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Covid-19 in Film and Television

This collection explores the impact of Covid-19 on the production and consumption of television and film content in the English-speaking world. Offering in-depth analysis of select on-screen entertainment, the volume addresses entertainment’s changing role during and following the Covid-19 pandemic. It also studies the pandemic’s incorporation into the narrative of numerous series, films, and other televised formats, capturing the moments and contexts in which these developments emerged. Chapters examine the pandemic’s impact both on a micro and macro level, focusing on the content as well as form of TV shows and films. Bringing together an international team of scholars, the book offers a range of perspectives, exploring phenomena such as the ‘YouTubification’ of audience-reliant late-night television, as well as films and TV shows such as Superstore, Grey’s Anatomy, and The Good Fight.
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Introduction

The Pandemic Will Be Televised


Heike Mißler and Amanda D. Giammanco


DOI: 10.4324/9781003378143-1


The global Covid-19 pandemic has been a boon and a burden for television and film. On the one hand, lockdowns, social distancing orders, and other protective measures presented unprecedented challenges for the film and television industries. On the other hand, the very same measures kept large swathes of the population inside their homes, thus creating an increased demand for on-screen entertainment. Television especially, whether linear or nonlinear, gained a renewed social relevance in the Covid-19 crisis, not because viewers had more time on their hands but because there was a heightened need for both information and escapism. A US Bureau of Labor Statistics survey reported that “[w]atching TV was the leisure activity that occupied the most time in 2020 (3.1 hours per day), up 19 minutes per day compared with 2019” (“American Time Use Survey”). In the UK, the Media Nations 2020 report by media watchdog Ofcom confirmed that audiovisual media consumption in general went up during the April 2020 lockdown, stating that, on average it “increased to an estimated 6 hours 25 minutes per person per day, an hour and a half more than the average figure for 2019” (4). This increase of screen time can partly be explained by news watching, but the greatest growth, according to the same report, has been in subscriptions to streaming services such as Netflix and Disney+; the latter only launched in late 2019 in the United States, Canada, and the Netherlands, and, in March 2020, in various other Western European countries (“Disney+”). Netflix alone gained 26 million new subscribers in the first half of 2020, and Disney+ had reached 60 million subscribers by July 2020 (Vlassis 965). Even after lockdown measures were lifted in the UK during the summer months of 2020, “TV set viewing of SVOD [subscription video-on-demand] and other non-broadcaster content (including YouTube and video games) retained much of its lockdown uplift and was up 71% year on year in the last week of June” (Media Nations 4), although it remains to be seen in how far the cost-of-living crisis and rising global inflation of recent years will affect this trend.

In a surprising reversal of recent media consumption trends, linear television, along with its former rival, radio, regained particular importance in places with patchy mobile coverage or unstable internet connection. In addition to providing news broadcasting and entertainment, many nations used TV as an educational tool during school closures to facilitate remote learning (“The vital role of television”). One might argue that television, despite being adversely affected by the pandemic in many ways, is by its very nature well suited to such challenges. As Catherine Johnson argues, “TV is a hybrid medium that has been subject to seemingly endless change … and whose definition has never been stable,” and so its capacity to adapt to new realities and demands in times of crisis is perhaps not surprising (qtd. in Bignell and Wood 5). The Covid-19 pandemic has affected television and film in numerous ways, encompassing everything from the production, distribution, and regulation of media texts to their consumption and reception. Most importantly, it was undoubtedly a daunting task for film- and TV-makers to present the pandemic on screen, especially given that a pandemic is not just a medical crisis but a social, economic, political, and cultural one as well. As much as the virus has confronted many with medical risks, it is the incision in day-to-day life created by lockdowns, quarantines, and the general recommendation to avoid human contact that marked the collective pandemic experience. In fact, for many in the film and TV industries, both the technical difficulties created by containment measures and the ethical and ideological considerations involved—after all, how, if at all, can one adequately present the complexities of a global health emergency on screen?—were simply too great a challenge. For others in the field, the pandemic represented an opportunity, in that it brought to light issues that had been simmering in the background for a long time and were suddenly given renewed attention. From an industry point of view, the Covid-19 crisis brought about and accelerated ongoing developments and innovations, which have remained important beyond the pandemic. The most immediate disruptive effect on television and film was undoubtedly the fact that it forced the delay, suspension, or even cancellation of many media products. The term “unrenewal” became a catchphrase, signifying the cancellation of TV series that, had there been no virus, would have been given another season (Levin et al.). Additionally, modes of distribution and exhibition as well as marketing had to be adapted, as health and safety precautions led to cinema closures and the cancellation of film festivals. According to Kate Fortmueller, “‘media and entertainment’ and ‘service and leisure’ were the hardest-hit sectors of the US economy” in 2020, causing numerous people—including those working in adjacent industries—to lose their jobs (3). The impact of the pandemic in the film industry was probably felt so heavily because, as Fortmueller points out, the processes of production, distribution, and exhibition are so closely interconnected and involve many different players, both on the national and international level (3).

