of frictions that will prohibit
its linear progress due to a strategic mistake already committed in the past
by others. While wishing to demonstrate that it is able to create a spurious

1

As reported in Luttwak, E. (2012), The Rise of China Vs. The Logic of Power, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, pag.35: in May 2011 the Confucius Institute cosponsored an event
at Stanford University under the title A Tanxia Workshop Culture, International Relations and
World History. Rethinking Chinese Perceptions of World Order. The accompanying description
made clear the cultural axioms: “The practical value of traditional Chinese vision of world
order, or Tanxia...(is that)...this vision anchors a universal authority in the moral, ritualistic,
and aesthetic framework of a secular high culture, while providing social and moral criteria for
assessing fair, humanitarian governance and proper social relations. Varied discoursers indebted to Tanxia have resurfaced in modern China in quest of moral and cultural ways of relating
to and articulating an international society. We believe that the Chinese vision may prove
productive in the tension ridden yet interconnected world.
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economic model that allows the regime to survive, and impose a vision of
geopolitics different from the Western one, the Communist Party of Beijing
omits the fact of being immersed in an economic and international system;
one that has its own rules allowing it to function and which a majority of the
actors accept.
COVID-19 could heavily undermine the deep-rooted presumption of the
Tianxia vision.

3. The position of China in a post-COVID-19 economy
It is precisely from this international point of view that the COVID-19 crisis has proved the vulnerabilities in the production system based upon Western companies relocating to countries not only characterized by low labour
costs but also by a deficient institutional system. The inability to manage
crises potentially harmful to the image of autocratic political structures is a
constant factor in the contemporary history of international relations. If this
is combined with a persistent lack of the rule of law and a judicial framework
unable to guarantee the fluidity of business continuity, it is possible to foresee
a phase of redefinition of the logistic and production chains developed in
China in the coming months. The epidemic crisis has highlighted the gaps
in the production system based on the specialization of production and justin-time logistics supply. It is therefore conceivable that in the phase of resetting the activities there is an accentuation of the phenomenon of back and
near-shoring or the return of production to the homeland or neighbouring
regions.
Back-shoring consists of the relocation of value creation tasks from offshore to geographically closer locations irrespective of the ownership mode”
(Foerstl et al., 2016). From a geographical point of view, this concept can be
further broken down into back-shoring (Foerstl et al., 2016) or back-reshoring
(Fratocchi et al., 2016), i.e., the relocation back to the home country of the
firm, and nearshoring (Foerstl et al., 2016) or near-reshoring (Fratocchi et al.,
2016), i.e., the relocation to a location closer to (but not within) the home
country.
These redefinitions of the production chain will allow greater resilience
and management flexibility in the event of future market stress events and,
at the same time, reduce the exposure of companies to the phenomena of
social and political instability to which fragile or autocratic state entities will
most likely be subjected to at the end of the current negative situation (Gaiser
2020c).
An extremely accentuated case of back-shoring would have grave consequences for Chinese economic and social development with strong repercus-
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sions on employment policy, fiscal and economic planning, market development and the competitive capacity of the entire system.
China would be in serious trouble without the global market, far more
trouble than the global market would be in without China. In the coming
months, Beijing will have a hard time rebalancing the stimulus of supply and
demand, having growth based extensively upon public infrastructure investments and on an inefficient and corrupt production sector owned purely by
the state. The public sector amounts to about 30 trillion dollars, absorbs 80%
of bank loans, but only represents 25% of the gross domestic product. This
system is highly vulnerable, whose sterility could prove disruptive.
Accordingly, to the above described macroeconomic approach, fixed asset
investment fell a less-than-expected 3.1% in the first half from the same period in 2019, moderating from a 6.3% decline in the first five months, while
real estate investment growth also quickened to 8.5% in June, thanks to the
credit boost (WEF 2020).
The Institute of International Finance estimates China’s total debt rose to
317% of the gross domestic product in the first quarter of 2020, up from 300%
in late 2019 and the largest quarterly increase on record (IIF 2020).
Despite having the largest domestic market in the world, the Chinese
Communist Party has never opened it for fear of creating an independent
middle class with political claims that are irreconcilable with the regime.
Economic development is forcibly based on exports and relocation, as Beijing does not know how to otherwise manage the effects of the market economy and the resulting social revolution.
However, as US pressure for decoupling of the world’s two largest economies rises, China is beginning to plan a shift toward its own vast domestic
market. A new strategy named dual circulation should become the pivot of
the 14th five-year plan becoming the next phase of economic development in
which China will rely mainly on “domestic circulation”, an internal cycle of
production, distribution, and consumption.
Despite the expected decision, there will most assuredly be difficulties
to make it work, given that China faces numerous obstacles before it can
establish a sustainable consumer market and cut its reliance on exports and
state-led investment for growth. According to Richardson (2020), China’s
consumption power is far below its production capabilities; ordinary Chinese
people are unable to consume more because they are burdened by mortgage
payments as well as an uncertain job and income outlook. Were China’s export-oriented factories to shift towards servicing the domestic market it would
significantly intensify competition, leading to price cuts and the closure of
weak companies that could, in turn, spur unemployment. China’s wealth gap
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is already among the widest in the world, with the bulk of its population still
struggling to make ends meet.
On the international level, the hardest blow that will seriously jeopardize
the future development of Chinese global prospects has been suffered by the
Belt and Road Initiative, given that so many projects of the BRI had to be
postponed or halted. Mainly due to Chinese workers being unable to travel
to the BRI countries to continue infrastructure construction and many BRI
countries, facing economic difficulties related to the COVID-19 pandemic,
also struggling to repay the debt they owe to China.
Si Zefu, Chairman and Party Secretary of Harbin Electric Group (one of
the world’s largest construction companies for energy infrastructure) told the
CPPCC that due to the global economic downturn, Chinese companies are
facing difficulties in implementing projects or developing new projects. He
also worried about the ability of projects to be paid on time or at all.
The difficulties abroad combined with the fact that Beijing will have to
focus economically on an internal revival if it does not want to implode, and
therefore support for the colossal BRI project will inevitably decrease, has led
institutions to admit they are in trouble and call upon the diaspora for help.
Zhu Yilong, Member of the CPPCC and Group Chairman of the China
Federation of Overseas Chinese said that overseas Chinese have the advantages of integrating with the outside world and are an important force in the
development of the “One Belt and One Road. Therefore, he suggested to utilize overseas Chinese associations in border areas, strengthen people-to-people exchanges, and actively integrate them to serve “One Belt and One Road”
development (Wang 2020).

4. Conclusions
Originally presented as an influenza epidemic confined to a Chinese city,
COVID-19 quickly developed into a deadly pandemic. While it is true that
with every crisis comes its own designated share of culpability, it is undeniable that in the last one China’s role has been of pivotal importance in preventing prudent, timely management of the crisis globally.
It is not the first pandemic that China has been unable to manage (EGE
2020, p.31), but it is the one that has risked doing the most damage globally,
as it was capable of striking in a generalized manner and, above all, it has
arrived at a concomitant moment capable of multiplying the adverse effects
of Chinese strategic mistakes on its international expansion.
The self-referentiality of the regime, whose main task is to preserve itself
per the constitution of the PRC, which places the good of the Communist
Party above any other national interest, has prevented an effective, and inter-
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nationally coordinated management of the crisis. The economic consequences of this approach have been devastating for several countries but, above all,
they have created a generalized attitude of distrust towards the communist regime that could in the medium-long term lead to the Chernobyl trap (Gaiser
2020a). A catastrophic event of international significance demonstrating the
operational inability of a regime that will be forced to reform to survive but
risking losing control of events due to the loss of international benevolence
and an internal economic lack of stable foundations.
COVID-19 is a temporal and qualitative multiplier of the inevitable effects with which the Chinese political leadership would have had, soon or
later, to deal with, especially since Xi Jinping had taken over leadership of the
Communist party. In past decades, the proponents of the globalist discourse
on the predominance of the market and the domination of finance contributed in a decisive way to give a reassuring image of China, but the continuous,
ostentatious increase in its military, economic and political power combined
with its global rise was destined, on the logical basis of the strategy, to clash
with the survival interests of other international subjects.
The rising tensions with the United States and the pandemic have added to
structural issues that China has been facing for years, including demographic
changes, over-investment, low industrial productivity, and high debt levels.
The pressure of decoupling, internationally led by the US, the multiplying
phenomena of back-shoring and the internal economic consequences caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic will certainly force China to focus more on
itself, to open up its internal market and to manage the social upheavals that
will inevitably ensue, and that, at the moment, a communist regime could
hardly manage, as history has shown. Furthermore, an extremely adverse impact on China’s future geo-economic projection could be anticipated. BRI,
a central project, will be crippled for some time both due to the economic
crisis that will grip many of the states involved in the project and due to the
necessary economic disengagement of China, whose main focus will be stability and internal economic recovery. The internal market will suffer from
the drainage of major investments that have been opting to back-shore for
years, the decrease in foreign investment and internal competition, boosted
by the new domestic circulation strategy that could lead to high levels of unemployment in a system whose family-based welfare for hundreds of years has
been flaking due to massive urbanization at the expense of the countryside.
Moreover, it would be challenging for Beijing to grow domestic demand if it
refuses to give up its traditional development model of maintaining a priority
on infrastructure spending, the old playbook of state-led investment that has
been successful for Beijing in the past but it is hardly a recipe for healthy economic development and a dynamic society. Within a scenario of government
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stimulus-led recovery, which is very much focused on the industrial side, the
consumer remains extremely cautious. Despite all the scenario changes in
May 2020, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China published Speeding Up the Perfection of the Socialist Market Economic System
in the New Era. The landslide and destabilization created by the pandemic
have increased understanding of the danger facing a regime which, focused
on the primary task of the survival of its inefficient political system, struggles
to effectively manage crises and understand international dynamics.
The effort to centrally control the development of its internal market, and
the management of the social pressure that this will direct towards a one-party
regime, will be one of a much greater intensity than was necessary in the past
when it based GDP growth by betting on internationalization and gradual
management of internal dynamics.
China, eager to supplant the United States, was, until yesterday, making
the exact same mistakes as Bismarck’s Germany, which had designs to surpass
Britain, the then leading global power. When this so-called strategic paradox
occurs, the country, instead of accumulating power, will have less and less
power due to the constant increase in international opposition. Strategic incompetence leaves no way out, even if it is disguised as a peaceful economic
rise, and thus makes the Country’s stability highly vulnerable and will hardly
make the CCP out to be the protagonist in its celebrations for the hundred
years of communism in 2049. Authoritarian regimes always erode themselves.
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Abstract
L’obiettivo di questo articolo è quello di comprendere il recente aumento di omicidi registrato
nei primi mesi del 2020 in diverse grandi città statunitensi, fornendo un quadro delle tendenze
del crimine in quattro città: Atlanta (GA), Chicago (IL), New York City (NY) e Philadelphia
(PA). Questo scritto non approfondisce l’identificazione di soluzioni efficaci e appropriate riferibili all’aumento di crimine violento. Invece, cerca di illustrare l’attuale aumento degli omicidi attraverso un’analisi quantitativa dei dati ufficiali sulla criminalità, che include le attività
delle forze dell’ordine statunitensi a livello locale e le caratteristiche delle vittime e degli autori
dei reati. L’articolo si basa su dati, messi a disposizione del pubblico attraverso i rispettivi siti
web istituzionali, da ciascuno dei quattro dipartimenti di polizia summenzionati. L’articolo si
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sofferma inoltre sulle possibili cause del riportato aumento di omicidi e crimini violenti riconducibili all’uso di armi da fuoco.
This article has been drafted with the aim of better understanding the recent spike in homicides recorded in the first six months of 2020 in several major US cities. The objective is to
build knowledge and provide a picture of the change in crime trends in four analyzed cities:
Atlanta (GA), Chicago (IL), New York City (NY) and Philadelphia (PA).
This article will not delve into the identification of effective and appropriate solutions to violence, grounded in criminological best practices. Instead, it tries to provide a picture of the
recent spike in homicides through an analysis of official crime data, which includes police
activity and victim/offender demographics. The article is based on public data, published by
each of the four local police departments, made available through their web sites.
The analysis tries to discern the extent, and the possible causes, of the impact of COVID-19
related-lockdowns and protests against police on recorded crimes in these four cities.

Keywords
Crime trend; homicide USA; Gun-Violence

1. Introduction
Some major US cities have recorded staggering increases in homicides in
the first months of 2020, compared with the same period in 2019. As illustrated in Table 1, some increases range from 25% (Philadelphia) to 85% (Minneapolis). This trend is bringing to light a public safety crisis correlated with an
increase in gang-related recorded violent crimes and an apparent reduction
of proactive-policing on the ground. These are not caused but aggravated
by the social and economic consequences of COVID-19 lockdowns and the
simultaneous surge of public protests against police brutality in the US in
response to widely publicized deadly encounters between police officers and
African-American youth. This public safety crisis requires further study and
disaggregated data analysis to understand it thoroughly if we want to identify
the best avenues to diminish gun violent crime in urban areas.

2. 2019/2020 Homicide Spike in US Major Cities
Several major US cities have recorded a spike in homicides during the
first months of 2020, compared with the same period in 2019. According
to local law enforcement department statistical data detailed in Table 1, a
sharp increase of murders has been recorded in Philadelphia (PA) (+26%,
65 more homicides than the same timeframe last year) (Philadelphia Police
Department, n.d.), New York City (NY) (+29%, 51 more incidents) (New
York Police Department, n.d.), Memphis (TN) (+50%, with 159 homicides
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in 2020) (Gurman, 2020), Chicago (IL) (+ 52%, 149 more homicides) and
Minneapolis (MN) (+86%, 18 more murders) (Minneapolis Police Department, n.d.). This is not an exhaustive list of homicide numbers in US cities,
as some cities have not recorded such staggering increases. However, it points
to a disturbing trend that has come to light in the last few months to the US
Justice Department (Ailworth and Gurman, 2020).
Table 1 - Homicide Data – Selected Major Cities USA – Data retrieved from Local
Police Departments1
Police Department Start Date End Date 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015
Philadelphia(PA)
New York City (NY)
San Antonio (TX)
Chicago (IL)
Greensboro (NC)
Fort Worth (TX)
Austin (TX)
Minneapolis (MN)

1/1/2020
1/1/2020
1/1/2020
1/1/2020
1/1/2020
1/1/2020
1/1/2020
1/1/2020

8/3/2020
7/26/2020
6/30/2020
7/27/2020
7/26/2020
3/31/2020
6/30/2020
7/31/2020

257
227
71
433
32
25
23
39

192
176
53
284
21
16
14
21

180
N/A
58
N/A
N/A
17
N/A
20

192
N/A
61
N/A
N/A
22
N/A
24

165
N/A
69
N/A
N/A
13
N/A
19

154
N/A
51
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
29

Year to Date %
Change 2020/ 2019
26%
29%
33%
52%
52%
56%
64%
86%

To highlight the seriousness of the situation, in New York City, the number
of murders recorded in the first months of 2020 was 227 (as of 07/26/2020),
while the total number of homicides recorded in all of 2018 was 295 (New
York Police Department, n.d.).
The increase has not only touched major US metropolises. Other cities
have experienced surges in homicides. Fort Worth (TX) (Fort Worth Police
Department, 2020) and Greensboro (NC) (Greensboro Police Department,
2020) have both recorded an increase of approximately 50% in homicides between the first months of 2020 and 2019. A similar situation has been recorded in Austin (TX) (+64%) (Austin Police Department, 2020). In Greensboro
(NC) in 2020 (as of 07/26/2020) 32 homicides were recorded, almost as many
as the total incidents recorded in 2018 (34).
However, some cities have not recorded similar increases during this reviewed period. The difference in homicides and gun crimes between cities
needs to be further analyzed to understand the causes. This article focuses
on data exclusively from four major US cities2: Atlanta (GA), Chicago (IL),
New York City (NY) and Philadelphia (PA). The aim is to identify a common
1

Sources: US local law enforcement data sources. Please refer to reference section for details.
Each Police Department, through their websites, provides different data sets, with different
types of information. For example, some departments provide data on shooting victims, others
on police recorded incidents, and others on victim and offender demographics. Such data
2
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trend of homicide and gun violence in the first months of 2020 and to point
out possible causes.
3.

