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Overview

• COVID-19 – a very postmodern pandemic
• 1918 Influenza versus 2020 COVID-19

• Western civilization and its discontents 
• The western societal cracks COVID-19 exposed

• How COVID-19 is changing western life.
• It’s all about technology



Our central theme

• As Snowden points out in Epidemics and Society (2019),
• Pandemics are not random events that afflict societies capriciously 

and without warning. Instead, they reveal a civilisation in its political, 
economic, cultural and social complexity, including its vulnerabilities 
and its capacity to handle crisis. 

• The same is true of COVID-19. 



Our approach 

• This is not about rating things or taking a 
normative stance.
• We are taking an overview of societal effects.
• We are only focused on western societies in 

the global north.



COVID-19 – a very 
postmodern 
pandemic

• To get a better picture, 
we will start by 
comparing the 1918 
Influenza versus 2020 
COVID-19.

• What does a hundred 
years difference make?



1918 pandemic versus 2020 COVID-19
A visual comparison

Three pandemic waves: weekly combined influenza and 
pneumonia mortality, United Kingdom, 1918–1919



Difference between the influenza mortality age-distributions of 
the 1918 epidemic and normal epidemics – deaths per 
100,000 persons in each age group, United States, for the 
interpandemic years 1911–1917 (dashed line) and the pandemic 
year 1918 (solid line)













What does a hundred years 
difference make?

Digging down into the 
differences



1918 Influenza 

• What made this pandemic modern?

• Pandemic exposed massive health and social inequalities.
• Immigrants and the poor affected disproportionately.
• The pandemic revealed how poor the level of public health was. 

• In the years that followed, the idea that a healthy population was a societal 
good led to the foundation of organisations that were the forerunners of 
WHO and CDC.



1918 Influenza 
• What made this pandemic modern?

• Children born during the pandemic had poorer life outcomes. 
• The ‘Roaring Twenties’ followed. 
• 1918 is mentioned surprisingly little in mass media, 
• In fact, it was not even mentioned much during the current pandemic.



1918 Influenza 
• What made this pandemic modern?

• The casualties of 1918 Pandemic 
were in the tens of millions (we’ll 
never know how many). 

• COVID-19 is much less deadly. 

• In many ways we are healthier today 
and certainly live longer due to 
modern medical and public health 
advances.



100 years later



2020 COVID-19
• What made this pandemic postmodern?
• How fast it spread – globalized transport networks
• How fast the world responded – global cyberinfrastructure
• Government and post-truth society
• The pressures of neoliberalism and the global marketplace
• Public health and big data
• Social media and global awareness
• Access to knowledge
• Virtual rather than viral



Ultimately, it is all about 
technology



It’s all about technology

• OUR MAIN ARGUMENT:
• Amongst western societies of the global north, the pandemic, in 

terms of our response to infectious disease, resulted in major 
advances in:

• New public health involvement in policy and politics.
• The new approach to government – get pragmatic or face ruin.

• Examples
• Keynesian economics and spending a country’s way out of it.
• UK’s bet on vaccination was a success.
• Trump’s bet on ignoring the pandemic resulted in losing the election.



It’s all about technology
• OUR MAIN ARGUMENT:
• A renewed commitment to 

infectious disease.



It’s all about technology
• OUR MAIN ARGUMENT:
• An increased agility amongst citizens to life in pandemic. 

• But this has a very short half life.
• Is entirely a function of social class, occupation.
• It is also a function of divisions along major health inequalities 

and disparities.
• Also significantly linked to mental health, resilience and social 

networks.









It’s all about technology
• OUR MAIN ARGUMENT:
• But that is it. The discontents otherwise 

remain the same and the cracks in 
western society are revealed:

• We see COVID-19 as a stress test
• Individualism
• Resistance to local public 

commitments
• Defiance of global civil society
• Global capitalism
• Global warming
• Ecological destruction



It’s all about technology
• OUR MAIN ARGUMENT:
• Another issue is reactive government –

• Science and public health experts raises alarm
• Public worried and asks for response
• Government consults and waits
• Misinformation, conflict, anxiety and confusion emerge
• Government finally responds but later rather than sooner
• Cycle repeats itself

• In a democracy can it be done differently?



It’s all about technology

• OUR MAIN ARGUMENT:
• Other main cracks in society
• Anti-science propaganda.
• Intensified political resentments and divisions.
• Racism, anti-immigration and xenophobia.
• Classism.
• Health disparities and inequalities, particularly along 

the lines of social class, gender, age and ethnicity.













It’s all about technology
• OUR MAIN ARGUMENT:
• Technology is what ultimately is changing our world

• Medical science and vaccinations

• Amazon society, Gig services and the work-at-home economy

• Zoom culture and social networks

• Simulation Science – modelling of public health issues



• Medical science and vaccinations
• The research sandbox that the 

pandemic is providing for making 
massive advances in health.



Amazon society, Gig services and the work-at-
home economy



Zoom culture and social networks



Simulation Science – modelling of public health issues



Thank you

Questions?