The productions that made the cut and were continued after the lock-down saw new obstacles with the introduction of on-set safety protocols. For example, Covid-19 compliance officers were introduced to supervise sanitization, testing, distancing, etc. to keep crews safe—although Leshu Torchin has argued that this new position might be considered a form of “carewashing,” given that “Covid compliance officers [were] not empowered to enforce the protocols that [were] seen as impediments to a production’s bottom line.” Torchin uses this example in an argument about the carelessness of the media industries in general and not just during a global pandemic (sparked, among others, by the death of Halyna Hutchins on the set of Rust). She concedes that the introduction of Covid officers seeing to crew welfare may have at least raised awareness of the fact that film sets are often ill equipped to accommodate the needs of people with disabilities and/or underlying health issues. On a more general level, Covid-19-related measures have highlighted the necessity to introduce accessibility coordinators to make the entertainment industry a more inclusive and safer environment.

Social distancing mandates and other precautionary measures have, of course, affected certain genres of TV much more acutely and lastingly than others. While for some genres, it was possible to film remotely and produce Zoom-inspired formats (e.g., Love in the Time of Corona, Connecting, Social Distance), formats including, or even relying on, studio audiences had to come up with creative solutions for the yawning emptiness on set. Game shows and sporting events sometimes used cardboard cutouts of spectators or laugh tracks to create the (often not very convincing) illusion of an audience. Without the invisible presence of the studio audience, day- and nighttime television show hosts were forced to navigate the murky waters of home-produced content—a lagoon well known by YouTubers and internet-dwellers alike. New circumstances inspired new shows, such as home-cooking shows with a pandemic theme (e.g., Jamie Oliver’s Keep Cooking and Carry On, Amy Schuler Learns to Cook, or Selena + Chef with Selena Gomez), or at least—forcibly—new, toned-down aesthetics, as professional studios were exchanged for the show hosts’ private homes. New settings in turn added a new level of interest for audiences eager to catch a glimpse of their favorite celebrity’s private life. While before the pandemic it was common practice to post television segments, or clips, on YouTube, most studio audience–reliant programming, specifically US produced, took a brief hiatus in March 2020 and then exclusively moved to digital platforms in April. Post-pandemic onset, these showrunners began adopting, and experimenting with, new formats that blurred the lines between television and digital platforms, most notably on YouTube. One of the more memorable adjustments was The Late Show with Stephen Colbert temporarily abandoning the well-equipped Ed Sullivan Theater to film in a bubble bath with a special-guest appearance of a Head & Shoulders shampoo bottle. These rearrangements were often clumsy but deeply charming and, more importantly, a good financial decision. In fact, by mid-March, YouTube viewership in general increased as did social media usage worldwide (“Watching the Pandemic” and Dixon). According to Ofcom’s Media Nations 2020 report, “YouTube was used by 75% of online adults [in the UK] in the first two months of lockdown” (5). This shift in form is addressed in Martin Butler and Michael Fuchs’s chapter, which focuses on late-night hosts’ efforts to “YouTubifiy” their shows, altering their structure, pace, and aesthetic. Not only did studio audience programming largely turn to YouTube, the hosts themselves also utilized other social media platforms to maintain audience engagement—a means that many political satirists, such as John Oliver, frequently used before the pandemic. The convergence of traditional and newer media formats, such as television and social media, is not a new phenomenon or one that arose due to the pandemic. However, the lack of face-to-face human interaction created a heightened necessity for online connection, participation, and communication. In how far the merging of old and new media has a lasting impact on TV and film productions and on audience behavior remains to be seen, but it is undeniable that, as Fortmueller concludes, “the pandemic accelerated ongoing twenty-first-century trends in production, distribution, and exhibition and underscored the uneasy relationship between legacy and digital media” (7).