General Context: Long-Term Homicide Trend in the US

The total number of homicides in the US has been declining in the past
years. As illustrated in Chart 1, homicide numbers have been waning since
the early 90’s, with the lowest number of homicides in years recorded in 2014,
when 14,610 murders were documented (Smith E.L. and Cooper A., 2013).
Homicide numbers increased in 2015 and 2016 (Puzzanchera, C., Chamberlin, G., and Kang, W., 2018), with subsequent decreases in the following
years, 2017 and 2018. FBI UCR 2019 preliminary data show a reduction of
-3.9 for homicides throughout the US in the first months of the year in comparison to the same period in 2018 (Federal Bureau of Investigation, n.d.).
Chart 1 - Homicides in the US, 1960 to 2018

As illustrated in Chart 2, the homicide rate reached its lowest point in
2014, with 4.4 murders per 100,000 of the population. In 2018, the rate recorded 5 per 100,000 of the population, with 16,214 homicides total. Homicide data tells us that, for the incidents were supplemental information is
available, most of the victims (77.3%) were males, as were 87.7% of the offenders. More than 72 percent of the homicides, for which the FBI received
weapons data in 2018, involved the use of a firearm. Handguns comprised
64.3 percent of the firearms used in murder and non-negligent manslaughter
incidents in 2018. When circumstance data was available, 39.4% of victims
were murdered during arguments. Felony-type murders (i.e., murders that
occurred in conjunction with the commission of another felony crime such
therefore is not uniform and needs to be analyzed independently to provide a common thread
to describe the crime situation at the local level.
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as rape, robbery, burglary, etc.) accounted for 24.5% of homicides for which
circumstances were known (Federal Bureau of Investigation, n.d.).
Chart 2 - Number and Rate of Homicides in the US, 1999 to 2018

In this context, it is relevant to analyze the recent increase in homicides
in Atlanta (GA), Chicago (IL), New York City (NY) and Philadelphia (PA).
The following analysis of crime at local level3 by no means pretends to provide a thorough and generalized picture of crimes in US cities, as more data
and analysis would be needed for the latter task. However, this brief review
of official crime data is telling us something about the impact of COVID-19
lockdowns and the concurrent protests against police brutality following the
death of Mr. George Floyd on May 25th.

4. The Increase of Homicides in the First Months of 2020 in
Four US Cities
Homicides increased considerably in some US cities in the first months of
2020. As per Chart 3, the murder increase in Philadelphia is significant if we
compare 2020 with 2014 (+70%). Homicide numbers have been increasing

3

Publicly available data varies. Some local police departments make available only incidents
number divided by the UCR Index Crimes (Part 1 property and violent crimes), others also
include arrests, calls for service and numbers of shootings (which groups different types of incidents). Furthermore, the way incidents are calculated differ among departments. For example,
with regards to homicides, some provide incidents numbers while others victim numbers. This
makes it difficult to operationalize a comparison (FBI, 2012). However, such diverse data
provides us with a picture about the evolving nature of violent crime in some US metropolitan
areas.
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since 2015, and spiked at the end of the second quarter of 2020 (Philadelphia
Police Department, n.d.).
Chart 3 - Homicide Incidents, Philadelphia (PA), Jan to Jul, 2014 to 2020

From Chart 4, it can be discerned that in Philadelphia, homicide numbers in 2020 were higher, but still within range, if compared with previous
years, until May 2020. From June 2020, the incidents increased substantially
(June, July and August).
Chart 4 - Homicide Incidents, Philadelphia (PA), Jan to Jul, 2014 to 2020

Chart 5 illustrates the increase in the homicide rate was also significant in
Chicago during the first months of 2020 (January to July), if compared with
the same period in previous years (+100% increase between January to July
in 2020 and 2014) (Chicago Data Portal, n.d.).
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Chart 5 - Homicide Incidents, Chicago (IL), Jan to Jul, 2014 to 2020

The trend in Chicago is similar to the one illustrated in Philadelphia:
murder incidents in 2020 were higher but still within range with previous
years until May. In June and July, murders were significantly higher (Chart
6).
Chart 6 - Homicide Incidents, Chicago (IL), Jan to Jul, 2014 to 2020

A similar trend is noted in Atlanta, Chart 7, where incidents in the first
months of 2020 increased substantially if compared with the same period
in previous years. Again, the increase is clearly evident from June onwards
(Chart 8) (Atlanta Police Department, n.d.).
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Chart 7 - Homicide Incidents, Atlanta (GA), Jan 2014 to Jul 2020

Chart 8 - Homicide Incidents, Atlanta (GA), Jan to Jul, 2019 and 2020

If homicide rates between January and July4 in Chicago, Philadelphia and
Atlanta are analyzed (Chart 9), the first months of 2020 recorded the highest
rates since 2014. If this trend persists, 2020 could be the year with the highest
homicide rates recorded since 2014 throughout various US cities.

4

This homicide rate refers only to the sum of incidents from January to July (included). This
rate is lower than the annual homicide rate, going from January to December. January to July
rate was used to provide a comparison between 2020 with previous years.
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Chart 9 - Homicide Rate per 100.000 Population, Jan to Jul, 2014 to 2020

Data from New York Police Department (NYPD) also shows an increase
of +35.6% in homicides, year to date, between 2019 and 2020 (New York
Police Department (NYPD). (n.d. - 1).

5. Correlation between the surge of Homicides, COVID-19
Lockdown and Protests Against Police in Selected US Cities
Since 2014, when the lowest number of homicides were recorded nationally since the 1990’s, murders have been slowly climbing. However, the
increase in certain cities during the end of the second quarter of 2020 was
sudden and the level remained high throughout the subsequent period. Two
factors are evidently correlated to this rapid increase: the social and economic
consequences of COVID-19 lockdowns and the protests against police brutality, which sometime escalated into violent confrontation, after the death in
police custody of Mr. George Floyd on 25th May 2020 in Minneapolis (MN).
Chart 10 details the weekly number5 of homicides in Chicago. A spike in
homicides occurred while the COVID-10 lockdown was in place (Chicago
lockdown began on March 21st) and protests against police started (Petrella,
St. Clair, Johnson and Pratt, 2020). The increase in homicides at the end of
May 2020 was evident not only in comparison to the previous weeks, but also
when compared to the same timeframe last year. The numbers remained persistently high for the next weeks, inferring that the increase was not a sporadic
episode but a substantial shift in violent crime (Chicago Data Portal, n.d.).
5

The weekly charts take into account that 2019 and 2020 do not have the exact week days
because February 2019 had 28 days and February 2020 had 29 days. The one-day gap from
March onwards (2/26/2020 - 3/3/2020 and 2/26/2019 - 3/4/2019) does not invalidate the trend
analysis.
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Chart 10 - Homicide Incidents, Chicago (IL), Jan - Aug, 2019 and 2020

As crime is seasonal, violent incidents in warmer months usually increase
(Block, 1984). However, the increase detected at the end of the second quarter of 2020 was higher than during the same period last year, inferring that
the simultaneous COVID-19 lockdown and the protests against police are
correlated with the surge of violence that was already building up during the
previous years.
Graph 11 shows the weekly percentage change compared with last year.
While the increase in homicides in Chicago occurred throughout 2020, the
surge took place at the end of May. Homicides were down in March 2020
when compared to 2019, signaling that the COVID-19 lockdown, which
started on 21stt March in Chicago, had an initial diminishing effect on homicide numbers in the city. However, murders started to climb suddenly after
the start of the protests against police (May 25th) and remained persistently
high afterwards.
Chart 11 - Homicide Incidents, Percentage Change Compared Previous Year,
Chicago (IL) Jan to Aug, 2019 and 2020”
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The same trend can be evinced from data detailing homicide trends in
Philadelphia, Chart 12. While no definitive trend can be showed with the
start of the lockdown (23rd March), it is discernable that there was a sudden
increase in homicides with the start of protests against police when compared
with last year’s data (Philadelphia Police Department, n.d.).
Chart 12 - Homicide Incidents, Philadelphia (PA), Jan 2009 to Aug 2020

6. The Rise of Gun-Related Crimes
Gun-related violent crimes increased in the analyzed cities during the
first months of 2020. As per Chart 13, there was a sudden increase of reported shootings in New York City. The peak was recorded in June, with 258
incidents. This was the highest number since 2014 (New York Police Department, n.d. - 2).
Chart 13 - Shooting Incidents, New York City (NY), Jan 2014 to Jun 2020
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If we analyze the weekly data (Chart 14), shootings trends in NYC between 2019 and 2020 were similar until the end of April. From May, incidents in 2020 started to climb, with a sudden and sustained increase in June,
when in addition to the lockdown (which started on the 22nd March), protests
against police erupted in the city.
Chart 14 - Shooting Incidents, New York City (NY), Jan - Jun, 2019 and 2020

A similar pattern is also discernable in Philadelphia, where aggregated
assaults with firearms increased exponentially in the second quarter of 2020
(Chart 15). The total aggravated assaults with firearms in August 2020 was
476, the highest number ever recorded since 2006, with more than a 40%
increase from the second highest recorded number (July 2006, 328 incidents)
(Philadelphia Police Department, n.d.).
Chart 15 - Aggravated Assaults with Firearm Incidents, Philadelphia (PA),
Jan 2006 to Aug 2020

Chart 16 illustrates the trend in the first months of 2020 in comparison
with the same period during other years in Philadelphia. The increase of inci-
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dents recorded in 2020 initiated in March and then continued, with a sudden
upsurge in August 2020.
Chart 16 - Aggravated Assaults with Firearm Incidents, Philadelphia (PA),
Jan - Jul, 2014 to 2020

The weekly trend (Chart 17) illustrates that 2020 incidents started slowly
to increase, if compared with last year, in March. However, the sudden increase occurred at the end of May, during the start and most robust protests
against police brutality, which took place while COVID-19 lockdown was
still in place. The increase sustained in the next weeks, reaching a second
peak in August 2020. The level, once the peak was reached, remained higher
than in the previous year.
Chart 17 - Aggravated Assaults with Firearm Incidents, Philadelphia (PA),
Jan to Jul, 2014 to 2020

Shooting victims in Philadelphia (Chart 18) show a noticeable increase
during the initial protests against police, with 83 victims during the weeks
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from 5/28 - 6/3/2020. The level of victims continued to remain high afterward, with numbers above incidents recorded in 2019.
Chart 18 - Shooting Victims, Philadelphia (PA), Jan - Aug, 2009 and 2020

7. Shootings Demographic Data
New York City Police Department (NYPD) provides demographic data
related to victims and offenders of shooting incidents. This data is important
to understand the characteristics of the people most affected by this violent
crime. Chart 19 illustrates the gender of shooting victims in 2019 and 2020,
Chart 20 the age group, and Chart 21 the victims race. Young black males
are more susceptible of becoming a victim of gun violence. Offender demographic data follows similar trends (New York Police Department, n.d. - 2).
Chart 19 - Shootings Incidents, NYC (NY), Victims Gender, 2019 and 2020
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Chart 20 - Shootings Incidents, NYC (NY), Victims Age, 2019 and 2020

Chart 21 - Shootings Incidents, NYC (NY), Victims Race, 2019 and 2020

8. Other Violent Crime Categories
Having ascertained the increase in homicide and gun-related crimes, what
is the trend of other violent crimes in the selected cities? Chart 22 shows the
trend of aggravated assaults without a firearm in Philadelphia. It is evident
that there was no significant increase during the first months of 2020 (Philadelphia Police Department, n.d.).
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Chart 22 - Aggravated Assault – No Firearm – Incidents, Philadelphia (PA),
Jan - Jul, 2014 to 2020

Chart 23 depicts robbery incidents in Philadelphia in the first months of
2020. It seems that this type of incident decreased substantially during the
lockdown period. Even more interesting is the fact that robberies in the first
months of 2020 decreased while gun-related crimes and homicides increased
(Chart 12).
Chart 23 - Robberies, Philadelphia (PA), Jan - Jul, 2009 and 2020

9. Property Crimes
No increase occurred in the total Part 1 Property Crimes, which include
burglary, motor vehicle theft, larceny-theft, and arson (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2012), in Philadelphia in the first months of 2020 in comparison
with the previous year (Chart 24) (Philadelphia Police Department, n.d.).
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Chart 24 - Part 1 Property Crimes, Philadelphia (PA), Jan - Jul, 2014 to 2020

However, if we analyze only motor vehicle thefts (Chart 25), there is an
increase since May 2020 in Philadelphia, if compared with the same timeframe last year.
Chart 25 - Motor Vehicle Thefts, Philadelphia (PA), Jan - Jul, 2014 to 2020

The effect of the protests against police brutality are illustrated in the following charts (26 and 27), depicting burglaries respectively in Atlanta (Atlanta Police Department, n.d.) and Chicago (Chicago Data Portal, n.d.).
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Chart 26 - Burglary Incidents, Atlanta (GA), Jan - Aug, 2019 to 2020

During the first weeks of protests, many businesses were burglarized in
some major US cities. This spike subsided soon after, and burglary levels
returned to last year’s average. Analyzing the data from Chicago, the spike
in burglaries is discernible when protests against police erupted in the city.
The level returned to par with last year’s trend. The same cannot be said with
regards to homicide trend, which remained persistently high after it reached
its peak during the protests against police (Chart 10).
Chart 27 - Burglary Incidents, Chicago (IL), Jan to Aug, 2019 to 2020

While homicide and gun violence increased consistently during the end
of the second and the beginning of the third quarter of 2020, other types of
both violent and property crimes did not, with the exception of motor vehicle
theft. Burglaries recorded a spike during the initial protests against police
brutality, but then subsided and return to levels in line with last year.
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10. Crimes Heavily Dependent on Police Action for Detection
It is of interest to analyze three types of crimes described as being heavily
dependent on police action for detection: driving while impaired, drug-related crimes and weapon-related incidents (e.g. possession of a firearm by
a felon) (South African Police Service, 2009). These are three of the few
indicators of the extent of police activity. While such data is not definitive, increases for example in firearms seizures can be a measure of police pro-active
attempts to reduce violent crime.
Chart 28 illustrates weekly driving while impaired incidents in New York
City between January to June (New York Police Department, n.d. - 2). When
the COVID-19 lockdown started on March 22nd (Governor New York State,
2020), the numbers declined as mobility diminished (Abrams, 2020) and
non-essential businesses (e.g. bars, restaurants) closed down. It seems the
number of incidents picked up again at the end of May, and then subsequently diminished after protests against police started. Trend remained low
throughout the end of June 2020.
Chart 28 - Driving While Impaired (DWI) Incidents, New York City (NY),
Jan 1st to Jun 30th, 2019 and 2020

A similar trend can be seen for Philadelphia (Chart 29), where driving
while impaired greatly diminished after the start of the lockdown in March
(Chart 29). The incidents started to increase again in May, before another
reduction occurred when protests against police erupted. Incidents started
to climb again in the end of July, on par with last year’s trend (Philadelphia
Police Department, n.d.).

128

GIOVANNI PISAPIA

Chart 29 - Driving While Impaired (DWI) Incidents, Philadelphia (PA),
Jan 1st to Sep 9th, 2019 and 2020

A similar trend can be seen analyzing dangerous-drug incidents in New
York City in the first months of 2020. The first reduction occurred when the
stay-at-home order was declared and mobility reduced considerably throughout the city. A second reduction, even more significant, occurred after protests against police started at the end of May (Chart 30). Drug-related incident numbers diminished from the end of May, recording low numbers at the
end of June 2020.
Chart 30 - Dangerous Drug Incidents, New York City (NY),
Jan 1st to Jun 30th, 2019 and 2020

An identical trend can be detected in Philadelphia, with two significant
reductions: the first after the start of the lockdown and the second after the
beginning of the protests against police.

