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PERSPECTIVE ARTICLE

FEAR, AFFECTIVE SEMIOSIS, AND MANAGEMENT OF THE PANDEMIC CRISIS:

COVID-19 AS SEMIOTIC VACCINE?

Claudia Venuleo, Omar C.G. Gelo, Sergio Salvatore

Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic represents an extraordinary challenge to clinicians,
health care institutions and policymakers. The paper outlines a psychoanalytically
grounded semiotic-cultural psychological interpretation of such a scenario. First,
we underline how the actual emotional reaction (mainly of fear) of our society is
a marker of how the mind functions in conditions of affective activation related to
heightened uncertainty: it produces global, homogenizing and generalizing embodied
interpretations of reality, at the cost of more fine-grained and differentiated analytical
thought. Such a process, called affective semiosis, represents an adaptive response to
the emergency in the short-term. Second, we argue that this adaptive value provided
by affective semiosis will be reduced when we have to deal with the process of
managing the transition to the post-crisis and the governance of the medium and long-
term impact of the crisis. Third, we suggest that, in order to manage the pandemic
crisis on a longer temporal frame, affective semiosis has to be integrated with less
generalized and more domain-specific ways of interpreting reality. To this end,
semiotic capital (i.e., culturally-mediated symbolic resources) should be promoted in
order to enable people to interiorize the supra-individual and collective dimension of
life. Accordingly, COVID-19 is proposed as a semiotic vaccine, a disruption in our
everyday life routines which has the potential of opening the way to a semiotic re-
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1. Introduction

The spread of COVID-19 has determined what
is now represented as the biggest world-wide crisis
since World-War II. In order to contain the infection
rate among the population and not overload the health
systems, most of the affected countries have been
implementing emergency lockdown measures. In
Italy — the second country worldwide after China to be
massively hit by the crisis — strong measures have been
established by the Government, firstly applied to the so-
called “red-zone” (Lombardia, and fourteen provinces
of Veneto, Emilia Romagna, Piemonte and Marche),
then to the whole country (Decree of the President of
the Council of Ministers, 9 March 2020). It goes without
saying that the current situation may be experienced as
extremely threatening. The threat is felt at different and
interrelated levels: individual concerns — e.g., the fear
of getting infected and/or of infecting someone else,
of losing friends or relatives, of being alone, of not
“making it” economically — intertwine themselves with
the generalized sense of being projected into a global
scenario of uncertainty, where nothing will ever be as
before. As Time (2020) reported: “we must get it into
our heads that our lives have changed”.

This situation poses a hard challenge to clinicians,
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health care institutions and policymakers, because it
merges different conditions that probably are active
together for the first time. On the one hand, millions of
people’s psycho-physical health is at risk and therefore
interventions aimed at protecting and restoring
individual wellbeing are a strategic priority; on the
other hand, people are also unintentional drivers of the
pandemic and by reason of this they have to be seen
as the target of social and economic measures aimed at
neutralizing their potential contribution to the spreading
of the virus. And all this has to be done together with
policies enabling the whole system to contain the impact
of both COVID-19 and of interventions to counteract it.

Thus, COVID-19 proves to be a scenario where
health and social dimensions are embedded recursively
within each other: the evolution of the health situation
depends on how society manages the lockdown,
the practicability and control of which is in turn a
function of the pandemic dynamics. As a result of this
intertwinement, classical distinctions between levels of
analysis and interventions (i.e., the individual level of
the personal psycho-physical health and the systemic
level of the governance of society’s economic and health
conditions) break down, leading to the emergence of
a challenging new pattern of critical problems — that,
to add a further element, have to be understood and
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addressed very rapidly.

Like many other categories, scholars of clinical
and social sciences are called on to face this challenge.
A task they can address is to use their theories to
frame interpretive models of the current scenario and
outline its evolutionary trajectories. This function
could prove to be relevant because the newness of the
situation created by COVID-19 means that our toolkits
of methods, criteria and solutions, elaborated in/for
different conditions and contexts, cannot be taken for
granted but, if needed, reworked in order to adjust to
the new challenge.