Watching Covid in Pandemic Time and Space: The Effects of Lockdown

As hinted at earlier, social and digital media, above all streaming services, have been considered the winners of the pandemic. This is due not just to an increased audience demand for content, but also because the pandemic has changed the way television is watched, as Catherine Johnson’s and Lauren Dempsey’s research on viewing habits in the UK during Covid-19 shows. Their survey focuses on the first lockdown in the UK and confirms the results of the above-mentioned Ofcom report, stating that while TV viewing surged overall, there was a notable rise in the use of SVOD services: “[L]ockdown appeared to have catalysed the adoption of SVOD services at the expense of broadcast TV viewing” (2). Johnson’s and Dempsey’s work also discusses the notion that public broadcasting is in crisis—not just since the pandemic—particularly because young viewers seem to prefer SVOD to public service media (2). Whether this is due to the types of content produced by public broadcasting, the competition with private broadcasting and global streaming services, or, as is arguably the case in Germany, public broadcasting’s loss of reputation after a series of financial scandals, remains an open question (“Germany: Misuse of Funds”). Nevertheless, public broadcasting’s main function—namely, providing factual information and news—remained an important reason for people to watch linear TV during the pandemic. In the UK, more than 80 percent of viewers turned to the BBC for news about Covid-19 in the first week of lockdown, ahead of all other media sources (Media Nations 2020 4). And generally, in the early months of Covid, televised news programs were “some of the highest rated programmes in the UK each week” (Bignell and Woods 216–217). Writing in early 2020, Diane Negra posited that the Covid-19 crisis has changed viewers’ relationship to television while simultaneously reaffirming its traditional functions:



Lockdown culture has re-cemented and re-made our relationship with television. The last month has re-acquainted us with some of its traditional functions, revitalized its communicative capacities, and reinforced our awareness of its prodigious output in the era of “peak TV”.

(“Pandemic Television”)




Two functions of television, apart from providing information and education, that Negra highlights seemed to stand out during the pandemic: namely, its function as a “medium of solace” and as “a new kind of timekeeper,” inviting audiences to gather in front of the screen at regular intervals, either to watch news updates or to seek distraction (“Pandemic Television”). Televised news and press conferences held by local politicians, in North America and elsewhere, not only experienced a renewed limelight of times past but the habitual nature of daily programming also helped keep the time.

In a live press conference on March 25, 2020, the governor of the State of Colorado, Jared Polis, simultaneously quoted the famous biblical verse from Ecclesiastes 3 and the American folk singer Pete Seeger to assure Coloradoans that there was a time for everything but that “now is the time to stay at home.” (00:01:36–2:27). The disruption of habitual events, within and beyond this mountain state, has interfered with the human relationship to the notion of linear time, and while the experience of this notion can be quite diverse, the spread of the virus shifted the world to an equally diverse but new notion of time—pandemic time. The notion of pandemic time has been reflected in popular discourse and in academic studies (Noguchi). During the lockdown in the UK, Ruth Ogden studied participants’ experience of the passage of time. The results indicated that age and satisfaction with social interaction often stipulated their perception of the passage of time, but the majority of participants reported their experiences of time were distorted compared to before the pandemic. Another study by Saad Alatrany et al. expanded on Ogden’s original findings and indicated that temporal distortions were not bound by national borders, but internationally there were “cross-cultural differences in their manifestation” (11). For many, time itself dilated as the gravity of a global pandemic came into focus. Large portions of society and the timekeepers embedded in it stood still while the demands of daily life often marched on. For others, time accelerated as their labor became essential, or they found themselves locked in a race against time to flatten the curve. Both studies mentioned here focused on how participants reported their perceptions of time in comparison to “normal (i.e., before the lockdown),” pitting their expectations of “normal” against their current (or remembered) experiences of pandemic time (Ogden 5; Alatrany et al. 4–6). This friction between expectation and experience, as explained by Jonas Grethlein, can be seen as “human time,” in the sense of how the notion of time is articulated in the act of narrativizing lived experience (316). Within the context of television and films produced during the pandemic, Paul Ricoeur’s endeavor to articulate the relationship between time and narrative seems to be present (but often unattributed) in discourses around lived pandemic time and the audiences’ experience of media in that time, as well as time in media narratives. In pandemic time, narrative structures and how they influenced perception seemed less abstract, in the sense that viewers, in real time, were directly involved in the mimesis of watching the experience and experiencing the experience. In a pivotal moment of societal stand-still and simultaneous acceleration, how time was placed in the stories told expressed an awareness of the past through the use of the ‘new normal’ in the present. This ‘new normal’ expressed an expectation of the future and how it might be experienced alongside a virus. Further, even though lockdown measures were often expected to be temporary, they and their social side effects dragged on, stretching the present forward (Ricoeur 7–10, 52).