2020 WAS A BAD YEAR

129

Chart 31 - Drug Law Violation Incidents, Philadelphia (PA),
Jan 1st to Sep 9th, 2019 and 2020

Dangerous weapon incidents in NYC (Chart 32) follow a similar pattern:
significant decreases occurred after the start of the COVID-19 lockdown and
with the initial phase of the protests against police, recording lower offenses
at the end of June 2020, if compared with last year.
Chart 32 - Dangerous Weapon Incidents, New York City (NY),
Jan 1st to Jun 30th, 2019 and 2020

In Philadelphia, a similar patter can be seen with regards to the reduction of weapon violations after the start of COVID-19 lockdown and after
the beginning of the protests against police (Graph 33). However, incidents
increased again at the end of August and in September 2020, signaling an
increase of pro-active policing in the city.

130

GIOVANNI PISAPIA

Chart 33 - Weapon Violation Incidents, Philadelphia (PA),
Jan 1st to Sep 16th, 2019 and 2020

If we display together dangerous weapon and shooting incidents in NYC
from January to June 2020 (Chart 34), it seems the two variables are inversely
proportional – while dangerous weapon violations decreased after the start of
protests against police, shootings increased.
Chart 34 - Dangerous Weapon and Shooting Incidents, New York City (NY),
Jan - Jun 2020

Dangerous weapons category includes weapon possession by a felon, discharging firearm, illegally buying/receiving a weapon, illegally buying/distributing a weapon and illegally transporting a weapon. Detecting these offenses requires proactive policing (e.g. traffic stops, suspicious vehicle/person
searches) in hot-spot violent neighborhood, plagued with drive-by shootings.
From the analysis above, there seems to be a correlation between the start
of protests against police, the reduction of pro-active policing and the surge of
gun-violent crimes. In particular, it seems that pro-active policing and gun-violence are inversely proportional.
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11. Possible Causes to the Surge of Gun-Violence
The increase in shootings, illustrated in this analysis, can be traced to a
surge of gang-related violence in deprived urban areas. This trend, already a
long-term problem in certain locations, has accelerated because of the negative socio-economic consequences of the lockdown measures, in particular
on youth living in disadvantaged neighborhoods (Southall and Gold, 2020).
The current lockdown measures have inadvertently created a gap in the
life of many inner-cities’ youth. Social institutions that used to keep city
communities safe and allow youth to socialize in non-harmful ways such
as schools, churches, sport activities and recreation centers, have all closed
down since March. Lockdown has also created an economic recession that
has negatively impacted youth and lower-income earners (Morath, E. and
Dougherty, D. 2020).
In this context, gang-related violence has increased, including drive-by
shootings and discharges of firearms in occupied vehicles/dwelling. These
are highly dangerous incidents that have nefarious consequences to the people living in some lower-income inner city communities. For example, NYC
Queens has recorded an increase of nearly 60% shootings between the first
6 months of 2020 and the same timeframe in 2019 (City of New York Police
Department, n.d. - 2). From 7 p.m. Friday, May 29, through 5 a.m. Monday,
June 1, 25 people were killed in Chicago, with another 85 wounded by gunfire (Schuba, T., Charles, S. and Hendrickson M. 2020).
The already dire social-economic situation and the surge of gang-related
gun violence, in particular among juveniles, during the COVID-19 lockdowns, were aggravated by the occasionally violent protests against police,
which exposed a long-term trend in low legitimacy and trust among minorities of law enforcement personnel. While the economic recession and the
firearm-violence wreaked havoc on some inner city areas, the increased tension with policing in minority communities worsened a trend of reduction
in proactive policing by local law enforcement agencies, (Mac Donald, H.
2016). This is illustrated by the reduction of crimes heavily dependent on
police action for detection, such as weapon-related offenses: data from NYPD
(Chart 34) show that, right when murders, linked to gun-violence, increased
in the first six months of 2020, arrests for weapon-related charges decreased
(City of New York Police Department, n.d. - 2).
Already some researchers pointed out, in 2015, the reduction in arrests
while homicides increased in some major US cities. The partial explanation
was deemed to be the “Ferguson Effect” on crime rates, which links increases
in crime to reduction of pro-active policing and community-police tensions
in the aftermath of widely publicized deadly encounters between the police
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and African-Americans (Mac Donald, H. 2016). Furthermore, tension between communities and the police could result in decreased willingness to
contact them when a crime occurs or to cooperate with investigations to apprehend offenders (Rosenfeld R., 2016 and 2017).

12.Conclusions
The intent of this article is not to provide a general picture of violent
crime throughout US major cities. As each public safety situation is dependent on the idiosyncrasies of the social, political and economic context in each
urban area, grouping crime data from dissimilar metropolis might not allow
the discernment of common trends. Instead, this brief article illustrates a pattern detected in four selected cities - Atlanta (GA), Chicago (IL), New York
City (NY) and Philadelphia (PA): the increase of homicides and gun-violence
in the first months of 2020, in particular during the concurrent COVID-19
lockdown period (which started at the end of March) and the public protests
against police following the death while in police custody of Mr. George
Floyd on May 25th.
The data shows that this trend is not linked to an increase in other violent crimes: robberies and aggravated assaults without firearm decreased or
remained similar to last year. Property crimes generally decreased during the
analyzed months, with the exception of motor vehicle thefts.
The data also points to a reduction of pro-active policing, measured as the
number of recorded offenses for crimes heavily dependent on police action
for detection such as driving while impaired, drug-law violation and weapon-related incidents, after the start of the protests against police, which occurred while COVID-19 lockdown was still in place. Data is also suggesting
an inverse proportional correlation between pro-active police activities and
gun-violence (Chart 34).
Such data points to the likely reduction of pro-active enforcement, and its
negative consequences, after weeks of protests and criticism against police in
some urban areas (Southall and Gold, 2020). This is even more worrisome
in light with the recent calls to dismantle police’s gun violence units (Parks,
2020).
Additional analysis is needed to ascertain whether the recorded increases
at the mentioned four major cities are only temporary, spurred by the simultaneous but circumstantial contexts of COVID-19 lockdowns and protests
against police brutality, or instead if they are ushering the start of a long-term
trend characterized by an increased violence in poor, disadvantaged urban
areas.
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While other major cities have not recorded a similar pattern, in particular
with an increase in homicides or gun-violence, it is most likely that others did.
Further research is needed to understand which cities have recorded similar
trends, and why others have not followed analogous patterns.
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Abstract
Il presente studio mostra i risultati della prima ricerca condotta dal Gruppo di lavoro Covid
istituito presso l’Istituto Nazionale di Criminologia (OKRI/NIC) a Budapest nel settembre
2020. L’analisi è stata effettuata sotto forma di una desk research sugli aspetti criminologici
della epidemia da Covid, i cui risultati sono presentati in questo report. La corrente relazione funge anche da progetto per un’ampia ricerca prevista per il 2021. Dall’esito dell’analisi,
si può senza dubbio concludere che la pandemia da Covid ha portato alcuni cambiamenti
strutturali e nuovi fenomeni sono emersi anche nel campo della criminalità. Potremmo anche sperimentare queste nuove tendenze in Ungheria. Anche se in Ungheria, a differenza
dei paesi dell’Europa occidentale, non c’erano movimenti di protesta violenti e il numero
generale di atti violenti sembrava diminuire durante l’epidemia, sono apparse nuove forme di
odio, i cittadini hanno comprato più armi e c’è stata anche una crescita degli atti di violenza
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domestica. L’epidemia ha rafforzato la comunicazione nello spazio online e quindi ha fornito
un’opportunità per la criminalità informatica e le relative frodi e contraffazioni, mentre alcune
nuove forme di frode hanno anche cominciato a diffondersi offline. Il governo ungherese ha
ritenuto necessario introdurre norme giuridiche speciali per proteggere la salute dei cittadini
e prevenire la diffusione di notizie false. Lo studio descrive anche queste misure giuridiche.
L’esame dei sei mesi del periodo epidemico ci ha permesso solo di scoprire alcuni nuovi fenomeni, ma non ha fornito l’opportunità di ottenere dati interpretabili. Questo sarà il compito
della ricerca futura.
The current study shows the results of the first research conducted by the Covid Working Group
established at the National Institute of Criminology (OKRI/NIC) in Budapest in September
2020. The examination was performed in the form of a desk-research on the criminological
aspects of the Covid-epidemic, the results of which are presented in the situation-report. The
recent report also serves as a draft for an extensive research planned for 2021. From the outcome
of the analysis, it can undoubtedly be concluded that the Covid-pandemic has brought about
certain structural changes and new phenomena have also emerged in the field of crime. We
could also experience these new tendencies in Hungary. Although in Hungary, unlike in the
Western European countries, there were not any violent protest movements and the general
number of violent acts seemed to decrease during the epidemic, new forms of hatred appeared,
citizens bought more weapons and there was a growth in domestic violence acts, too. The epidemic has strengthened communication in the online space and thus provided an opportunity
for cybercrime and the related fraud and counterfeiting, while some new forms of fraud have
also begun to spread offline. The Hungarian government considered it necessary to introduce
special legal rules to protect the health of citizens and to prevent the dissemination of fake news.
The study also details these legal measures. The examination of the six months of the epidemic
period only allowed us to discover some new phenomena, but did not provide an opportunity to
obtain interpretable data. This will be the task of the future research.

Keywords
Covid-pandemic, social impacts, health care, legal regulations, protest movements, domestic
violence, cybercrime, fraud, financial crime, drugs, weapons, policing.

1. Introduction
Hungary has faced the effects of the Covid-pandemic in the last few
months, only. The last six months are not enough to draw far-reaching conclusions about the social impact of the epidemic. Partly due to the effective government measures, and due to other known and little-known factors,
Hungary has so far been relatively successful in the field of health protection
measures and epidemic defending but the negative economic and social effects of the epidemic and of the social restrictions including their criminologically significant consequences could not be prevented.
The first registered case of the COVID-19 Corona-virus epidemic in Hungary in 2020 was announced by Prime Minister Viktor Orbán on 4 March
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and the first deceased patient was reported on 15 March. On March 18,
Cecília Müller, a national chief medical officer and epidemiologist, provided
information that the infectious virus could be present anywhere in Hungary.
The number of active cases increased until the beginning of May, exceeding
2000, and then began to decline steadily. The highest daily registered number of newly infected persons was 210 on the 10th of April and this number
remained stable, around 80-100 through April. From May on Hungary could
perceive a permanent decline. This decline lasted until the second half of
July, but from then on the number started to rise slowly and then from August, with the onset of the second wave, to a rapid rise.1 In September the optimistic pandemic-scripts and earlier positive tendencies were overwritten by
reality and the country has become one of the most infected countries in Europe based on the number of the population. Nowadays (September, 2020)
the registered number of people with positive COVID-19 tests has reached
the territory of 900-1000 per day and sadly this cannot be treated as the low
point of the process.
In the last two months, the number of cases has been steadily rising in 14
European countries, including Hungary: in the first two weeks of September, the current number of infected people per 100,000 Europeans was 66.
The weekly test positivity rate exceeds three percent, in Hungary this rate is
also increasing. The domestic epidemic curve has been growing exponentially since week 34 (the week of August 20), and the number of cases has
tripled. While the epidemic “didn’t grow high” in some counties during the
first wave, today the number of infected people is rising everywhere, with the
highest proportion of 20-29 year olds. 18 percent of those over 65 are affected,
and 3.1 percent of those under 15 are affected. There have been no deaths
in the 20-29 age group yet, but an expert warned that the increase in the
number of cases will be followed by an increase in the number of daily deaths
in a few weeks. The rate of hospitalizations rose 24 percent in the first two
weeks of September. 9.1 percent of hospitalized patients required intensive
care. Twenty-five percent of patients in need of institutional treatment and 60
percent of those in intensive care received death. 6.2 percent of healthcare
workers were infected with a Coronavirus in mid-September, according to
NNK2 data. In July, the rate was 16 percent in Hungary, which is lower than
the average detected in Europe in May, when 23 percent of healthcare professionals were infected.3

1

https://koronavirus.gov.hu.
National Centre for Public Health.
3
http://medicalonline.hu/eu_gazdasag/cikk/covid_19__a_szakma_hangjan_szolalt_meg_az_
nnk?fbclid=IwAR3ogp0xyNv-fHt92MD3hdRSYdUnBgRrSqe3zHzMG9TEKoyPugudslznEw4.
2

140

SZILVESZTER PÓCZIK - ESZTER SÁRIK - ORSOLYA BOLYKY

In preparation for Hungary’s involvement, the government established an
Operational Staff on 31 January 2020. After the outbreak of the epidemic, on
March 11, national emergency was declared, with which a special legal order
came into force in Hungary: a period different from peace and the general
rules of state operation. As in most countries of the world, in Hungary, measures restricting people’s daily lives were introduced – including for instance
online learning at school and home office where possible – which were only
gradually lifted as the epidemic situation improved. The economy (as in the
rest of the world) has declined significantly, with tens of thousands losing
their jobs.
Due to the negative tendencies in the economy and the results of the
National Consultation research4, in the second (current) wave of the epidemic-flow the government decided not to impose strict restrictions in order
to maintain the so-called ‘normal’ everyday life of society and to hinder the
collapse of the economy. Currently it must be admitted that Hungary – as all
other European countries – is to face more questions than answers even in
respect of COVID-19 itself and the proper management of the pandemic.
Considering the social and criminological consequences of the pandemic, in August 2020 a Covid working group was set up with the participation
of lawyers and social scientists to study the social effects of the epidemic, at
the National Institute of Criminology (OKRI/NIC) which is the scientific
research institution of the Hungarian Prosecutor’s Office. The task of the
working group in 2021 will be the comprehensive research of the social impacts of the epidemic. The planned research will also cover the areas of crime
and victimization, criminal and procedural law, law enforcement, sentencing
and penalty. The present study is the first publication of the working group
and presents some criminologically relevant areas based on the desk research
conducted so far. The findings presented here are not final and not finalized,
as only few data for the recent period are available.
In the following, we would like to examine the social, criminological and
legal changes and challenges resulting from the epidemic. After the legal
analysis related to the pandemic, we approach the relevant criminological
phenomena from the direction of the less serious crimes, and then we subject
the analysis to newly or new emerging acts of violence.