The current paper has been written in the middle
of the pandemic (first half of April 2020) and, from
within such a temporal framework, is meant to provide
a contribution in this direction, with the focus on
what kind of tomorrow is waiting for us. Based on
the conceptual framework of the psychoanalytically-
based Semiotic Cultural Psychology Theory (SCPT,
Salvatore, 2018; Salvatore & Venuleo, 2013; Valsiner,
2007, 2014), it provides (a) an interpretation of the
psychosocial dynamics underpinning how society is
currently engaging with the pandemic emergency;
(b) a scenario hypothesis of the possible evolutionary
trajectory of this psychosocial dynamics, and their
potential negative impact on medium-term crisis
management; and (c) the proposal of some strategic
and methodological criteria aimed at reducing the risk
of this negative impact.

2. What is happening? The role of the fear
2.1. Cues

Considers the following phenomena that
characterize how different people have been dealing
with the lockdown.

e Polarized connotations. On one hand, one can
observe many instances of in-group idealization:
people sing together from balconies, activate
solidarity networks (free psychological assistance,
free help-lines, voluntary assistance for old people
and poor people), express a deep sense of being
part of a collective event that cannot but have a
positive end because it concerns the good group -
what happens to us cannot be bad because we are
good (e.g., the first page of the most read Italian
sports newspaper published the words of the 2006
World Championship Italian soccer team’s coach:
“Our country is strong. If there is a problem, we
say: ‘now I’ll show you what to do’”). On the other
hand, there are a corresponding number of signals
of the connotation of other persons (even of the
same group) as an enemy, the source of all troubles
and problems (e.g., newspapers and news agencies
used titles like “Hunt the runner”[see Rondelli,
2020] or “Hunt the plague spreader” [see Terranova,
2020]). The same polarized connotation can be
observed with regard to political institutions and
policymakers: extremely positive — e.g., “thoughtful
caring father”, “the saviour of the country” — and
extremely negative representations and claims —
“we need to have a new Nuremberg”, “dictator”—
run in parallel on social media, fuelling each other.

o War language. Discourses around the pandemic
prove to be framed by affect-laden metaphors and
contexts, with a clear prevalence of war language
—COVID-19 an “enemy to defeat”, hospitals are
“the trenches”, doctors and nurses as “heroes on the
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military front”, the counteraction against the virus
as a “war”.

e Appealingof conspiracy theories. The webisplenty of
videos and articles claiming and providing evidence
that COVID-19 is a bacteriological war or a way
of manipulating the financial market. These theories
persist in spite of the opposing evidence published
in respected scientific journals and counterevidence
provided by experts. President Donald Trump has
pandered to conspiracy theories, talking about the
“Chinese virus” and “virus of Wuhan” (Cassandro,
2020). To give just one example coming from Italy,
a video broadcast in 2015 on a national channel,
talking about the creation in a Chinese laboratory of
a coronavirus strain has been circulated as evidence
of the conspiracy, rapidly going viral. Experts were
ready to clarify that the Sars-CoV-2 responsible for
COVID-19 is not reproducible in the laboratory, but
the video was shared many times on the Internet
anyway, accompanied by alarmist comments and
violent allegations against Chinese people.

o Confusion between individual and systemic
standpoints. Evidence from China, South Korea,
Italy, and Iran suggest that COVID-19’s lethality is
quite low in the population, with the exception of
older people and people with serious pre-existing
conditions (Novel, C.PR.E., 2020). As many
commentators have highlighted, for most people
the health emergency does not represent a concern
for them as individuals; rather, it is a threat for the
health systems’ capacity to cope with the impact of
the massive increase in demand for intensive care
due to the pandemic. In spite of this, the prevailing
feeling among people is the fear of being mortally
infected and the belief that they must therefore stay
at home to protect their personal health. Needless to
say, the view of the staying at home as a systemic
epidemiological measure aimed at reducing the
speed of the infection (i.e., the reproduction number)
is recognized; and yet, it occupied little space in
the media and in daily life discourses compared
to the emotional connotation of the lockdown as
individual/family protection.

