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Abstract: The prioritisation of the coronavirus pandemic in the public sphere has resonated in
the field of sciences, with Covid-19 occupying the interest of many researchers in various dis-
ciplines. This article aims to analyse features of interpersonal and institutional discourses, pub-
lished data, and the author’s observations to reflect critically upon the impact of Covid-19 on
academic life and sketch some trends in the field of sciences. The analysis demonstrates that
Covid-19 serves as an accelerator for science; this process, however, is asynchronous across
countries, disciplines, and research streams. The “Covid-isation” of research systems rein-
forces the instrumentalisation and projectification of science and creates intra-institutional hi-
erarchies. The coronavirus crisis amplifies existing inequalities and prompts the double move-
ment of acceleration versus deceleration. In the potential social morphogenesis in the field of
science, the role of the humanities and social sciences scholars in asking critical questions
and facilitating meta-reflexivity becomes paramount.
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1. Introduction

| am at the hairdresser’s, and a topic for small talk is offered to me. It is late spring in
2020, and the Covid-19 pandemic is an unavoidable subject in any human encounter.
Amid our conversation, the hairdresser says: “This crisis revealed those jobs that really
matter”’. Among “those jobs” she lists medical workers, police officers, people working
in grocery stores and food production, and scientists working on Covid-19 treatment
and vaccines. She does not mention hairdressers or social scientists.

| have opened this article with the paraphrase of the well-known sentence (‘I am at
the barber’s...”) in Roland Barthes’ (1972, 115) immortal Mythologies. The small talk
at the hairdresser’'s and many other topically related pieces of private and public dis-
courses | have heard or read since the outbreak of the pandemic have inspired me to
explore the meanings and ideologies, even myths, embodied in those utterances, an-
nouncements, and much broader discursive and social practices. In what follows, I will
analyse some prominent features of interpersonal and institutional discourses, pub-
lished data, and my own observations to reflect critically upon the impact of Covid-19
on academic life and sketch some trends in the field of sciences. Most of these trends
can metaphorically be labelled as “double-edged swords”, even “double movements”
in Karl Polanyi’s (1944) sense. The genre of my piece is neither a classical analytical
study, nor any sort of manifesto. This article is, rather, a reflexive contemplation,
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organised around some macro-level generalisations of my individual micro-level ob-
servations that form its sections.

2. And Nothing Else Matters

As we may observe, the media and public discourses changed overnight in the infa-
mous year of 2020. Covid-19-related news suddenly dominated the broadcasts, news-
papers, portals, and social media to an extent that — both in terms of amplitude and
duration — no topic has attained in the last decades. The prioritisation of the pandemic
in the public sphere resonated in the field of sciences: Covid-19 instantaneously occu-
pied the interest of many researchers — not just virologists, epidemiologists, and other
medical scientists, but widely beyond.

On the individual and research group level, we could see thousands of journal arti-
cles and numerous books on Covid-19 and its impacts getting published in a few
months. Countless webinars and online conferences on the pandemic were initiated.
In proposal writing, many researchers were able to react to the new situation and re-
orient their interests within a few weeks. For instance, in spring 2020, three out of
seven proposals submitted to the University of Tartu by PhD student candidates in
Media and Communication focused on Covid-19 and the media. On the institutional
side, we saw a rapid opening of new calls, and extraordinary levels of public and private
funding targeted at finding solutions to the Covid-19 pandemic and its impacts. No
doubt, this is an impelling force and a refreshing development for science.

But there is another side to the coin, the bloody edge of the same sword. The pri-
oritisation of Covid-19-related topics, already labelled the “Covid-isation” of research
systems (Frontiers 2020, 25), brought along the overshadowing, de-prioritising and
even depreciation of other topics and research streams, including basic and theoretical
studies. As an example, | quote a press release by the Estonian Research Council
from March 18, 2020. When publishing the list of 32 applied research projects that had
just been approved for funding, the Research Council considered it necessary to add
an apology:

This Call took place before the virus outbreak causing the current emergency;
therefore, the reverberated topics have been motivated by pre-emergency prob-
lems, and will rise among the priorities again, when the society returns to the
conventional rhythm of life [emphasis added].

Obviously, this piece of institutional discourse includes an assumption that all those 32
newly funded research topics (including, for example, the impact of excessive salt con-
sumption on human health) were not among the priorities for research in spring 2020.
In being discernibly motivated by the perceived public pressure to focus only on Covid-
19, the Research Council followed an urge to justify their decision to fund 32 presum-
ably redundant and pointless topics.