4

The National Consultation research is a form of regular communication between the
Hungarian population and government, in which the government maps the opinion of the
Hungarian citizens about crucially important social and political issues
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2. Epidemic-related legal challenges
The legal history has a long tradition in Hungary.5 It can be bravely stated
that at the end of the 19th century and at the beginning of the 20th century
the Hungarian legislation was completely in line with the trends of Western Europe, the standard of the legislation and the legal scholars of the age
enjoyed international recognition. Due to this, Hungarian criminal law represented advanced solutions in epidemiological regulations, too. The Act V
of 1878, the Hungarian Penal Code on Penalties and Misdemeanors (the
so-called Csemegi-Code) and the Act XL of 1879, the Hungarian Penal Code
on Violations (Violation Act) both contained criminal law provisions related
to the epidemiological situation.6 In addition, the law provided a number of
provisions for the violations of the rules laid down in the time of communicable diseases, or the creation of fabricated distress news about credit, or the
dissemination of untrue distress news.7 The profound regulation on epidemic
situation remained stable in the period of the 20th century8, and the last penal code, the Act IV of 1978 (the Criminal Code) could also find a solution to
the issue. The Act, which has been in force for decades, regulated the crime

5

Even before the 19th century legal regulations were in force with regard to epidemic:
‘Following a devastating plague during the reign of Mary Theresa, under a decree issued in
1766, any intentional or negligent conduct contrary to the precautionary measures of the
epidemic was convicted of a crime against human life and physical integrity. The more serious
were sentenced to death by rope or bullet, but even in the mildest case, they were sentenced
to two years in prison.’ (Ambrus, 2020).
6
Section 316 of the Csemegi-Code penalized those who violated the lock-up or other
supervisory rules during a contagious illness. Section 446 dealt specifically with the violation
of a quarantine ordered during a beef disaster. Section 40 of the Violation Act of 1879 reflects
the manner of spreading distress according to the era: “He who, by setting aside the bells
or making a kind of alarm, knowing that there is no cause for it, disturbs the peace of the
inhabitants; or who intentionally misleads the authority by reporting a false news of distress or
riot: shall be punished by imprisonment for a term of eight days.”
7
Those who broke the rules were sentenced up to one year in prison.
8
Civil and military criminal codes enacted in the first half of the 20th century generally
treated the creation of fabricated distress news about war, economic situation, or credit, or the
dissemination of untrue distress news in general as misdemeanors, and were punishable up to
one year in prison. Section 199 of Act V of 1961 on the Penal Code of the Hungarian People’s
Republic punished the violation of epidemic rules (primarily quarantine obligations and
epidemiological control) with imprisonment up to one year or with correctional-educational
work. In addition to disturbing public peace, the same law regulated “Scaremongering”
(Section 218) which ordered to punish spreading untrue or distorting facts which may adversely
affect the economic situation.
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of Scaremongering (Section 270) and the Threat to Public Danger9 (Section
270/A) too, both were punishable by imprisonment.10
The new Corona-virus epidemic that spread to Hungary at the beginning
of 2020 has brought significant changes in the life of the entire society. The
Hungarian Government in its 40/2020. (III.11.) Decree declared a state of
emergency for the entire territory of Hungary in order to prevent the consequences of a human epidemic causing a mass illness endangering the safety of
life and property and to protect the health and life of Hungarian citizens. On
March 31, the XII of 2020 entered into force: Act on the Protection against
Coronavirus (the so-called Authorization Act), which laid down specific rules
related to the emergency situation specified in the Decree.11
In January the 1012/2020. (I. 31.) The Governmental Order established
the “Operational Staff Responsible for Protection against the Corona-virus
Epidemic” (from here on: Operational Staff). The purpose of the legislature
and law enforcement agencies was to protect the safety of life and property in
the event of an emergency and to ensure the conditions for protection against
the epidemic. The official explanation stated: “In order to guarantee the safety of life, health, personal, property and legal rights of citizens in emergency
situations, as well as the stability of the national economy, the Government
may suspend the application of certain laws, may deviate from statutory provisions, and may take other emergency measures. Pursuant to Article 53 (3)
of the Basic Law, the Parliament authorizes the Government to extend the
validity of government decrees pursuant to Article 53 (1) and (2) of the Basic
Law until the end of the emergency.”12 All in all it meant that due to the emergency situation some basic rights of the citizens were suspended or duties
were underpinned by strict legal regulation, which in some cases reached the
sphere of the criminal law, but mostly resulted in infringement regulations
(as a consequence of breaking law: infringement sanctions).
During this period, previously almost unknown forms of infringement
appeared to law-abiding citizens and the number of certain types of crime
increased.
Before going into details with regards to the criminal amendments, it is
important to raise that special regulations came into force besides the rules
9
Threat to Public Danger means, if someone claims a false fact that is likely to disturb public
order, rumors, or gives the impression that an event involving a public threat.
10
In a classified case, if committed with the threat of radioactive material, it was considered to
be treated even more seriously reaching the imprisonment for up to three years.
11
https://birosag.hu/hirek/kategoria/ugyfeleknek/tajekoztato-koronavirus-elleni-vedekezesrolsz olo-2020- evi-xii-torveny.
12
https://birosag.hu/hirek/kategoria/ugyfeleknek/tajekoztato-koronavirus-elleni-vedekezesrolsz olo-20 20-evi-xii-torveny.
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regulated by the Act II of 2012 on Infringements, Infringement Procedure
and the Infringement Registration System (hereinafter: Szabs. Act) and the
Act C of 2012 on the Penal Code (hereinafter: the Criminal Code), for instance in respect of the curfew. The so-called ‘curfew’ was stated in the Governmental Decree 71/2020 on access restrictions (III. 27.) and sanctioned
those who violate the restrictive measures set out in this decree. This violation
of rules was what citizens could all commit, as the curfew applied to all people living in Hungary.
It was forbidden to stay in a catering shop, except for those employed
there: an exception was the delivery and transport of takeaway food. Everyone
was obliged to keep social contact with other people (except those living in
the common household) to a minimum and to keep at least 1.5 meters away
from the other person. This provision was also applied to public transport.
Leaving the place of residence, stay or private residence could only be based
on a valid reason set out in this Regulation. For the benefit of himself and
his family, a person over the age of 65 could visit a grocery store, drugstore,
market or pharmacy between 9.00 and 12.00.13 These restrictions/limitations
were resolved in two phases for the country: earlier for the country except for
Budapest from the 30th of April, then for the capital from the 18th of May.
The provisions of the Hungarian substantive criminal law14 related to the
epidemic have been amended in several respects during the COVID-19 epidemic that reached Hungary in 2020, but hereby we are going to focus on
3 relevant aspects of the modifications: a. crimes and infringements (misdemeanors) closely related closely to the health aspects of the epidemic (crimes
threatening or jeopardizing health and the healthcare system); b. Scaremongering; c. Threat to the Public (Ambrus 2020).
2.1 Crimes / infringements related to the health aspects of the
epidemic
As stated above, the regulation of crimes with regard to epidemics is not a
new phenomenon in the Hungarian legal system, thus the legislation related
to the Corona-virus has in some respects surprised those working in the legal
profession due to its partial contradictions. There was one crime newly enacted for the purpose of epidemic-prevention, one modified (completed) and a
crime regulated in the CC has been classified as an infringement from May,
2020 on. The Obstruction of Epidemiological Control has emerged as a new
criminal offense in the CC, whilst the Violation of Epidemiological Rules
13

https://www.drsziklai.hu/valoban-bortonbe-kerulhetunk-ha-elhagyjuk-a-karanten-teruletet.
Hereby both infringements and crimes are understood and discussed under the umbrella of
substantive criminal legal regulations.

14
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became an infringement rather than a criminal offense, if it was committed
in connection with a COVID-19 infection (Hollán 2020).
The XII Act of 2020 (so-called authorization act) added a new criminal
provision to the Criminal Code, entitled “Obstruction of Epidemiological
Control”. On this basis, it has become punishable (among other things) to
obstruct the “implementation of epidemiological isolation, surveillance,
quarantine or control” ordered to “prevent the introduction or spread of an
infectious disease” subject to a “quarantine obligation”. It is equally punishable to do the same for any infectious disease but “during an epidemic”
(Hollán 2020). This new regulation enabled the law enforcement agencies to
accuse those who actively intended to hinder the effective implementation
of virus-protection. This intention of the legislator was logical and understable contrary to the decriminalization of some special rules of the following
paragraph.
The Violation of Epidemic Control Regulations is a so-called framework
crime, as the criminal provision is liable for its terms and conditions by reference to the rules of another law, namely the CLIV of 1997 on Health (hereinafter the Eütv.). The legislator has already listed the offending behaviors
in full in the Criminal Code brought in line with the Eütv. terminology,
naming it subject to the quarantine obligation epidemiological segregation
for the communicable disease version. (Hollán 2020).
The Violation of Epidemic Control Regulations15 is regulated as the following:
Section 361 Any person who:
a) infringes the rules of quarantine, epidemiological supervision or control ordered for preventing the importation or dissemination of an infectious disease
subject to quarantine obligation;
b) infringes the rules of quarantine, epidemiological supervision or control
ordered at the time upon the outbreak of a disease;
c) breaches the measures adopted by the plant health authority or epidemiological measures introduced for the prevention of the spreading – within or
across the border – of infectious animal diseases or pests which are harmful to
vegetation, or for the eradication of such; is punishable for misdemeanor by
custodial arrest.

15

Any variation of a crime can only be factual if it is officially ordered. Thus, the so-called
Violation of “voluntary home quarantine” is not implemented into this crime. As István
Ambrus stated: Due to the nature of the framework, the crime is either active or omitted
and can also be committed with behavior. An epidemic violation is realized by an activity if
for example, he leaves his residence “sentenced” to official quarantine without permission.
In default manifests itself if, for example, it does not occur immediately when more severe
symptoms occur to a doctor.” (Ambrus, 2020).
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But the contradiction does not lie between the two Laws, but in the fact
that according to Miklós Hollán a special form of infringement for the Violation of Epidemic Control Regulations was enacted: “The 181/2020. (V.4.)
Government Decree introduced a new provision in Decree 81/2020. (IV. 1.)
Government Decree. Based on this, “it is not a criminal offense, but a violation of the rules, if the Criminal Code Section 361 on the grounds of COVID-19 infection or suspicion thereof. epidemiological isolation, surveillance,
quarantine or control. This provision entered into force on 7 May 2020. They
entered into force on 18 June 2020.” (Hollán 2020, p. 6).
It means that though the regulations of this law would naturally refer to
the COVID-19 pandemic, this situation partly results in a different treatment,
which is (at least theoretically) softer than the basic regulation. This legislative solution can be partly treated as nonsense because the law which originally aimed to manage epidemic situations is now capable of controlling all
epidemics, but the current COVID-19 pandemic. On the other hand, practically this addition may conclude in positive results also, as the procedures for
infringements prove to be simpler and faster than criminal procedures and
can be conducted by the police, too, which obviously make measures more
effective.16
It is important to highlight that the aforementioned crimes may constitute
obligations which could not be performed in the ‘normal flow of life’ only
in the period of epidemic. The right to free movement can be restricted (i.e
non-attendance at an educational institution, workplace etc.) and the potentially infected person can be forced by law to become a subject of medical
examinations.17 In this legal situation the personal constitutional rights are
in some cases overwritten by the public interest, as the infected persons may
jeopardize the health of others.

16

Besides these crimes and infringements the XII Act of 2012 also contains a misdemeanor:
the so called Failure to Control an Infectious Disease under Section 239. It comes as the
following:
(1) Who a) for vaccination, infectious diseases, infectious patients or persons suspected of
infection, including those with tuberculosis, venereal disease, trachoma or suspected thereof, as
well as for epidemiological surveillance or control and disinfection health legislation or a health
provision issued under such legislation, and
(b) infringes a rodent or insect control legislation or a health provision issued under such
legislation.
(2) * Due to the violation specified in subsection (1), the procedure falls within the competence
of the state health administration body. *
(3) * For an infringement specified in subsection (1), an authorized administrator of a professional
disaster management body may also impose an on-site fine.
17

CLIV of 1997 on Health, Section 63, 65, 68-69.
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2.2 Scaremongering
Besides the concrete crimes and infringements which were enacted in order to provide the opportunity of punishing one endangering others’ health or
in some cases lives, the legislation had to focus on avoiding panic also, which
could have broken out as a result of the pandemic. In order to maintain the
tranquility of society amendments were introduced with regards to Crimes
against the Public Order regulated in the XXXII. Chapter of CC. The most
common type of crime that could have caused fear in society was Scaremongering, which was amended by the XII. Act of 2020, and was supplemented
the pre-existing Section 337 with a qualified case on the 31th of March.
The current text of the Act comes as the following:
Section 337. (1) A person who claims or rumors a false fact or fact in connection with a public danger in a public danger scene in a way that distorts or
disturbs a larger group of people at the public danger scene shall be punished
by imprisonment for up to three years.
(2) A person who, during a special legal order, claims or rumors a false fact or
fact in the public domain in a way that is capable of obstructing or frustrating
the effectiveness of the defense shall be punished by imprisonment for a term
of one to five years.

In addition to the crime regulated in Section 337 (1) the amendment
of the Criminal Code created a new, second basic case of Scaremongering
(Section 337 (2)), which extended the scope of the potential place where the
crime could have been committed to the whole country instead of restricting it to the place of the certain danger. In times of special legal order, the
legislator intended to subject public peace to criminal protection regardless
of the place of public danger, as the application of criminal facts intended to
protect public peace cannot be made dependent on the areas of the country
in which the threat to the masses materializes. The aim of the amendment
was to maintain the enhanced protection of public order during the period
of special legal orders, even after the current epidemic situation giving rise
to regulation has ceased to exist.18 According to the interpretative provisions
(§ 459 (1) 22.) of CC, the commission of a criminal offense by means of a
press product, media service, reproduction or publication on an electronic
communications network shall also be understood, which practically means
committing crimes on the internet and in the press.
It is also important to highlight that the legislator implemented the following term into text of the law: “... is capable of obstructing or frustrating the
18

https://birosag.hu/hirek/kategoria/ugyfeleknek/tajekoztato-koronavirus-elleni-vedekezesrolszolo-2020-evi-xii-torveny.
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effectiveness of the defense.” This wording was moderate and considered because this way the concrete conditions were regulated, without which nobody
could (and can) be convicted for the manifestation of his/her pure opinion
about the management of the pandemic. So both overregulation and the possibility of any political misuse could be successfully avoided.
Despite the moderate solution of the legislator, the extension of the Scaremongering has been accompanied by a lively professional and social debate
since the bill was enacted, which was partly due to the fact that the number
of criminal proceedings against the rarely emerging type of crime in previous
years has increased from week to week during the epidemic. According to the
Hungarian Committee of Helsinki in a situation new to everyone, citizens
did not exactly know what circumstance was defined by law and whether they
would be harmed by their possible infringing behavior. According to their
resolution, an appropriate criminal law instrument was available even before
the aforementioned amendment in order to manage the criminal issue of
scaremongering in an epidemic situation. At the same time, the organization considered a more severe punishment, under the special legal order,
acceptable.19 Critics often pointed out that the amendment did not meet
the requirements of normative clarity, as it was difficult to interpret e.g. the
scene of public danger and whether the internet interface qualifies as such
(Bencze-Ficsor 2020, Ambrus 2020, Koltay 2020).
It is also difficult to define the concepts of effective defense and unrest.
As a consequence of the present regulation, a kind of “chilling effect” may
arise in terms of freedom of speech and the press, and in the case of the
expression of opinions of professional organizations (Bencze-Ficsor 2020,
HCLU 2020).20 According to the researchers of the Eötvös Károly Institute,
the introduction of the new base case “is in itself suitable for complicating
and intimidating the work of journalists reporting on the Corona-virus and
the NGOs monitoring the state during the epidemic and special legal order.
And also ordinary people could be made insecure about having their say at
community media surfaces. At least as much it also poses a threat to freedom
of expression. It is also feared that decision-makers will not be able to judge
the act of scaremongering uniformly, “and the possibility of arbitrary interpretation and application of law may arise” (Ambrus 2020, Bencze-Ficsor 2020,
Tóth 2020).
Although criticisms were occasionally exaggerated it shall be also added
that the attitude of government in the treatment of COVID-19 pandemic
could not be always entitled consequent. At the beginning of the epidem19
20

https://www.helsinki.hu/remhirterjesztes-ujratoltve.
https://tasz.hu/cikkek/dermeszto-hatassal-jarhat-a-remhirterjesztes-tenyallasanak-modositasa.
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ic-flow, the expression of fear from the COVID-19 and the potential weakness
of the healthcare-system was opposed, then in the House of World Federation
of Hungarians in Budapest21 a conference was held with the presence of doctors who doubted the existence of the pandemic22, whilst in the second flow
of the epidemic the governmental news stress the danger in any forms of
questioning the existence or the seriousness of Coronavirus.
2.3 Threat to the Public
Though the crime called Public Threat was not modified in the period of
emergency, it is worth to throw a glance on it, because the crime was often
committed in the detected period.
Pursuant to Section 338: (1) Whoever makes a false fact, which is likely to disturb public order, or who gives the impression that an event involving a public
threat is imminent, shall be punished by imprisonment for a term not exceeding three years. (2) The punishment shall be imprisonment for a term of one
to five years if the threat of public danger seriously disturbed the public peace.