These signals highlight the emotional nature of most
people’s reaction to the pandemic. Such a phenomenon
is not at all surprising, as we are told by many scientific
theories as well as our daily experience. A reaction
of fear, and more in general an affective activation
of anxiety, is the common response to conditions and
events that are a major violation of the expected state
(e.g., LeDoux, 1996; Proulx, & Inzlicht, 2012; for a
review, see Townsend, Eliezer & Major, 2013; for an
analysis of the emotional response to a pandemic, see
Kim & Niederdeppe, 2013). Accordingly, the signals
listed above can be seen as manifestations of the
spreading of this basic biological-based mechanism at
the level of the population. Terror Management Theory
(Greenberg & Arndt, 2012; Solomon, Greenberg &
Pyszczynski, 1991) has convincingly shown that people
react to basic anxiety associated with the salience of
death by increasing their adherence to affect-laden
and identity grounded generalized beliefs (ideologies,
religious credo, traditional values), usually based on
the ingroup-outgroup polarization (cf. also Mannarini
& Salvatore, 2019). Among other manifestations, this
polarization expresses itself in the militarization of
language as well as in idealized and counter-idealized
representation of otherness (e.g., Mannarini, Veltri &
Salvatore, 2020; Salvatore, Avdi et al, 2019a). Again,
the fear responses to epidemics and pandemics have
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already proved to be fertile motivational drivers for
conspiracy theories, as for instance shown by studies
focused on the HINI influenza in 2009 (Smallman,
2015) and the Ziza epidemic in 2015 (Smallman,
2018). Another example is provided by the spread of
beliefs identifying the causes and drivers of AIDS,
blamed variously on, groups such as gays, intravenous
drug users, and prostitutes (Kalichman, 2009; Niehaus
& Jonsson, 2005; Wagner-Egger et al., 2011). From
a different, yet complementary perspective, the
overlapping of the systemic and individual standpoint
can be interpreted as the marker of a key characteristic
of how the mind works in conditions of fear, and more
in general of affective activation. Indeed, such a state
is characterized by the salience of generalized affect-
laden meanings that enslave sensemaking to produce
homogenizing interpretations of the reality within
which all elements are assimilated to each other, in a
single whole — e.g., Italians are good people; politicians
are thieves. Henceforth, we refer to this process with
the term affective semiosis (Salvatore & Freda, 2011;
see below, § 3.3).

2.2. The adaptive role of the fear response

It has to be highlighted that the emotional response —
and the underpinning salience of the affective semiosis
— has proved to be an adaptive way of coping with the
urgency of the pandemic crisis. This is not surprising,
given that fear arousal plays a major role in adaptation,
enabling the organism to break routines and mobilize
the cognitive and physical resources for the vital task
of coping with the emergency (e.g., Coombs, Fediuk &
Holladay, 2007; Greenberg & Safran, 1987; Jin, 2009;
Lang, 1979; Lazarus, 1991; Naby, 2003; Samoilov &
Goldfried, 2000). Epstein (1994, 1998) suggests that
a personally meaningful emotional experience is more
likely to produce change, compared to information
provided atarational level (e.g., cognitive restructuring).
Evidence from cognitive science and experimental
psychology (e.g., Anand, Ward, & Tatikonda, 2010;
Polanyi, 1966) has shown that tacit knowledge — which
involves the emotional-affective system and represents
the most archaic, deeply rooted structure common to all
of the most evolved species — provides an “immediate
knowing response” that directs the organism to action.
This is consistent with daily experience, in which plenty
of cases show that emotions, and more particularly fear,
can be a more effective driver of habit change than
analytic thought. For instance, a sizeable proportion of
the population is aware of the harmful consequences for
their health of their high fat diet or of smoking, without
apparently being either willing or able to do much
about it (Hirani & Newman, 2005). However, when
they are caught up by strong fear and feel that their
survival is at stake, they may more probably break their
entrenched habits and, at least in the short term, try to
change. Frightened by a pain in the back, smokers book
the medical check-up that has always been postponed
and — at least temporarily — throw away their pack of
cigarettes.

With respect to the COVID-19 emergency, it is
reasonable to think that the widespread fear response has
worked as a powerful trigger of protective behaviours
(e.g., frequently washing hands, wearing masks) as well
as a decisive inhibitor of habits which had to be broken
to enable the lockdown measures to be followed.
Needless to say, with reference to the Italian context,
the measures were not universally followed, with quite
a few people contravening orders, as shown by the
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high number of fines issued by the police. However,
although not absolute, and although it may prove to
be lower than in other European countries, the level
of compliance of the Italian population was markedly
higher than one could have expected if one considers
the quite low level of social capital (public spirit, trust
in institutions, commitment to the common goods)
characterizing Italian communities (e.g., Salvatore,
Avdi et al, 2019a), and at any rate high enough to enable
the systemic effectiveness of the lockdown.