On the global level, according to a report by Frontiers® (2020), one fourth of re-
spondents stated that the funding had been redirected from their area (less funding
available), while only 6% admitted that the funding had increased in their area (more
funding available). This suggests that the surge in research funding levels has indeed
been concentrated in a few specific areas. Furthermore, nearly half of the international
research community (47%) were concerned about the long-term impact on funding,
supposing that the funding would be redirected from their area in the future.

1 Based on an online survey of 25,307 researchers conducted in May and June 2020.
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Interestingly, geologists, biologists, and environmental and materials scientists ex-
pressed the most concerns about future funding (more than 50% believed that less
funding would be available). While researchers in the fields of medicine and the hu-
manities and social sciences were placed in the middle (with 46-47% comprising pes-
simists), computer scientists expressed the lowest level of pessimism (34%) and the
highest level of optimism (19% expecting more funding to be available). It is less sur-
prising that pessimism about future funding shows political clustering in responses,
with researchers from countries with prevailing neoliberal ideological regimes and/or
unstable funding mechanisms (e.g. Australia, the UK, the US, Chile and Mexico) being
the least optimistic (at least half of respondents expected the funding available to them
to be reduced) and a small group of countries with stable funding mechanisms (e.g.
Norway, China and Japan) standing out as the most confident about future funding.

3. Make Science Great Again

Another double-sided trend in academic life springs from the prioritisation of the pan-
demic in the public sphere. On the positive side, the need for evidence-based govern-
ance and policymaking was loudly acknowledged in many countries, and the value of
R&D and the status of scientists rocketed upwards. According to Kamila Markram,
CEO of Frontiers, “Science has been thrust into the spotlight” (Frontiers 2020, 3). Sci-
ence is being made great again.

On the more problematic side, the same tendency may lead to the further instru-
mentalisation of science, already described by Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1979) in his
Postmodern condition: A report on knowledge. Through instrumentalisation, the goal
of truth in science is replaced by “performativity” and efficiency in service of the state
or capital. This, in turn, is related to increasing pragmatisation of science, in which
more and more emphasis is put on the practical use and exploitation of scientific results
as rapidly as possible. The instrumentalisation and pragmatisation of science is per-
fectly in line with the process known as “projectification”, seen as “a structural trajectory
in corporate re-structuring”, and theorised as “a cultural and discursive phenomenon”
(Packendorff and Lindgren 2014, 7). In academic life, project-oriented discursive
modes of justification legitimise projectified research as a task-specific, deliverable-
driven, and time-limited form of working. Projectification is closely and causally linked
to the dominance of marketisation under the prevailing conditions of capitalism (Nies
and Sauer 2018, 60), creating new forms of power governed by measuring and audits,
indicators, and algorithms (Shore and Wright 2015) as well as the subjective feeling of
the accelerating life on a personal as well as professional level (Kalmus and Opermann
2020). On a more general level, instrumentalisation and projectification raise the value
dilemma regarding the autonomy versus dependency of science vis-a-vis the demands
of the state and the market.

4. Science Goes Online

As the third prominent trend, the coronavirus spring brought along the accelerated de-
velopment and appropriation of various digital methods and online platforms. In con-
nection with this encouraging development, new ethical and legal issues emerged. For
instance, questions on whether one or another platform was safe and secure, or
‘GDPR-proof’ (in European contexts), demanded urgent practical solutions and
spurred ethical deliberations among researchers and officials.

While digital methods favoured, or at least enabled, research on many topics and
with some social groups, the lockdown measures hindered or even stopped research
with certain often disadvantaged social groups (e.g. young children or the elderly)
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and/or with face-to-face methods. This double-sided tendency thus induces a critical
question: is the forced proliferation of digital methods a rising tide, lifting all boats in
the longer run, or will it ultimately increase inequality between research groups and
individual researchers? Will this mode of acceleration eventually synchronise or de-
synchronise the development of various disciplines and research streams?

5. The Winner Takes It All

While the coronavirus crisis prompted the growing prestige and accelerated develop-
ment of science as such, these developments brought along increasing competitive-
ness and inequality in academic life. Three double-sided trends, outlined above, signal
the emergence of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ on new bases — disciplines, topics, and their
pragmatic use value, as well as research methods.