The most common perpetrator of this crime is the threat of an explosion,
known in common parlance as a bomb alert. In the current epidemic situation, there has been the spread of false news about the extreme number of
infected people, or the life-threatening threat of ambulances and doctors.
Contrary to the scaremongering news, the crime can only be committed here
with an already untrue statement of facts suitable for disturbing public order,
so a statement with real content is not punishable even if it disturbs public
order. False statements of fact and rumors regarding public danger mean that
there is no real basis for it, it is entirely a fabrication, a fiction (Belovics et al.
2019).
It is also remarkable that besides the substantive amendments the Government initiated modifications in the Criminal Procedure Law, too, in order to provide the opportunity for the authorities to continue the criminal
procedures smoothly in the period of the epidemic. The amendments were
accepted with the aim to protect the health of both the clients and the people
working in the jurisdiction. The new regulations fastened up the procedure
and made online equipment available for the procedures’ purposes (Busch Vass, 2020).
All in all the modifications were accepted very rapidly due to the special
circumstances, so these changes in the body of the criminal regulation had
21

See in details in Subchapter on Fakenews.
https://magyarnarancs.hu/feketelyuk/a-joisten-hozt a-letre-ezt-a-konferenciat-asemmibol-132 554.
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to be interpreted by the authorities, in order to draw the citizens’ attention to
the new regulations and the crimes/infringements which can be potentially
committed by them. The public was informed about the current data at the
daily press conferences of the Operational Staff. According to the information in the prospectuses, the most common crimes in connection with the
epidemic are: Scaremongering (Section 337 of the Criminal Code), Threat
to the Public (Section 338 of the Criminal Code), Fraud (Section 373 of the
Criminal Code), Epidemic violation (Section 361 of the Criminal Code).
The three most common violations of the rules (misdemeanor) in connection with the epidemic were Violation of the Rules of Curfew, Violation of
the Rules of Official Quarantine and the Violation of the Rules related to
the Limited Opening Hours of Shops. The purpose of the Information Note
was to present the most common violations related to the epidemic-situation
caused by the new Corona-virus, in particular the two crimes against public
order: the Scaremongering and the Threat to the Public. At the beginning of
May 2020, more than 300 epidemic-related criminal proceedings were initiated. At the same time, thousands of police actions have been taken for violating an epidemiological provision. In the following, we are going to examine
these criminal tendencies from different aspects on the level of phenomena.

3. Conspiracy theories and fake news
In connection with the COVID-19 pandemic there are several fake news
spread in the web which are disproved or unveiled by investigative journalists23 using fact-checking websites as PolitiFact, Snopes, BuzzFeed and Lead
Stories or other applications f. e. InVid. The Commission of the EU also
found it necessary to take decisive action against disinformation and strengthen the resilience of European societies. This Corona-virus pandemic was accompanied by a massive wave of false or misleading information, including
attempts by foreign actors to influence citizens and debates in the EU. Josep
Borrell said: “Disinformation in times of the Corona-virus pandemic can kill.
We have a duty to protect our citizens by making them aware of false information and by exposing the actors responsible for such practices….”24 In the
frame of the recent study there is no place to list all forms of the relevant fake
news although it is unavoidable to describe the most important versions of
them. According to these, the Corona virus is an artificial product, a biological weapon created by the USA or China for military purposes, respectively
23

https://www.urbanlegends.hu/2020/01/koronavirus-alhirek-konteok-kamukepek-hoaxok.
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/de/ip_20_1006, see: europol_drug_markets_
covid19_impact_final.pdf.
244
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stolen by Chinese secret agents from a military lab in Winnipeg (Manitoba,
Canada), transported to Wuhan (China) where it was accidentally released.
In a certain version of the hoax the recent pandemic of which the virus was
allegedly patented by the Pirbright Institute in 2015, is a planned action initiated by Bill Gates (& Co.) for the purpose of global population control25 and
to make big money from the vaccine developed by his firm Biotech. Allegedly, it was also his political goal to overthrow Donald Trump through erupting
a medical chaos and panic or at least to hinder his reelection.
A great number of fake photos and videos of buildings, actions and disease
cases can be found on the web with false titles and explanations. In addition,
several counterfeit statistical data are going around showing unbelievably
high or extremely low numbers of infection and death cases. These platforms
describe the pandemic as more dangerous than reported officially or, on the
contrary, suggest that the pandemic does not exist or Cov-19 is not more than
a simple flu, which means that the pandemic propaganda and the preventive
measures are just the manipulation technique of the “deep state” or the so
called background power in order to tighten the individual rights.
According to a widespread but hardly believable anti-technological theory, the 5G technology of mobile communication that uses the frequency
range 450 MHz-300 GHz supports the spread of epidemic since the high
frequency radiation would weaken the human immunological systems and/
or the viruses would communicate with each other through the 5G network
about the selection of their victims.26 The latter interpretation is based on
the misunderstanding of study on bacterial communication (Widom – Swain
2011).
The most dangerous and sickening shape of fake news is the targeted political usage of them in the democratic rivalry in order to discredit the efforts
of the national or local government(s) in fighting epidemics as it could be
observed in Hungary.27 Independently from its consequences in terms of the
penal law, this kind of political behavior destroys the public trust in both the
health care-system and in democratic values, particularly the confidence in
(the) political party(s) that produce(s) or use(s) such tools of political fight.
The deniers of the Corona-virus pandemic represent a meaningful and
loud minority in Hungary, who “don’t want to serve the actual interest of
the politics and the pharmaceutical industry.” Some skeptical professionals
established the association Physician for Clear-Sightedness28 in order to offer

25

See https://www.urbanlegends.hu/2014/01/a-szegeny-gyermekek-megmentese-tulnepesedeshez-vezet.
https://raketa.hu/tenyleg-az-5g-terjeszti-a-koronavirust.
27
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E9UolAhnNYo.
28
https://orvosokatisztanlatasert.hu.
26
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a forum for independent professionals and scientists who instead of causing
panic would establish the really scientific background for the medical and administrative treatment of the so called SARS COV2 virus and to give alternative answers against the unscientific misconceptions …”. They founded two
open Facebook groups29 aiming to organize an anti-virus movement. They
are obviously part of an international network, of which German section the
Ärzte für Aufklärung is.30 The association organized an international conference on August 21stt 2020 in the House of World Federation of Hungarians in
Budapest with guest speakers from the USA, Russia, Italy, Switzerland, Germany and Austria. They analyzed the interlinking interests of science, economy and politics. Igor Aleksejewitsh Gundarov, professor of epidemiology and
member of the Russian Academy of Sciences hinted that the Coronavirus is
much more a propaganda misused as psycho-terrorism on the society.
Reacting to these events the presidency of the Hungarian Medical Chamber started ethical procedures against its virus-denier members and turned to
the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Human Resources asking to consider the use of criminal law instruments. The Chamber released a statement
on September 3rd 202031 sharply criticizing “the virus-skeptical or virus-denying groups of physicians and pharmacologists who are questioning the danger
caused by SARS-CoV-2 virus and importance and methods of anti-epidemic
defense and gained broad publicity in the last weeks”.
A statement with similar content was published by the Presidency of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences32 that strongly condemns “the unscientific
positions … since the close collaboration between science and politics is an
essential precondition of the anti-epidemic campaign. There are some open
questions but in the actual period of the pandemic the core dilemma is to
find the balance between the risks of health and the functionality of the society. … In the current situation, the focus of the treatment of the social shock
caused by the COVID epidemic has been shifted to the political scene and
the politics is open for scientific results. Science does not accept the position
that clothes the political dissatisfaction over the social restrictions into viro-

29

https://www.facebook.com/AdjatokVissza; and https://www.facebook.com/groups/Normalis.
Elethez.Ragaszkodok.
30
https://www.ärzte-für-aufklärung.de; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H_Dv56eGOc8&f
bclid=IwAR2RD9jK1ZHHEd52r9PJ_pNpS3g9gQi6nl74A2MW_B-w_ONHVElspWfsrew.
31
https://mok.hu/hirek/mokhirek/a-magyar-orvosi-kamara-elhatarolodik-a-virusszkeptikuscsoportokat-vezeto-orvosoktol.
32
https://mta.hu/mta_hirei/tudomany-a-covid-okozta-tarsadalmi-sokk-kezelesenek-jelen-fazisaban110837?fbclid=IwAR0yJ2IxH57eMVNsFi7JJv73n7YzTs0BVAhacVzAqoERYT5-hEshyKlvCF8.

152

SZILVESZTER PÓCZIK - ESZTER SÁRIK - ORSOLYA BOLYKY

logical or anti-vaccination argumentation. The denial of the virus is denial
of reality.”33
To prevent the further spread of fake news, the National Public Health
and Medical Officer Service released a statement on September 12th 2020
underlining that the Coronavirus does exist and it is spreading more and
more in Hungary and abroad. Meanwhile, there is a growing number of people who have doubts about the virus, the epidemic or the treatment of the
epidemic. Their theories contain unsubstantiated claims and errors representing a significant threat to the effectiveness of defense, governmental and
scientific efforts, and the suppression of the epidemic. They also endanger
the lives of themselves and their fellow human beings.34
The two crimes relevant for the current epidemic situations are rumor
mongering (scaremongering) (337. §) and threatening with public danger
(337. §). Until May 2020 totally 110 penal procedures started, 83 because
of rumor mongering and 27 threatening with public danger. According to
police reports, the suspects of these procedures are spreading fake news about
intentional mistreatment of the elderly in hospitals, great numbers of untreated infected persons, extreme fast spreading of the epidemic, as well as
non-existent epidemic focal points and close down of the capital city.

4. Cyber criminality
According to the opinion of IT professionals, f. e. the global research report of ESG IT based on the questioning of 364 IT professionals, the number
of web attacks exceeded radically in the period of the COVID-19 pandemic
(Oltsik 2020). About three fourth of enterprises that changed to home office could solve this situation without difficulties but the protection of the
electronic tools of employees working at home caused several worries. The
hackers intensively started to make use of the technological vulnerability
caused by the pandemic in the world of enterprises. About two third of the
questioned firms reported an over-average number of attempted attacks but
only one quarter of them was unprepared for the cyber attacks. According to
Panda Security this proportion was much higher in Hungary, more than 60 %
proved to be unprepared.35 The settings of the working stations at home, the
protected access and data transmission on firms’ networks, and the monitor33

https://mta.hu/mta_hirei/tudomany-a-covid-okozta-tarsadalmi-sokk-kezelesenek-jelen-faz
isaban-110837?fbclid=IwAR0yJ2IxH57eMVNsFi7JJv73n7YzTs0BVAhacVzAqoERYT5hEshyKlvCF8.
34
MTI - Hungarian News Agency. 12.09.2020. 18:24.
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https://hirek.pandahungary.hu/elszaporodott-az-internetes-bunozes-a-tavmunka-alatt.
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ing of activity by colleagues in home office caused the most burdens for the
IT teams. These IT teams experienced a voluminous extension of work and
stress. Particularly the smaller enterprises without possessing an own IT team
were and still are exposed to hacker activities.
The most endangered targets of hackers are the individual web users. In
the first quarter of 2020 about 40,000 web pages were established under domain names containing the words ‘corona’ or ‘covid’. Also the cyber criminals were sending about 20 millions malwares and36 data-phishing emails a
week aiming to gain personal or financial data.37 About 40 % of electronic
viruses and damaging codes were (and still are) masked as Microsoft Office
documents. According to the alarming report of Interpol, the most frequent
online risks in the pandemic period were data phishing, fraud, blackmailing,
malicious and spy programs as well as fake news.38 Some spreaded adwares
and malwares bomb to the users with unsolicited advertising, steal banking
data or send unasked sms’ etc.
A typical case of data phishing attempt was when Hungarian hackers misused the name ‘koronavirus.gov.hu’ of the governmental pandemic information desk in order to collect personal data illegally. They called the victims to
fill a registration sheet in and promised financial support by the government
for it. In reality the hackers were only interested in sensitive personal data.
Such data can be utilized a.o. for fraud, personally masked attacks or even
SIM Swap frauds. The latter is an expanding new fraud technique: misusing
the identity of the victim the swindlers initiate the exchange of the SIM card
at the mobile phone service provider and they receive the double factor confirmation and also the information messages from the victim’s bank. In the
last month the hackers tried to steal sensitive data by sending emails in the
name of the Hungarian National Tax and Customs Agency, promising tax
reimbursement but the click on the link in the email drove to a data phishing
web page.
As a (positive) result of the extending online risks the enterprises created closer cooperation between the economic and IT (security) departments
and invested more into cyber security measures, particularly in the field of
settings of accesses and other rights, endpoint- web- and e-mail security and
more attention were paid to the IT security training for the colleagues.
The potential of cyberspace has not only been used to illegally obtain data
and commit other crimes specifically related to the IT world. Below, among
36

https://news.sophos.com/en-us/2020/03/04/trickbot-campaign-targets-coronavirus-fears-in-italy.
https://www.eset.com/hu/hirek/dramaian-megnott-a-covid-19-hez-kapcsolodo-kibertamadas
ok-szama-2020 (2020.08.13).
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https://www.interpol.int/News-and-Events/News/2020/INTERPOL-report-shows-alarming-rate-ofcyberattacks-during-COVID-19.
37

154

SZILVESZTER PÓCZIK - ESZTER SÁRIK - ORSOLYA BOLYKY

other things, we will talk about the frauds that took place in the Internet
medium, taking advantage of the general fear of an epidemic or infection, by
abusing the use of contact systems and communication opportunities provided by the World Wide Web.