Many of the contributions in this volume touch on the notion of pandemic time. Through the lens of Gothic narrativization, Aleksandra Musiał’s chapter explores systemic racism and its exacerbation during the pandemic. Here, the incongruent experiences of pandemic time leached into how popular, politicized American discourse is presently (re)reckoning with how to tell history, effectively demonstrating the intimate relationship the present has with the past. In Hannah Boast’s and Nicole Seymour’s chapter, parallels between time fragmented by lock-down and time in the context of animal preservation (in what the authors refer to as “zoo time”) are drawn through time in captivity or in confined spaces. Bo Burnham’s Inside, as Carrie Allyn Ankerstein argues in her chapter, was to serve as a piece within a larger body of work going beyond pandemic time but remaining concerned with the moment and many of its defining aspects, never speaking its name. Indeed, the words “Covid-19” or “pandemic” are absent from the Netflix special but accounted for in showing the pace of time within the context of pandemic space. In addition to time and temporal disruption, space and themes that arise as a result of spatial change are, perhaps because of the nature of viral transmission, also explored in this volume. How space was perceived changed drastically, be it the absence of people in public spaces or how much space should be in between individuals to disrupt viral transmission. For Hannah Yelin and Michele Paule, their research quite literally underwent the same spatial transition from meeting their subjects in person to observing a similar, but wider set, of subjects on social media. As a result, their chapter illuminates digital and analog spaces in which discourses about gender and leadership took place during the early stages of Covid-19. In exploring the creative potentials pandemic space provided, Bethan Michael-Fox’s chapter delves into how these new spatial realities contributed to narrativizing digital space and experience in a Covid-19 world.

Consistently throughout each chapter, pandemic restrictions on who, how, and to what extent public space could be used or occupied are present, including how these limitations stratified the individual experiences of the pandemic. These themes also often communicate the visibility and invisibility of the virus in physical spaces. The absence of bodies in public spaces is due to the invisibility of viral transmission, while the presence of face masks, hand sanitizers, and social distancing signage are visible reminders to limit transmission when in the space. Through a Foucauldian lens, Paul Frosh et al. observe that while the experience and use of space could vary, these different levels of spatial experience might best be visualized as “Russian doll-like,” beginning with the encapsulated individual in one room and expanding capsule by capsule to the macro level of international borders. In this conception, control and discipline (be it state- or self-sanctioned) play a part in maintaining and dictating who, depending on socioeconomic factors, could subvert confinement (242–243). At the same time, Frosh et al. locate media, specifically social media, as a vector that disseminates, replicates, and produces culture in a participatory manner (243–244). Given the psychological impact of isolation paired with the fear of political, economic, and health-related insecurity, the space and time to mitigate these uncertainties often fell to digital platforms (for better or worse). This is especially the case for teenagers and young adults who, prior to Covid-19, perceived social media as a secondary social place and then suddenly experienced it as their classroom, a space where they could visit elderly and at-risk family members, and the only safe way to socialize with friends. For many, regardless of age, video calls and social media messages is where they said their goodbyes. The necessity of digital social interaction helped constitute it as a space, but this does not diminish its paradoxical spatial quality. The content creation and consumption of social media that was fixated on togetherness themes typify the paradox of these spaces. In the face of struggle, togetherness themes encouraged audiences to be unified (in mind) and together (in spirit) while physically remaining a safe distance apart. This was often illustrated through discourses on social or racial inequality, with one of the more viral cases being many Instagram users flooding feeds with black squares to show solidarity with the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement. On the basis of “affective spaces,” Leon Hughes writes that this digital activism centered on BLM during the pandemic not only informed the public but “mediated a connectedness and belonging in these digital spaces.” While this is not untrue, #BlackOutTuesday was heavily criticized by Black activists as performative and unhelpful (Jennings). It is a false equivalency to state that expressing one’s support for a cause on social media is the same as one’s sacrifice and dedication to fight for one’s beliefs through activism. In such paradoxical circumstances, social activities seemed to disassociate from the physical space they once took place in, allowing digital spaces to act as safer gateways to the outside world. Perhaps this is best portrayed near the end of Inside, when Bo Burnham finally ventures out of his one-room studio and is greeted by the uncomfortable spotlight. He desperately tries to reenter the space that, for most of the special, was depicted as oppressive confinement. His freedom is exposure to an untamed contagion wreaking havoc on a world that he now understands as morally bankrupt and fundamentally broken. Being inside, even with all its problems, was at least inside.