More subtly, the lockdown measures amplified the existing individual-level handi-
caps in science, based on parenthood and the extent of teaching obligations. In the
coronavirus crisis, the blurring and convergence of different social spaces in the locale
of the home, accompanied by the “convergence of time periods dedicated to specific
activities” — the processes being previously advanced by neoliberalism (Fuchs 2020,
378-379) — was indeed taken to its extreme. For many academics, the home became
office or lab, lecture room, conference hall and library, and, at the same time, kinder-
garten, school, gym, and place for culture consumption. The convergence of time-
space in the home, however, affected individual academics differently, depending on
their life cycle, family status and professional (research- versus teaching-centred) pro-
file. While for some the cancellation of on-site conferences, meetings and lectures, and
the lack of ability to socialise with colleagues and students meant “the looming huge
gap in our professional and personal lives” [private e-mail communication], for others
the simultaneous effort of home-schooling their kids and switching, lightning-fast, to
web-based university teaching resulted in total overburdening.
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Figure 1: The calendar of a home-schooling academic in May 2020 (with a reproduc-
tion of the mediated image of the Covid-19 virus by a 6-year-old)

For academics, similarly to many other professions, the coronavirus crisis has been,
indeed, “a process of radical mass housewifization” (Fuchs 2020, 380). We may even
term it “forced houseparentisation”, as in many cases, the convergence of time-space
and different social roles in the locale of home has affected parents of both sexes
almost equally. Figure 1 illustrates how the forced home-schooling of a 6-year-old in
spring 2020 has literally occupied the calendar of a professor/parent.

Unequal conditions for working from home will result, sooner or later, in imbalanced
performance in the highly competitive field of research. For instance, when deprived
of childcare for months during the lockdown, a female professor admitted that all her
time management efforts “went into teaching” [private e-mail communication] and she
was lagging behind schedule for writing a monograph.

On the institutional level, such handicaps have seldom been realised and consid-
ered. The Estonian Research Council, for example, generously decided to extend the
deadline for new project proposals by one week:

[...] in complying with the wishes of scientists in the parent’s role, we have ex-
tended the deadline for PSG/PRG/PUTJD applications by one week until April
7 [E-mailed announcement, March 16, 2020; emphasis added].

Single short-term gestures like this, while fulfilling the function of acknowledging the
problem, help little, alas, in terms of mitigating the intra-professional inequalities in the
long run and on a wider scale.

On the global level, the report by Frontiers (2020) revealed great variation in aca-
demics’ perception of work disruption depending on their country location — particularly
in terms of support they received to help them work from home. South American coun-
tries (Argentina, Chile, and Brazil) appeared to have been hardest hit, with almost a
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third of researchers reporting that their working practices had been affected by the
pandemic.

For a longer perspective, we are left with a question: will this crisis lead to a greater
consideration and mitigation of inequality and handicaps in science, or will it contribute
to their normalisation and perpetuation?

6. Conclusions

By summarising the trends sketched in this article, we may conclude that in general,
Covid-19 serves as an accelerator for science as an institution. We have seen a light-
ning-fast opening of new calls and extraordinary public and private funding targeted at
finding solutions to the pandemic and its impacts and satisfying the need for evidence-
based governance and policymaking, promptly acknowledged in many countries. We
have observed the academic community’s reacting to this sudden challenge and op-
portunity swiftly and self-forgetfully by re-orienting their research interests within a few
weeks and presenting and publishing on the new topic faster than ever before. The
lockdown measures, furthermore, prompted the accelerated development and appro-
priation of digital methods and online platforms. This acceleration process, however,
has not been synchronous across countries, disciplines, and research streams. The
“Covid-isation” of research systems reinforces the processes of instrumentalisation
and projectification of science, creating intra-institutional hierarchies. This, in turn,
leads to increasing competition in many disciplinary fields and the rising levels of pre-
carity and insecurity among the academic community.

On the individual level, the coronavirus crisis rather amplifies existing inequalities
and brings along the double movement of deceleration versus acceleration. For some,
the coronavirus crisis indeed means “forced deceleration” as Hartmut Rosa (2020) has
argued. For others, the lockdown measures, leading to the convergence of time-space
and different social roles in the locale of home and forced houseparentisation, increase
the number of activities and experiences per unit of time, and thus bring about an ex-
treme acceleration of personal time and life. Academics with heavy teaching loads and
profoundly projectified researchers have no privilege of postponing some tasks to slow
down temporarily. This, in turn, results in total overburdening and handicapped perfor-
mance in the highly competitive field of research.

To account for the tendencies sketched out in this article from a meta-level theo-
retical perspective, we can see Covid-19, in Margaret Archer’s (2013) terms, as an
external generative mechanism, which may, potentially, initiate transformative pro-
cesses or social morphogenesis in the field of science. Double movements are natural
in the course of social morphogenesis; however, meta-reflexivity is needed to develop
higher diversity and to avoid cultural clashes (Masso et al. 2020). To make our jobs
matter, in asking critical questions about far-reaching impacts of the pandemic on sci-
ence and facilitating meta-reflexivity among academics, the role of scholars in the hu-
manities and social sciences becomes paramount.
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