5. Fraud
In several cases the fraud activities on the web do not differ from basic
forms of offline fraud. These cases do not fit the notion of cybercrime as the
internet serves as a communication channel only, whilst the modus operandi
of the fraud in all respects corresponds to the “classic” versions of this crime.
On former fraudulent websites or even on webshops the anonymous sellers
offered slimming cures, drink powders, sexual power boosters, etc. but the
ordered goods prepaid online never arrived to the customer. By today, in the
period of the pandemic, antivirus prevention tests39, disinfectant liquids, face
masks, non-existent vaccines and medicines are offered.
A Honduran man living in Budapest, who promised mouth masks to an
American customer, took an advance payment of 857,000 euro. According to
the advertisement, the seller was a Hungarian company to which the American company transferred the requested amount, ordering 22 million masks
after contacting the advertiser. Due to the transaction, the customer traveled
to Hungary and met a man acting as the seller’s representative, who asked
for an additional $ 27,000 before presenting the ordered goods. The buyer
then began to suspect, and after realizing he had certainly been cheated, he
turned to the police.40
A very special field of criminal activities is the dark web, i.e. that section of
the Internet that can be accessed with the special browser, named Tor, which
at proper settings does not allow the identification of the users based on their
IPs. This anonymity gives the chance for criminal utilization of the dark web41
where all illegal goods are available from illegal drugs to abused women and
pedofile seduction methods and pictures or video collections. The Corona
epidemic enriched this supply with the offer of corona relevant goods as the
research report of the Australian Institute of Criminology emphasizes (Broadhurst – Ball – Chuxuan 2020).
“Virus detectors, COVID-19 vaccines and blood from recovered patients
– dark web markets have diversified their offerings in keeping with the pan39

See f.e. https://www.heol.hu/digitalia/atveres-lehetett-a-tesztkoronavirus-hu-weboldal-2682029.
https://index.hu/kulfold/2020/03/26/a_bunozok_a_koronavirus_okozta_panikot_hasznaljak_ki.
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demic” – writes Times of India on May 8th 2020:42 fifty milliliter for about
1,000 Euro plus the promise of lifelong immunity. In great demand are the
potential medicines of COVID-19, like the Japanese anti-flu medicine Favipiravir or the anti-malaria chemical Klorokin which is produced in industrial
volumes in Hungary. Both are considered as a potential part of the anti-Covid
therapy. Besides these, falsified or ineffective medicines could (and still can)
be bought on the dark web like the mixture of amphetamine, cocaine and
nicotine.
The web is not the only transmission tool of fraud activities, the cheaters
use the telephone and personal communication, too utilizing the media contents or falsified documents, a.o. falsified infringement decision and financial
penalty in terms of the Covid-pandemic. A cheater who identified himself
as an agent of the National Food Chain Safety Office called farmers on the
phone, misinformed them about the new conditions of selling in the market
and required money for so called information materials.43 Others introduced
themselves as clinical or hospital agents on the telephone, informed the target person that his/her close family member or other relative is infected and
required financing the alleged hospital costs.44 This is a refined version of
the so-called ‘grandchild fraud’ when the criminals inform the grandparents
about an accident or crime of their grandchild and demand higher amounts
on behalf of him/her. Criminals who try to extort money from bona fide people by phone on behalf of the World Health Organization (WHO) have also
appeared in Hungary. During calls, a seemingly machine-sounding voice on
behalf of the WHO provided information about the new Corona-virus, and
then offered to order a “mask and disinfectant package that provides adequate
protection” for a certain amount of money by pressing button 1 on the device.45
COVID-19 opened new chances for tricky frauds, too: some criminals
offered flat disinfection and during dummy working they stole cash money
and valuables.
In the part of this study on cybercrime we mentioned shortly the SIM-exchange swap fraud that facilitates high amount bank frauds. The method
of SIM-swapping is quite complicated and needs precise preparation by the
perpetrators but the intensive data-phishing actions will deliver enough information for cheaters to access to foreign bank accounts. The cheaters ap42

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/articleshow/75319961.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&
utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst_prime.
43
https://azenpenzem.hu/cikkek/arusitashoz-kamuengedelyt-igernek-a-csalok/6804.
44
http://www.police.hu/hu/hirek-es-informaciok/bunmegelozes/aktualis/vigyazat-csalok-huznakhasznot-az-uj-koronavirus.
45
https://index.hu/kulfold/2020/03/26/a_bunozok_a_koronavirus_okozta_panikot_hasznaljak_ki.
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proach the victims’ mobile phone provider: they were acting in the name
or the under identity of the victim using a story about the lost or damaged
phone and arranged to redirect the cell number to a new SIM at the provider.
This could be managed on phone and post-mailing of the new SIM by the
provider. Such a way the criminal received the codes sent by the bank to the
victim. If already other bank data of the victim were available, the access to
his /her bank account was open. Since 2015 a number of such bank frauds
quadrupled worldwide.46 Within a short period until September of this year
three fraud acts like this were recorded in Hungary that is why it is instructive to present one case. The victim applied for a flat sale advertisement.
The seller promised photos and videos of the flat and asked the victim to
download the free AnyDesk app. He did not know that AnyDesk establishes
a desk connection between computers and allows access to all data saved on
the remote PC. Possessing the victim’s personal and bank data and the cell
number, the offender arranged the disabling of the victims SIM at the provider and carried out the SIM swapping. The offender looted some 100,000
Euro and immediately exchanged it into a crypto currency making the path
of money untraceable.47
The Covid-pandemic gave a new impetus to an old version of fraud that
misled consumers – in the most cases elderly pensioners – in so called ‘product presentations and sale actions’ where the potential circle of buyers was
invited to a bus excursion and supper and thereafter forced by psychological
pressure to buy heavily overpriced goods or services. Due to enacting the
Criminal Code in 2015 (Act CXCV of 2015) this crime disappeared almost
completely but now returned in a new form. According to the information
given by the spokeswoman of the National Association of Consumer Protection Organizations in a TV interview, instead of ‘product presentations’ the
organizers offer ‘free health screening’ to the same elderly target group. The
invited persons are greeted in hospital-like rooms, have to listen to long presentations on disease prevention and aging and subject themselves to health
examinations. The examinations give consequently horrifying results urging
the unsuspecting “patients” to buy the recommended “medicines” or to pay
for overpriced “treatments”. In reality, all that is theater only: the environment is scenery, the white coated presenters are not healthcare professionals, the medical assessments are seemingly scientific blah-blah, the tools and
treatments are ineffective, the alleged medicines are placebos or in synergy
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with other medicines usually taken by aged people in many cases even dangerous.48
The abuses and negative effects of the epidemic have affected not only
suspicious people buying in the legal market, but also drug market players.
In the following, we are going to summarize how all these negative effects
arising from the restrictions due to the epidemic situation influenced the
Hungarian drug business.

6. Drugs
According to the Report of Europol of May 29th 2020 the “global restrictions on travel and other measures as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic
have had a temporary disruptive impact on the drug market leading to shortages of/and higher prices for some drugs, but the situation is subject to rapid
change. The disruption to the supply chain and logistics of drug trafficking in
Europe is most evident at the distribution level, because of social distancing
measures. The movement of bulk quantities of drugs between EU Member
States has continued despite the introduction of border controls due to the
continued commercial transportation of goods throughout the EU. In relation to cocaine, in particular, there is little evidence of disruption to activity
at the wholesale importation level; however, experts in some countries report
increasing prices and decreasing purity at the consumer level, indicative of
localized supply shortages. Organized crime groups (OCGs) remain resilient
and are adapting their modi operandi to the current situation, further exploiting secure communication channels and adapting transportation models, trafficking routes and concealment methods. The current instability has
led to an increasingly volatile environment for criminal businesses along the
supply-chain in Europe which appears to have resulted in increased levels of
violence among mid-level suppliers and distributors. Surface- web and darknet markets, social media and secure encrypted communication applications
now appear to be playing a more prominent role in the sourcing of drugs at
user level. Home deliveries, less face-to-face dealing and less reliance on cash
as a form of payment seem to be increasing for individual transactions and
it is possible that behavioral changes, once established, will persist over the
longer term.”49
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http://www.atv.hu/videok/video-20200921-ujfajta-atveres-arubemutato-helyett-ingyenes-szurovizsg
alat?fbclid=IwAR0AxBF1p8dcFmc765jBz9HnkdUgl09IyZy6lMzUKe-i0FD6j5pPm5yjRkQ.
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EU Drug Markets: Impact of COVID-19, 29 May 2020, https://www.europol.europa.eu/
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In terms of drug prices, price increases are most pronounced in France
and Norway, but closures have also led to clear price increases in Croatia,
Cyprus, Denmark and Spain. Access to drugs has become significantly more
difficult in Bulgaria, France, Spain and Norway, but there have also been
supply disruptions in Lithuania and Croatia. It was Hungary and the Czech
Republic where the impact of the restrictions was not felt at all, either in
terms of prices or accessibility.
According to Hungarian research, certain effects of the epidemic can be
felt in the drug market. The „Drogriporter” conducted an online questionnaire survey. Although its survey was not representative, it showed well that
the Hungarian drug market is not weakening.50 Illegal drugs are somewhat
more difficult to obtain than before.51 The study does not provide a picture
of what is happening to marginalized drug users on the streets of big cities
and rural slums. Hundreds of questionnaires were completed in a few weeks,
of which about 600 were valid by the end of April. Half of the respondents
were 25-34 years old, and the proportion of 18-24 year olds was 30 percent.
73 percent of them are men and 27 percent are women. The low proportion
of female respondents can be partly explained by the lower proportion of
women who try illicit drugs, but a possible explanation is also that women are
more likely to obtain drugs through their male acquaintances. Fifty percent
of respondents are full-time employees, 14 percent are self-employed, and 16
percent are students. Among the respondents, the unemployment rate was 9
percent. More than half of the respondents live in or around the capital, 16
per cent in county towns, 19 per cent in other cities, while the proportion of
respondents living in villages is 11 per cent. Thirteen percent of respondents
said they lost their livelihoods as a result of the Covid-crisis.
The drug market has not remained immune to change, it takes more effort
and more research to procure drugs. This is also indicated by the fact that
24 percent of respondents reported obtaining the drug from a different new
source than before the epidemic. However, this new source was typically not
the dark web online marketplace. 93 percent of respondents got what they
paid for, so mass scams are not typical according to the survey.
The consumers of new synthetic stimulants and amphetamine complained about significant quality deterioration. 67 and 83 percent of marijuana and hashish buyers reported that the quality of the product was the same
50

https://www.surveymonkey.com/survey-closed/?sm=phecqJWhhqxLY6CXHEt89_2BENx_2BOy
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L_2Feqb0qV8MKk_3D.
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as that they purchased before the epidemic. There have been major changes
in the availability of drugs. About 60 percent of cannabis and hashish users
complained that the drug was more difficult to obtain than before the Covid-crisis. 41 percent of amphetamine users, 31 percent of cocaine users, 40
percent of crystalline MDMA users and 31 per cent of ecstasy users reported
accessibility difficulties. The vast majority of respondents bought what they
originally wanted. Several drug users could obtain only synthetic cannabinoids instead of cannabis or a new synthetic stimulant instead of MDMA.

7. Weapons
Due to the international panic over the Coronavirus, many people bought
firearms, especially in the US. According to some reports, Americans have actually rushed to gun shops. Guns and ammunition became as much in short
supply as toilet paper or some durable food. According to reports from arms
shop owners, there are many new buyers which reflect distrust in the state,
particularly in the police. According to American tradition, protecting the
home is the duty of the male members of the family.52 Since the beginning
of the year, we have heard similar news from Germany and Austria, where
citizens were (and still are) also obtaining more and more gun licenses and
buying more and more small arms.53
Experts in the arms market report about a similar situation in Hungary,
although it is not easy to obtain a license or a firearm in Hungary. But unlicensed self-defense gas and alarm weapons were also bought at lightning
speed by people in response to the panic caused by the Coronavirus. Manufacturers and wholesalers have run out of stocks, because of border closures it
is difficult for importers to lay up. Gas and alarm cartridges are only given by
shops when weapons are purchased, and even then only in limited quantities.
Rubber bullet guns have disappeared from stores. 20-30 customers per store
demand such weapons every day. The gun fever is clearly due to viral panic.
People rush to gun shops for fear of rioting and looting. Some people would
already buy used weapons for self-defense even at a price above the store
price. Presumably, the illegal arms market is also booming.54
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https://www.dw.com/de/corona-panik-amerikaner-st%C3%BCrmen-waffengesch%C3%A4ft
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The proliferation of firearms among the civilian population raises the risk
that the number of violent crimes committed with such a device may increase. According to Hungarian case law, a firearm as a tool of a criminal
offense is an aggravating circumstance because it is a particularly dangerous tool. Indeed, the wider prevalence of firearms is associated with a higher
number of homicides. All this may be a cause for concern in the sense that
about half of the homicides in Hungary are committed within the family.

8. New and old forms of violence
One of the positive effects of the Epidemic in Europe is the general decline in crime, including the decline in violent crime.55 At the same time,
there has been an increase in some forms of violence, especially in domestic
violence, which will be discussed below. In addition, there have been hostile
or even violent acts that do not reach the level of crime, but can still be classified as abusive, violent behaviors from a criminological point of view. Such
were, for example, the fact that people living in the countryside, fearing their
health, were hostile to those in the capital who visited rural settlements for
excursions, sports or their weekend houses.56 These violent acts took the form
of offensive remarks, sometimes minor physical abuse. Such acts presumably
did not come before an authority, yet it is worth mentioning them as events
during the epidemic period and arising from the epidemic situation. A new
phenomenon could also be detected which rubs the line of violence but does
not necessarily reach it which is a new form of school bullying, based on
COVID-19. “Coronavirus students had to deal not only with the possible
symptoms of the disease in schools, but also with the prejudices of their peers.
According to a student movement called ADOM, it is becoming more and
more common to exclude students who are found to be infected. There are
those who are blamed for later finding out that he went to school ill without
his knowledge.”57
The mass of articles in the international press warns that the frequency
of domestic violence during home quarantine, home study, and general stay
during the spring quarantine has increased significantly.58 Hungary was no
exception, but the exact data are not yet available. All this is even sharper in
55
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light of the fact that total crime, including crime against property, has fallen
by about 25 percent in the first wave of the COVID epidemic.59
The increase in domestic violence in Hungary can be seen in the statistics
of certain crimes and in the experience of non-governmental organizations
helping abused women and children. In addition, findings from previous empirical research on domestic violence also suggest that confinement alone
increases the likelihood of tension between family members being abused.
NGOs working in the field and against domestic violence and assist abused
women and children – NANE60, PATENT61 – reported that not only the number of requests for help via telephone increased during the spring, but also a
large number of new “clients” appeared in addition to previously registered
abused persons.62 So women who had not been abused before or to a lesser
extent had suffered more severe abuse during this period, for which help had
already been sought. The main reasons for the tense family atmosphere are
the loss of the job, the resulting existential insecurity and the excessive alcohol consumption that dampens it.
Previous research has also shown that the exacerbation of domestic violence typically occurs due to the same circumstances. Nearly half of homicides happen within the family and are mostly perpetrated by unemployed
offenders who have just lost their jobs and / or are struggling with a relationship (Bolyky 2018). The effect of alcohol also plays a prominent role in
the commission of physical abuse, even in homicide, whilst the alcohol is
consumed in order to ease general strain caused by the aforementioned facts.
Victims of domestic abuse are also typically women and children in Hungary, who are traumatized not only when they suffer from abuse, but also
when they witness the abuse of their mother or family member. Thus, abuse
due to confinement is extremely dangerous in their case as well. Assistance
is further complicated by the ordering of official quarantine, because in this
case the end of the quarantine period must be spent at home, under the same
cover as the abuser. Katalin Novák, State Secretary for Family and Youth
Affairs of the Ministry of Human Resources, assured the public that shelters
and crisis centers also operate during the epidemic period. It may be added,
however, that the risk of the virus spreading must be closely monitored even
in such cases. However, access to relief centers is a serious difficulty for victims outside the epidemic period, as they usually have to wait until the abuser
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is at home. During a pandemic, family members are obviously less likely to
leave their homes, making escape even more risky.63
In Hungary, fugitives from relationships- and child-abuse often run literally to their parents and grandparents. During the epidemic, this opportunity
was and still is also limited and risky, given the increased vulnerability of the
elderly to the coronavirus.
Civil society organizations are proposing to improve aid on the chattel,
which, despite government intentions, has done little. This would be more
necessary during a long stay at home because the vast majority of abusers keep
the abuser under constant control, controlling their external relationships,
movements and communications. This is often manifested in the fact that
he takes the victim’s cell phone, enters his correspondence, looks through
previously opened Internet pages. The secret and fast flow of information can
even be life-saving for those in crisis.
The criminal law aspect of domestic violence is the crime of relationship
violence (Section 212 / A of the Criminal Code)64. This fact encompasses
the regular mental, physical and economic abuse and abuses between people living in the same household. In March 2020, the police registered 50
such crimes. A similar high number occurred only last Christmas (49 cases),
which also demonstrates the development and occasional explosion of tension due to staying at home.
Another typical crime committed against children within the family is the
crime of endangering a minor (Section 208 of the Criminal Code)65. This
fact covers behaviors that endanger the physical, intellectual, moral or emo63

https://24.hu/kultura/2020/04/05/koronavirus-hazi-karanten-csaladon-beluli-eroszak-naneegyesulet.
64
Act C of 2012 Section 212/A.: Domestic Violence: (1) Any person who, on a regular basis:
a)seriously violates human dignity or is engaged in any degrading and violent conduct, b)
misappropriates or conceals any assets from conjugal or common property, and thus causing
serious deprivation, against the parent of his/her child, or against a family member, former
spouse or domestic partner living in the same household or dwelling at the time of commission
or previously, against his/her conservator, person under conservatorship, guardian or person
under guardianship is guilty of a misdemeanor punishable by imprisonment not exceeding two
years, insofar as the act did not result in a more serious criminal offense.
65
[1] Act C of 2012 Section 208: Abuse of a Minor: 1) A person who is given custody of a minor
to maintain and care for the person in his charge –including the domestic partner of the parent
or guardian exercising parental custody, as well as any parent who has been deprived of the
right of parental custody, if living in the same household or in the same home with the minor
– and who seriously violates the obligations arising from such duty and thereby endangers the
physical, intellectual, moral or mental development of the minor, is guilty of a felony punishable
by imprisonment between one to five years.(2) Any person over the age of eighteen years who: a)
persuades or makes any attempt to persuade a person under the age of eighteen years to commit
a criminal or misdemeanor offense, or to engage in immoral conduct, b)offers a person under the
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tional development of children. The perpetrator is the person responsible
for the upbringing, supervision and care of the minor, who is usually the
parent / stepparent, but may also be the person to whom the minor is currently entrusted. According to research conducted at the National Institute
of Criminology in 2018-19, in most cases, severe neglect of minors has taken
place in legally closed criminal cases (Solt 2018). Neglect mainly included starvation of children, lack of protection from cold weather (inadequate
dressing, unheated housing, etc.) and inadequate hygienic conditions (parasites on the body, clothing, dirty, neglected appearance, etc.). All of this was
perceived and more or less treated by educational and other child protection
institutions during the “normal” period, however, home confinement made
it difficult or impossible to help children.
In the case of domestic violence, latency has always been high and the
epidemic period is no exception. Perhaps one of the few positive effects of the
epidemic is that because neighbors have also been at home, family conflicts
are perceived more often and so help can arrive more easily and quickly.