The merging of virtual and physical locations, through social media and television, exemplifies the particularities of pandemic space. Socializing in digital spaces transcended the solitary act of staring into a smartphone or computer. According to a study by Jihyun Kim et al., several types of social media were used to communally watch television with others to bridge the physical space between them (e.g., using apps such as Netflix Party, House-party, Zoom, etc.). The study affirmed that socially viewing TV was reported as enjoyable, and there was no discernable difference between the results of viewing TV socially facilitated by social media or physically together (5). The aforementioned survey by Johnson and Dempsey echoes Kim et al. For Johnson and Dempsey, participants highlighted how much they enjoyed communal viewing within the family (8), as they felt it contributed to a sense of family cohesion. Additionally, participants mentioned that they were able to extend this sense of community beyond the boundaries of their households, as many participants reported watching TV to have something to talk about with their friends or maybe even to keep up with whatever everyone else was watching: “At a time when lockdown confined people to their homes and limited their ability to socialize, television provided our participants with a valuable resource for maintaining social connections within and beyond the home” (9). Likewise, as Tanya Horeck has also argued, other interactions such as the sharing of memes or GIFs taken from TV or film or the making of TikTok videos with references to media texts such as films, TV series, or TV news underscored the sense of togetherness during times of crisis. Horeck suggests that this interaction might even enhance the viewing experience and viewers’ relation to TV, especially with respect to binge-watching: “[S]hort-form, snackable clip culture (exemplified by trailers, memes and GIFs), operates not in opposition to, but in tandem with, the immersive pleasures of long-form binge-watching in a digital-media ecology” (37).

The social and affective functions of television during the pandemic are complex. On the one hand, consuming news programs (whether consumed on linear television or on social media) was an essential—and almost a non-negotiable—part of daily life realities in the first few weeks of the pandemic. On the other hand, it did not take long for news broadcasting to be associated with rising levels of anxiety and fear. A certain disenchantment with TV news might have also occurred due to the performance of what Yelin and Paule term ‘leadership theatre,’ meaning the staged TV announcements of, above all, white male conservative politicians who used these platforms to spread masculinist rhetoric. Some participants in Johnson and Dempsey’s study even reported avoiding linear TV because they felt it was disproportionately broadcasting pandemic content, whereas SVOD services were consumed with the opposite intention: namely, to balance out anxiety by choosing a different kind of content (10). The combination of increased media consumption and the heightened sense of uncertainty led to the popularization of neologisms like ‘doomscrolling’ and its antonym ‘gleefreshing.’ These terms not only more accurately described the influence heightened emotional states had on consumer habits but also emphasized the vast amount of time spent consuming media. Pre-pandemic, binge-watching had been considered potentially problematic partly because it is time consuming; however, post-pandemic, this viewing practice was given a new boost that challenged some previous criticism. In fact, a Swiss study by Sigre-Leirós et al. has found that binge-watching acted as an “effective means of emotion regulation” (180) during the pandemic, because it provided distraction and escapism in stressful times. While this shift in the framing of binge-watching as potentially beneficial for one’s mental health, or as “Netflix and Heal,” as Tanya Horeck and Neta Alexander jokingly refer to it, is understandable, given the need to make pandemic time pass faster; it can also be argued that binge-watching as “the ultimate distraction” helps to obscure some of the more problematic aspects of digital media and streaming networks (Alexander 56). Horeck cites the emergence of supposedly “woke” listicles of anti-racist films and series to watch in the wake of George Floyd’s murder in May 2020 as one example of this phenomenon (Horeck 37). While the Covid-19 pandemic will probably forever be associated with the BLM movement in collective memory, the binge-watching of films and series as solution to the social injustices laid bare or exacerbated by Covid-19 is obviously too simplistic—even if the potential to at least raise awareness for certain issues should perhaps not be ruled out altogether. Additionally, and more problematically, contextualizing binge-watching as a kind of self-care activity arguably benefits streaming services more than viewers. Not only do viewers become “unpaid workers training recommendations algorithms,” they also risk buying into neoliberal discourses of individualism and self-responsibility, which only serve to disguise capitalist logics of consumption (Alexander 52; 56).



What to Watch during a Pandemic: Comfort Viewing, Meta Viewing, and Pandemic Discourses

As Horeck’s and Alexander’s contribution to the debates about “Netflix and Heal” shows, the question of how and what to watch in times of crisis takes on a political dimension for audiences, and it became an issue for producers as well. In the course of 2020, when it became clear that the virus was an obstinate presence, television writers and producers faced the decision of whether or how to incorporate this new reality into their storylines. For many, this decision constituted a dilemma: What did audiences want? Did they want escapism, or did they want their everyday lives reflected in those of their television heroes? Would these storylines offer viewers a safe way of confronting the challenges Covid-19 has brought upon everyone, or would they appear tasteless or traumatic to those who have lost their jobs or even loved ones due to the pandemic? Could TV series and films do their part in educating audiences about the virus, or would this be considered patronizing?

Some television shows opted to include Covid-19 story arcs, especially in genres where it appears almost unavoidable, such as medical drama (e.g., Grey’s Anatomy, The Resident, The Good Doctor, Station 19, and Chicago Med). Other shows decided to skip ahead to a post-pandemic world or to create a virus-free parallel universe (e.g., Mom, The Neighbourhood, and Call Me Kat) or to address the pandemic indirectly through mask-wearing characters, or side- and backstories (e.g., NCIS New Orleans, Bull, This Is Us, Black-ish, 9–1–1, etc.). Donning medical masks has undergone a notable semiotic shift thanks to the pandemic. In many Western countries in pre-pandemic times, they would have most likely been a signifier for medical professionals in hospital settings or perhaps been associated with high levels of air pollution in megacities. Since the pandemic, however, mask-wearing has come to be considered a political marker, usually read as a practice more readily endorsed by liberal and prodemocratic forces, while conservative and more authoritarian attitudes seemed to be at loggerheads with mask mandates (Young et al.). In that sense, masks are also a poignant example of how social contexts change the way in which screen texts are interpreted and in how far not just viewing practices but also the decoding of media messages is already determined by viewers’ horizons of expectation, to apply Hans Robert Jauß’s concept to media studies, and their lived experience. Because most viewers will now be aware of the debates about mask mandates, something as banal as a face mask deliberately worn incorrectly may affect the way they assess a character in a TV show or film. Similarly, watching pre-pandemic shows or films with scenes of crowds of people would have made some viewers feel uncomfortable during the pandemic or at least have reminded them of what life used to be like before quarantine and social distancing.

Perhaps to avoid further confrontation with the virus audiences (in the United States, at least) frequently turned to pre-pandemic content. The importance of so-called comfort shows during the pandemic has been stressed by several scholars. These are shows viewers watched and enjoyed before and which seem to offer a feeling of stability and reliability in times of distress or emotional upheaval. Neil Ewen, for instance, has observed a trend—even prior to the pandemic—of returning to the TV shows of the 1990s. He explains this phenomenon by using Svetlana Boym’s concept of “restorative nostalgia,” in which a longing for a past is the result of a general discontent with the present— “a sentimental and essentially conservative way of comparing unfavorably the present to the past” (575). The reason why the 1990s seemed to have a cultural moment in the 2010s–20s, according to Ewen, is that they represented a decade of hopefulness after the neoliberal excesses of Reaganism and Thatcherism and before the seismic shift in global politics ushered in by the 9/11 terrorist attacks. In addition, and perhaps more importantly, the 1990s were the last decade before the advent of social media and smartphones, which have permanently changed communication to an unknown extent (576). US audiences seem to agree with Ewen’s claim: Friends was one of the most watched shows on broadcast or cable TV in the United States during the pandemic, according to Nielsen’s report published in USA Today and a survey by CableTV.com published on Variety (Keveny; Murphy). A 2023 survey by CableTV.com also revealed that 87 percent of the participants had a “comfort show,” and Friends (along with The Office and Star Trek) was in the top three (Kerai). While audiences may have been basking in nostalgic viewership, this cultural media available to them was curated by corporate interests vying for copyrights. Jaap Verheul points out that streaming services have an outsized role in controlling the market value of a television show or film and, consequently, become fixed gatekeepers who ultimately “regulate the relationship between producers, texts, and users,” removing any democratic elements or autonomy a viewer might have on accessing the “digital vault” of existing media (56 and 58). The pandemic, Verheul notes, created a lasting market shift that favored streaming services in not only providing older entertainment but were also able to host box office releases that had to be pulled from movie theaters in early 2020 (57–58).