9. Escape from the epidemic: the evolution of suicides and
mental illness during a pandemic
Restrictive measures due to a Corona-virus epidemic can increase not
only aggression against another person, but also auto-aggression. The narrowing or the loss of social relationships, job loss, and existential insecurity are all
factors that have been widespread during the epidemic, but they are also motives that can increase the incidence of mental illness and suicide. Inclusion
and loneliness are also clearly associated with depressive illnesses,[1] which
can even lead to suicide. Although researchers did not necessarily expect an
increase in suicides, an Internet survey found that the number of searches
related to existential difficulties, loneliness, and isolation increased dramatically in the first wave of the Covid period.[2]
Hungary has always been at the forefront of Europe – for a long time in
the first place – in terms of the number of suicides. Although suicide rates
have been declining recently, according to a recent survey, our country – tied
to Estonia – ranks fourth in the EU in terms of the number of suicides per
100,000 people (rate 17).[3] In one country, there are cultural reasons for
the high rate of suicides in addition to general health and socio-economic reasons. In Hungary, from the beginning of the century to the present
day, most people commit suicide in the Southern Great Plain region, in the
age of eighteen years for the commission of a crime, is punishable in accordance with Subsection
(1), insofar as the act did not result in a more serious criminal offense.
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background of which sociologists believe that this way of solving problems
has been passed down from generation to generation. However, suicides are
typically preceded by severe mental illness, most often depression reaching a
psychotic state. If we add to this data the uncertainty caused by the epidemic,
confinement and other negative factors, we can expect that suicide will be
more common in Hungary in 2020. Our country is also participating in an
international survey (COH-FIT) that examines the psychological effects of
the epidemic using an online questionnaire.[4]

10. Summary
We can see that the global pandemic, the constraints associated with it,
and general mental well-being have left a strong mark on our daily lives. Our
present study briefly summarizes the most important changes in crime in
relation to the epidemic. We intend to continue our work at the end of the
epidemic period with a comprehensive, scientifically based research based
on accurate and credible data.
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Abstract
Questo breve contributo inizia con una riflessione sul COVID-19 e sull’evoluzione dei conflitti. Quindi, i due fenomeni sono messi insieme e coniugati nell’odierna realtà reticolarizzata,
diversa e non-lineare, che, si argomenta, li rende intellegibili e ne fornisce una sintesi.
La geopolitica dell’informazione, degli aiuti e dei vaccini è presentata e sostenuta coerente
con il quadro interpretativo sopra delineato; in conclusione, si coglie il bisogno di comprensione e gestione più efficaci della realtà contemporanea, dei rischi e delle minacce che presenta.
This short contribution begins by discussing COVID-19 and the evolution of conflicts. Then,
the two phenomena are put together and combined in today’s networked, diverse and non-linear, reality which, it is argued, makes them intelligible and provides a synthesis.
The geopolitics of information, aid and vaccines is presented and supported consistent with
the framework outlined above; finally, it is noticed the need for a more effective understanding
and management of contemporary reality and its risks and threats.

Keywords
COVID-19, hybrid conflicts, risk analysis, geopolitics.

1. COVID-19
Starting the count on January 9 2020, coinciding with the first detection
of the novel coronavirus in the Chinese city of Wuhan, as of the time of writing (October 12, 2020) the SARS-Cov-2 has infected, according to reliable
reports, 37 568 843 people. That is around 0,50% of the world population; it
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has hit worldwide, with the highest number of cases registered in America,
followed by Asia, Europe, Africa and Oceania1, and killed 1 077 5082.
From a localized outbreak with a reported link to the Wuhan’s Huanan
Seafood Wholesale Market, COVID-19 has turned into a pandemic, rapidly,
inexorably and in a non-linear fashion, catching the whole world quite by
surprise and exposed.
Time is a component of the utmost importance in crisis, and in our interdependent reality the virus took only a little more than two months to
acquire global relevance, pushing the director of the World Health Organisation (WHO) on March 11 2020 to declare the “global pandemic”3. Just
to give a sounder idea of time compression, the already viral 1918 influenza
pandemic “spread over the entire world in less than 6 months”4, facilitated by
the exceptional flywheel of World War I.
In crisis, as skilfully explained by Niccolò Machiavelli in The Prince, also
preparedness (even a minimum) can make a difference. Many have called
COVID-19 a black swan, but this association reveals fallacious: in the words
of Glenn McGillivray, Managing Director of the Institute for Catastrophic
Loss Reduction,
an event like COVID-19 is not all that rare. Indeed, history is replete with
such events, there have been numerous warnings from many sources, and the
mathematical odds of an occurrence are not all that remote. With pandemics,
it is not really a question of if, but usually when5.

The 1967 influential quote of William H. Stewart, then Surgeon General,
to the White House “‘It’s time to close the books on infectious diseases, declare
the war against pestilence won, and shift national resources to such chronic
problems as cancer and heart disease”6 contributed to build a dangerous (and
misleading) perception which translated into a consequential behaviour.
Eventually, an irritated Nicholas Taleb, the very author of the book The
Black Swan the impact of the Highly Improbable, intervenes to clarify that
1

Ibidem.
European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, at https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/
geographical-distribution-2019-ncov-cases.
3
Ibidem.
4
K.D. Patterson, G.F. Pyle, The Geography and Mortality of the 1918 Influenza Pandemic,
Bulletin of the History of Medicine, the Johnes Hopkins University Press, 1991.
5
G. McGillivray, Coronavirus is significant, but is it a true black swan event?, the Conversation, April 30 2020 https://theconversation.com/coronavirus-is-significant-but-is-it-a-trueblack-swan-event-136675.
6
M. Specter, One of Science’s most famous quotes is false, the New Yorker, January 5 2015
https://www.newyorker.com/tech/annals-of-technology/william-stewart-science-erroneous-quote#main-content.
2
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COVID-19 is not a black swan and that, way more interestingly, it underscores the fragility of our networked world7.
Figure 1 - Geographic distribution of 14-day cumulative number of reported
COVID-19 cases per 100.000 population, worldwide, as of 12 October 2020

2. (Hybrid) Conflicts
Conflicts evolve. Form the traditional paradigm of conventionality, in
which opposing regular armies fight one another onto a defined battlefield
and into a determined and shared framework of engagement (i.e. the one
outlined by the law of armed conflicts), toward unconventionality.
Over the years, many, in the military and academic circles, have tried to capture, describe, and interpret this trajectory of evolution, coining many different
definitions such as asymmetric warfare, irregular warfare, open source warfare
and hybrid warfare. Nonetheless, a common understanding has still to come.
However,
The “hybrid” connotation of conflict appears to be particularly suited for reading the above-mentioned changes, because it is intrinsically based on adapta7

B. Avishai, The pandemic isn’t a black swan but a portent of a more frigile global system, the
New Yorker, April 21 2020 https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/the-pandemicisnt-a-black-swan-but-a-portent-of-a-more-fragile-global-system.
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tion. In fact, this term, that was initially used to describe innovative strategies
and tactics applied by both State and non-State actors (i.e. Russia and Hezbollah), has been adopted and expanded by NATO and the EU to define “hybrid
threats” as adaptive, unconventional and multidimensional8.

From careful observation today’s conflicts appear:
pervasive, for their capacity to permeate different dimensions of social life;
diffused, for they overcome national, sociocultural, and temporal boundaries;
de-localized, taking place at multiple levels in different areas of the world;
fought by diverse actors (ex. State and non-State actors) with diverse weapons, attributable, for instance, to different manifestation of power (i.e.
hard, soft and sharp);
– Interconnected, as it is possible to understand from the trends characterizing the development of armed violence9, in particular from the growing
internationalization of intrastate armed conflicts;
– With no common rules of engagement.

–
–
–
–

Figure 2 - State-based armed conflict by type, 1946-2019

8

M. Maiolino, D. Plebani, Strategic Advising in Policing Operations: the challenge of “hybrid
conflicts”, the CoESPU Magazine, 1-2020, https://www.coespu.org/magazine/coespu-magazine-nr-1-2020.
9
T. Pettersson, S. Hogbaldh, M. Oberg, Organized violence, 1989–2018 and peace agreements, Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 56(4), Sage, 2019 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
full/10.1177/0022343319856046.
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3. COVID-19 and (Hybrid) Conflicts
The peculiar interdependence of contemporary reality makes the COVID-19 pandemic and hybrid conflicts intelligible, providing, moreover, a synthesis.
Today’s reality is very complex, dynamic, and networked, but not globalized, in the sense of homogenisation10. This, despite the unfinished and
failed effort to conceive, make and manage it as such.
It is characterized by a dense network of nodes in intense relation with
each other, where every single node is diverse, also diversifying the relations
which, consequently, are not linear11.
This connectivity, diversity and non-linearity increase uncertainty and the
risk of crisis and fat tails, “events that seem statistically remote but contribute
most to outcomes by precipitating chain reactions”12, like pandemics. Besides,
without effective management strategies, vulnerability soars.
The COVID-19 pandemic is a global crisis, and as such:
– It is an accelerator of processes13 and – as it is possible to observe – it highlighted, at least, the disorderly fragmentation and fragility that distinguish
the contemporary reality, as well as phenomena including inequality, the
transition from hegemony to multipolarity, the retreat from multilateralism14, geopolitical turbulence and the increase of conflict.
In support of what has just been stated: in the words of Joseph Stiglitz
“as bad as inequality had been before the pandemic, and as forcefully as
the pandemic has exposed the inequalities in our society, the post-pandemic world could experience even greater inequalities unless governments do
something”15; the US global governance went missing during the experienced first pandemic wave, freeing up space for other actors who wasted
no time in occupying it; the calls for global cooperation in the face of the

10

M. Lombardi, Culture and Action: Cultural Diplomacy and Cooperation, in Sicurezza Terrorismo e Società, 10, 2019 https://www.sicurezzaterrorismosocieta.it/fascicolo-10-2019/?lang=en.
11
Ibidem.
12
B. Avishai, The pandemic isn’t a black swan but a portent of a more frigile global system, 2020.
13
M. Lombardi, Andiamo dove ci porta il COVID-19, in Galietti F. (cur.), Contagio Rosso
Cooperation, Giubilei Regnani Editore, 2020.
14
World Economic Forum, the Global Risks Report 2020, http://www3.weforum.org/docs/
WEF_Global_Risk_Report_2020.pdf.
15
J. Stiglitz, Conquering the Great Devide, Finance and Development, International Monetary Fund, Fall 2020 issue https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2020/09/COVID19-and-global-inequality-joseph-stiglitz.htm.
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disease have not been meaningfully answered yet; active conflicts remain
“on a historically high level”16;
– Despite being named by some as “great leveller”17 – an attribute that I
agree with not so much because it affects everyone equally (which it does
not) but because it spares no one –, it opens windows of opportunity18 to
whom is willing and capable to take them. Opportunities that are created
by the virus, the difference of the affected systems, their capacity to respond, as well as by the change pushed and the adaptation forced19.
As pointed out by Professor Marco Lombardi “things, in the global and interconnected world, happen outside of generative control and, then, the opportunity is taken”20. Hence, it is no surprise that the paleness of the urged joint
global effort against COVID-19 has given way to competition consistently
expressed through the adaptive paradigms of hybrid conflict21, which blurs
the line between war and peace. Emblematic cases of this are represented by
the geopolitics of information, aids and vaccines.

4. Geopolitics of information, aid and vaccines
Although information has always played a role of primary importance in
the acquisition and exercise of power, in today’s information age and thanks
to technological progress, which made it possible to incredibly enhance collection, analysis and use, it has acquired a relevance never matched before
in history, preparing to become “the world’s most consequential and contested
geopolitical resource”22. In the pandemic context, this has been, at least, evident and exploited.

16

T. Patterson, M. Oberg, Organized violence, 1989-2019, Journal of Peace Research, Vol.
57(4) 597–613, 2020 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0022343320934986.
17
J. Kapadia, A. Sirsikar, COVID-19 – The Great Leveller, Ipsos, April 24 2020 https://www.
ipsos.com/en-in/covid-19-great-leveller.
18
M. Lombardi, Andiamo dove ci porta il COVID-19, in Galietti F. (a cura di), Contagio
Rosso Cooperation, Giubilei Regnani Editore, 2020.
19
Ibidem.
20
Ibid.
21
M. Maiolino, COVID-19: la pandemia nel quadro interpretativo del conflitto ibrido – by
Marco Maiolino, ITSTIME, March 27 2020 https://www.itstime.it/w/covid-19-la-pandemianel-quadro-interpretativo-del-conflitto-ibrido-by-marco-maiolino.
22
E. Rosenbach, K. Mansted, The Geopolitics of Information, Belfer Center for Science and
International Affairs, Harvard Kennedy School, May 2019 https://www.belfercenter.org/sites/
default/files/2019-08/GeopoliticsInformation.pdf.
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For example, beyond the communicative effort by some states to either
blame for the global calamity, or divert responsibilities23, the manipulation
of information in the form of fake news, already climbing the international
security agenda, has acquired relevance in COVID-19 times.
Fake news related to COVID-19, virally circulating on-line, are feeding social tension and division, and antagonist and conspiracy movements in many
countries of the world24. States are playing as well: last June Russia (not new
to the kind of operation25) and, for the first time, China have been publicly
accused by the EU of running disinformation campaigns inside the Union,
as it is tackling an avalanche of false information about the coronavirus pandemic, with the aim of undermining the bloc and its members26.
President Trump, for his part, has contributed by raving on social media.
Furthermore, COVID-19 has been exploited by the propaganda of violent
extremist groups, for example by far-right and jihadist ones for incitement and
recruitment27.
Also, the use of aid as an instrument of foreign policy is not new28. It has
been clearly visible in the last 5 years29, and in the COVID-19 pandemic has
been utilized, being emphasized.
China, the first to face the virus and its impact, has initially taken the
opportunity to use its soft power to show the world its astonishing responsive23

See for instance J.P. Horsley, Let’s end the COVID-19 blame game: Reconsidering China’s role
in the pandemic, Brookings, August 19 2020 https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/08/19/lets-end-the-covid-19-blame-game-reconsidering-chinas-role-in-the-pandemic.
24
M. Spring, M. Wendling, How COVID-19 myths are merging with the QAnon conspiracy theory,
BBC news, September 2 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-53997203?wp-linkindex=4&utm_campaign=Disinformation_Newsletter_15_Sep_2020_sign-ups&utm_content=bbc-monitoring.co.uk&utm_medium=email&utm_source=BBC_Monitoring.
25
See European Parliament resolution of 23 November 2016 on EU strategic communication
to counteract propaganda against it by third parties https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/
document/TA-8-2016-0441_EN.html.
26
J. Rankin, EU says China behind ‘huge wave’ of COVID-19 disinformation, the Guardian,
June 10 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/10/eu-says-china-behind-hugewave-covid-19-disinformation-campaign.
27
See as an instance I. di Carlo, In chaos, they thrive: The resurgence of extremist and terrorist groups during the COVID-19 pandemic, European Policy Centre, May 5 2020 https://
www.epc.eu/en/publications/In-chaos-they-thrive-The-resurgence-of-extremist-and-terroristgroup~32c800.
28
H. Milner, D.H. Tingley, Introduction to the Geopolitics of Foreign Aid, In Geopolitics of
Foreign Aid, Harvard University, 2013 https://scholar.harvard.edu/dtingley/publications/introduction-geopolitics-foreign-aid.
29
M. Igoe, How geopolitics shaped global development in 2019, Devex, December 23 2019,
https://www.devex.com/news/how-geopolitics-shaped-global-development-in-2019-96253.
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ness30, building hospitals at the speed that camping tents are erected. Then,
with the prepared soil, the virus in global spread and in line with its ambitions
and modus operandi, the dragon has tried to champion itself as the force
leading the international fight against COVID-19, trying to occupy the void
left by an isolationist US. Besides, it has lent a hand to many countries in desperate need of assistance, in the form of tons of medical supplies, to be later
repaid in the currency of influence – a sort of “Aid-trap diplomacy” along the
lines of the already alerted “Debt-trap diplomacy”31.
In this regard, the Italian case is interesting and in a recent article published by The Diplomat, Theresa Fallon reports that
In a recent telephone call with Italy’s Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte, China’s Xi Jinping seized the moment and proposed launching a new” Health
Silk Road, “to go together with the existing Belt and Road Initiative32.