Another observable viewing trend that runs counter to that of comfort viewing, and which one might be tempted to call confrontational or “meta” viewing, is the renewed interest in pandemic fictions. Just like literary depictions of pandemics, such as Albert Camus’s La Peste or even The Decameron by Giovanni Boccaccio, received renewed attention, so too did filmic representations of pandemics, such as Wolfgang Petersen’s Outbreak (1995) and Steven Soderbergh’s Contagion (2011). The latter even found itself back in the iTunes film charts, and its main stars, Matt Damon, Kate Winslet, Jennifer Ehle, and Laurence Fishburne, released public service announcements with Covid-19 health advice in March 2020 (“Coronavirus: Contagion cast share Covid-19 advice”). Yvonne Völkl, Julia Obermayr, and Elisabeth Hobisch define the function of pandemic fictions as follows: “[P]andemic and Corona Fictions provide the public with a first-hand account of (previously) experienced or imagined health crises and numerous possibilities of individual and collective (re)actions, represented by a variety of main characters” (11). To get an idea of just how vast the cultural production of pandemic fictions is, they have also started to compile the Corona Fictions Database, which is publicly available online.1

Despite the breadth of pandemic fictions, there are some recurring themes and discourses about the virus and its effects on many societies, which emerged early on in the pandemic, visible from news headlines, hashtags, political speeches, and in the public debate in general. It was clear from the start that the pandemic would deepen social rifts unlike any other event in the recent past. The secretary-general of the United Nations, António Guterres, in a July 2020 speech, titled “Tackling the Inequality Pandemic: A New Social Contract for a New Era,” summed up the challenges of race, gender, and class injustice exposed by the pandemic as follows:



COVID-19 has been likened to an x-ray, revealing fractures in the fragile skeleton of the societies we have built.

It is exposing fallacies and falsehoods everywhere:

The lie that free markets can deliver healthcare for all;

The fiction that unpaid care work is not work;

The delusion that we live in a post-racist world;

The myth that we are all in the same boat.

Because while we are all floating on the same sea, it’s clear that some are in superyachts while others are clinging to drifting debris.




Confronted with a deadly virus, as well as societal polarization, slogans like ‘We’re all in this together’ and that ‘Andrà tutto bene’ (‘Everything will be alright’) and hashtags like #StayHomeStaySafe #FlattenTheCurve or #MyPandemicSurvivalPlan were circulated in the first weeks and months of the crisis and seemed to express a sentiment of solidarity, support, and hopefulness. The belief that the pandemic could act as a great social equalizer, bringing everyone closer, was swiftly deconstructed. Covid-19 infection and death rates were considerably higher for the most vulnerable social groups, such as people of color in majority-white countries (confirmed for the United States, by the US Census Bureau (Shabo and Johnson) and for England by Public Health England (“Beyond the data”)); vaccination rollouts were much slower in the global South than in the global North. In the US context (as well as in many European countries), the loudest voices clamoring for reopening after lockdown were not necessarily the most privileged groups but notably those who subscribed to white supremacist views, as can be seen, for example, from the protests at the “American Patriot Rally” outside the Michigan Statehouse on April 30, 2020, and similar attacks (Smicker 292). This radicalization of right-wing groups falls under the phenomenon that Josh Smicker calls “pathological whiteness,” which, in the context of the pandemic, brought about social Darwinist views. The lieutenant governor of Texas, Republican politician Dan Patrick claimed that avoiding another economic shutdown was preferable to potentially contracting and dying from Covid-19 since “[t]here are more important things than living” (qtd. in Smicker 295). As Smicker points out, the underlying assumption here is that those most likely to die are not rich white politicians with excellent access to health care.

Pandemic anxieties also spurred support for apocalyptic rhetoric and fueled accelerationists’ claims.
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