Russia too has ridden the situation, sending medical supplies through military aircrafts and vehicles to its (real and perceived) sphere of influence,
flexing muscles as a showcase of strengths directed to both internal and foreign audiences, and serving its historical fear and superpower demands and
ambitions33.
Non-State actors have also understand and seized the opportunity to advance their particular interests and influence, for instance
Hezbollah converted over a dozen private medical facilities into COVID-19
response centres, activated 70 ambulances equipped with coveted ventilators
in the southern area alone, built two testing centres and marshalled 25,000
volunteers nationwide. The response was presented as complementary to that
of the Ministry of Health – a key office held by Hezbollah34.

Eventually, that of vaccines is a race against time for global health; it is
also one against competitors to win an outstanding edge.
30

S. Williams, Coronavirus: How can China build a hospital so quickly?, BBC news, January
31 2020 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-51245156.
31
B. Chellaney, China’s Debt-Trap Diplomacy, Project Syndicate, January 23 2017 https://
www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/china-one-belt-one-road-loans-debt-by-brahma-chellaney-2017-01?barrier=accesspaylog.
32
T. Fallon, China, Italy, and Coronavirus: Geopolitics and Propaganda, the Diplomat, March
20 2020 https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/china-italy-and-coronavirus-geopolitics-and-propaganda.
33
M. Allevato, E. Buzzetti, La strategia dietro gli aiuti di Russia e Cina all’Italia nella lotta al
coronavirus, Agenzia Italia, March 25 2020 https://www.agi.it/estero/news/2020-03-25/coronavirus-strategia-aiuti-russia-cina-7849284.
34
F. Marsi, Lebanon: Hezbollah’s Attempt to Regain Trust Amidst the Pandemic, ISPI, May
7 2020 https://www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/lebanon-hezbollahs-attempt-regain-trustamidst-pandemic-25984.
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As of October 14, 2020, there are 11 vaccines in large-scale efficacy tests (1
mixed, 4 Americans, 4 Chinese, 1 Russian and 1 Australian), and 6 approved
for early or limited use (4 Chinese and 2 Russians)35.
While the vaccine should be a global common and the international cooperative effort to produce and make it available for all remains too timid,
its competitive development risks dangerous hasty trials and interferences.
Moreover, its strategic use – through the decision of whether, when, how and
to who selling, also setting the price in economic and political coins – may
escalate geopolitical tensions to worrying levels36.
Substantiating what has just been stated: Putin has lauded the approval of
a second vaccine on October 14, 2020 rising doubts about the orthodoxy of
the trial process37; attacks against organisations working on COVID-19 vaccines have already happened, for example the UK National Cyber Security
Centre (NCSC) has accused Russian intelligence of targeting through cyber-attacks organisations trying to develop a vaccine in the UK, US and Canada38; it is reported that “Top Chinese officials and drug makers are already
wielding the vaccine as a tool of diplomacy, promising first access to countries
of strategic interest”39.

5. Conclusion
Despite the many calls on international cooperation and even union
in the fight against COVID-19, in line with outlined contemporary trends
which the pandemic has (at a minimum) highlighted, global fragmentation,
fragility, competition and even conflict emerge. They are noticeable in the
discussed cases of geopolitics of information, aid and vaccines, that are meaningful in the global (health) crisis and hybrid conflict.
35

J. Corum, S. Wee, C. Zimmer, Coronavirus Vaccine Tracker, the New York Times, visited on October 14 2020 https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/science/coronavirus-vaccine-tracker.html.
36
E. Ralph, What Happens If China Gets the COVID-19 Vaccine First?, Politico magazine,
August 31 2020 https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/08/31/china-covid-19-vaccinefirst-401636.
37
S. Neuman, Putin Announces Approval Of A 2nd Unproven Coronavirus Vaccine, npr, October 14 2020, https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/10/14/923785152/russias-putin-announces-approval-of-a-second-unproven-coronavirus-vaccine?t=1602750730056.
38
C. Fox, L. Kelion, Coronavirus: Russian spies target COVID-19 vaccine research, BBC news,
July 16 2020 https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-53429506.
39
E. Ralph, What Happens If China Gets the COVID-19 Vaccine First?, 2020 in C. Deng,
China Seeks to Use Access to COVID-19 Vaccines for Diplomacy, The Wall Street Journal,
August 17 2020 https://www.wsj.com/articles/china-seeks-to-use-access-to-covid-19-vaccinesfor-diplomacy-11597690215.
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Further upstream, COVID-19 and hybrid conflicts get intelligible and
find a synthesis in today’s networked, diverse and non-linear world. A reality
we still have to understand and learn to interact with, developing interpretative skills and new management strategies that will allow us to better face
evolving risks and threats – and, indeed, address crisis as well as “the more
probable highly improbable”.
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Most of the physicians are asked daily to tell if and when a COVID’s second wave will happen. A complete answer is impossible to give. My humble
opinion is that we will assist in a sinusoidal situation where the number of
asymptomatic persons and patients will increase for a while, and then a decreasing percentage of them during the next period. Sometimes the growth
will be linear, sometimes exponential. This will happen in Italy as well as in
any other Country. We must understand (and accept) both the fact that the
spread of contagious diseases can change in any moment because of different
and unforeseen triggers and the evidence that the “last case” will be identified
only after enough period of time without new positives.
Currently, there are many epidemiological studies and analyses, with
slight or big differences among them, trying to predict the disease evolution;
however, any of them can be considered fully reliable because of the variability of the events.
This means that our future is not completely predictable and we have to
cope with a scenario that changes continuously.
If considering historical facts, there are several examples in which a contagious disease changed not only the life of a person but also the life of a State.
In the XV century, during the War of the Roses, several outbreaks of an infection named Anglicus Sudorr or Sweating Sickness probably due to Hantavirus
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(of course the experts try to make a diagnosis regarding a five centuries-old
disease just reading and interpreting facts and comments of bystanders) was
the cause of many deaths but foremost the alibi to make and break alliances.
Even WWI itself could be longer fought without the appearance of the Great
Flu pandemic between 1917 and 1919. Not to forget how many times a contagious disease was used as a biological weapon, like blanket already used by
patient affected by smallpox virus and “offered” to native Americans. Mutatis
mutandi, this picture can still become a real threat nowadays.

What did Covid Pandemic teach us?
On one hand SARS Co Vi 2 seems to be a perfect weapon: it kills or affects
people after an asymptomatic period (that allows it to spread around) but preserves vehicles and infrastructures. On the other hand, it is uncontrollable.
To a more in-depth scan, a virus used as a “biological weapon” triggers an
uncontrollable chain of events such as the creation of a biological reservoir,
possible and unpredictable additional waves and, last but not least a potential
mutation (that a previous vaccination cannot neutralise anymore).
I believe that a huge part of men and women should reconsider their tools
to measure and understand the world. In the last decades of the Twentieth
and at the beginning of this Twenty-first century it seems that Science has
taken the place of God. Scientific is become a synonym for truly and real.
However, a very short RNA’s chain and, above all, the constant quarrelling
between physicians, epidemiologists and analysts have destroyed our faith in
Science and, possibly, have increased the respect to Science. The totemic
and divine Science (having shown millions of contradictions and having predicted what did not happen) showed its failing points, the science-based on
experiment rather than statement has struggled to find the way to treat and to
heal patients affected by an unknown virus. It seems God is returning home
and science is coming back on the earth.
Everybody lives in communities, inside a State, and all of us believe that
these organisations could protect us. The politicians of any Country have the
task to drive their own population and economy, but to do it appropriately
they need to forecast the pandemic situation for the next months; however, as
I stated in the first rows, this is very uncertain. Anybody can make only rough
predictions.
The philosophical quote “error parvus in principio fit magnus in fine” (“a
little mistake in the beginning becomes a great one at the end”) is applicable
one more time to political, social and economical environments. It is very easy
to say that every incoming decision will not completely fit the future situation
and this will enlarge the distance and the mutual understanding between

COVID PANDEMIC: SOME FREE FOUGHTS

183

people and their politicians. This will happen to Democratic Countries and
to those ones that pretend to be democratic because the trust relationship
between the drivers and the people driven will decrease. Unfortunately, this
will give space to any centrifugal forces and pave the way for creating the right
pabulum to another kind of virus as riots, social fight and terrorism. This is
the worst heritage that Covid’s pandemic could leave us.
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Since November 2019 the spread of the new coronavirus has impressively
affected not only the health of those who suffered from severe illness or eventually died but also the way of living of almost the entire planet.
It was since World War II than an event had a such global impact not only
on human population but on the Earth’s entire ecosystem.
Many catastrophes have been happened, some natural-borne (i.e. earthquakes, floods, famine) others directly or in-directly due to human’s activities
(i.e. Chernobyl, Fukushima, Bhopal, etc.) but it is the first time in seventy-five years that a tragedy affects the entire Globe.
Currently there are more than 34 million people who were or are affected
by SARS-CoV2 and more than 1.000.000 of those have passed away. Worldwide, over 7 million humans are currently positive to SARS-CoV2 test and
60.000 of them are in severe or critical conditions. We can barely imagine
how many families are presently facing the desperation of death, the suffering
of beloveds and the loss of the fundamental bases of their heritage.
Media have and currently are dedicating a huge coverage on human’s
affliction and even on the economic disaster brought by the “suspension” of
many activities, disaster that affects people like a social hurricane.
But an unacknowledged aspect of the SARS-CoV2 pandemic is the lingering sequels of the infection in those who survived to it.
Even if for many aspects the COVID-19 is an unknown disease which
pathogenesis is far to be discovered, it is sure that it affects not only the respiratory system but many different organs, systems and apparatuses.
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SARS-CoV2 in some way is able to generate a Disseminated Intravascular
Coagulation (DIC), spreading micro-clots all around the body which are responsible for ischemic damages to many critical organs such as brain, heart,
liver and kidneys.
More than 75% of the COVID-19 cases admitted in hospital suffered from
hearth damages varying from a complete failure (heart attack) to arrhythmias
and myocarditis. It is supposed that the significant increase of heart failure
– related deaths registered worldwide can be re-conducted to a concurring
misdiagnosed SARS-CoV2 infection.
Around of 30% of COVID-19 patients are or were suffering from kidney’s
damages and many of those who needed intubation also required dialysis.
Even the Central Nervous System is frequently hit by SARS-CoV2. Probably in multiple ways, (one of those is the aforementioned DIC but a direct
infection is also supposed), COVID-19’s patients developed dizziness, confusion, agitation and suffered from Guillame Barré syndrome and cerebral
strokes. People already affected by Parkinson and Alzheimer dramatically
worsened. People being affected by SARS-CoV2 frequently experienced the
so called “brain fog”, a type of cognitive dysfunction involving memory problems, lack of mental clarity, poor concentration and inability to focus. This
situation may last months and its origin is at the moment unknown.
Psychological disorders are recorded not only in COVID-19’s infection
survivors but even in their parents and relatives: Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome, depression and anxiety are the more frequent ones together with the
“chronic fatigue” that surely has a multi-causes origin.
Obviously, the first target of SARS-CoV2 – the respiratory system, is going
to suffer from severe damages: lungs are sometimes so physically devastated
having large scars were alveoli originally were that survivors’ lifestyle is going
to be perpetually limited and the life expectancy dramatically reduced.
Considering as around 20% of infected are going to be hospitalized, it is
not over pessimistic to imagine (as of today figures) almost 700.000 people
worldwide suffering from severe lingering sequels for the rest of their life.
But not all the COVID-19’s pandemic consequences are negative.
Finally, many people had the evidence that it is possible to mitigate human impact on nature.
Having the vehicular traffic quite stopped, many factories closed and having strongly reduced the extraction of many resources due to a dramatically
reduced request, suddenly people re-discovered sounds like bird singing and
whispering trees. But having the traffic plummeted, the reduction in traffic
incident produced an estimated saving of $40m (£32m; €37m) every day.
Based on those declines, Marshall Burke, an environmental economist
at Stanford University, predicted in a blog post that two months’ worth of
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improved air quality in China alone might save the lives of 4000 children
under the age of 5 and 73 000 adults over the age of 70 (a more conservative
calculation estimated about 50 000 saved lives).
Wild animals temporary re-appeared to sight, fish re-populated rivers and
even Venice’s channels seems to be filled in crystal – clear waters.
Omnivorous humans gained their supremacy over other beings thanks to
their terrific ability in adapting to extreme environments. This race-preserving ability will instinctively guide societies towards the most effective social
behaviour. Even if under the perpetual pressure of social media and economic – guided campaigns, people felt the painful touch of social distancing and
of losing the family references and roots of the elderly re-discovered social
conscience and cohesion to face the odds of misfortune. Being obliged to
leave their industrialized frenetic lives, the metropolitan-subhuman suddenly
remembered as it was life some decades ago and the green / blue movements
regained strengths and willness.
Despite some negationists and plot-searches, the majority of people re-discovered the importance of science and health, driving governments towards
big investment in health care, finally focusing on medical personnel also.
A renovated attention is now posed on education too: families were forced
to pay direct attention to their children education, finding as hard it is to
follow youngers into their studies and recognizing the crucial rule of schools
and others teaching institutes. Once recognized as a fundamental welfare
element, crucial to improve own social status, education has been shadowed
by easy-money-gaining new professions (i.e. influencer, Utubers and so on).
Obliged to stay with their children, parents got conscious of what the lack of
those underestimated professionalisms and social function may represent for
their beloved.
Also the shock given to the information network was beneficial: neglected
areas finally had the opportunity of being heard requesting infrastructures
and coverage.
Forced to follow stricter hygiene protocols, people unwittingly protected
themselves from not only SARS-CoV2 but from many other “aggressors” also:
pediatric institutes reported a sharp decline in hospital admissions due to respiratory illnesses, more people are also avoiding casual sex with new partners
limiting new cases of sexually transmitted infections HIV included.
Maybe, this horrific tragedy will generate something good not only for our
lives but especially for the next generations ones, the ones’ who are going to
bring these days in their souls, forever.