A similar association between fear and compliance
was found with regard to other pandemics. For instance,
higher perceived fear of SARS was associated to
compliance with quarantine measures in Taiwan (Hsu
etal., 2006); increased observation of quarantine during
the HIN1 pandemic in Australia occurred when a family
member was infected, which again may be associated
with increased perceived risk of disease transmission
(McVernon, 2011).

Furthermore, emotional activation mobilizes
relational resources, creating a dense solidarity
network made of large and small gestures of generosity,
participation, mutual help, encompassing the society as
a whole, unified in the fight against the shared enemy.
Examples range from the many companies like Ferrari
and Armani that converted their production to make
sanitary equipment, to the mobilization on a voluntary
basis of thousands of health personnel, from the myriad
of actions aimed at providing assistance to elderly non-
autonomous people, through to the impressive amounts
of funds raised by public and private institutions.

3. What can we expect will happen in near
future?

3.1. Scenarios

One can be optimistic that, also thanks to the
societal reaction fuelled by the fear response, the
reaction to the acute pandemic crisis will be able to
produce results. What has already happened in China
and Southern Korea — and seems to be occurring in Italy
—gives grounds to think that the speed of infection (the
so-called R ) will slow down and thus that the health
system will be able to withstand the impact.

However, it must be recognized that this optimism
concerns just one part of the world — it is quite a
Eurocentric belief, which cannot be generalized. This
is because the public health systems of many countries
(e.g., African and Latin-American countries, but also
some economically advanced countries like the US)
are unable to support the burden of even a slowed-
down epidemic and/or because of the passive policies
adopted (e.g., see the case of Brazil and, at least in the
first stage of the crisis, of the UK). Accordingly, it must
be highlighted that the considerations below refer only
to countries where the peak of the infection is expected
to arrive in a reasonably close future. On the other
hand, as the following discussion implies, this limit
of generalizability provides a further argument to our
thesis (i.e., the forecast that the exit from the crisis is
not just around the corner).

The key question to ask is what will happen once the
pandemic is contained, when the peak of infection has
been reached and the spread starts to slow down? What
already occurred in China and is now occurring in Italy
shows that the management of the crisis does not end
with the first success in containing the infection. After
that, there are three scenarios that can be imagined.

First, as has been recognized, the lockdown eeds
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to be kept up for several weeks, even months after
the peak (Alvarez, Argente, & Lippi, 2020; Karin et
al. 2020; Pueyo, 2020). In China, restrictions on the
movements of Wuhan citizens ended on 8" April,
after 76 days from the beginning of the pandemic
and almost two months after the peak (13" February;
Center for Systems Science and Engineering, 2000).
In Italy, the first Western country to introduce major
restrictive measures, the (partial) lockdown at the level
of the national territory started on 9 March, about two
months after China; the peak was reached on 215 March
(Dipartimento Protezione Civile, 2020), and since then,
the infection slope has been decreasing more slowly
than in China. Thus, one can expect the restrictive
measures to be kept in place for at least several more
weeks, a forecast consistent with the decision taken by
the Italian Government as we are writing to prolong
the restrictive measures up 3 May. And it cannot be
ruled out that the lockdown could be even longer if the
higher infection rate in neighbouring countries where
the pandemic started later should impinge on the falling
trend in countries where it started earlier.

Second, once the pandemic has been stopped and
zero new cases are observed, this does not mean that the
virus will have been fully eradicated. Epidemic hotbeds
in countries where Sars-CoV-2 arrived later will make
it necessary to manage the transition to normality,
maintaining high levels of alert without falling into the
temptation of a local short-term strategy (Gates, 2020;
Nacoti et al, 2020; Radulescu & Cavanagh, 2020).
Countries will enter this transition scenario gradually,
in scattered order. For instance, the Italian Government
has clarified that the so-called “Phase 2” of the exit
from the lockdown will be progressive — economic
activities will be the first to re-start; schools will come
back to hosting students in the new scholastic year, in
September 2020. It has been suggested that there could
be a differentiated resumption of social and economic
life over the national territory, by reason of the different
infection rates of the Northern and Southern regions.
Probably — and hopefully — the transition scenario will
see institutional efforts of trans-national coordination of
socio-sanitary policies (e.g., in fields like scientific and
pharmaceutical research, health organization, regulation
of frontiers, transportation); on the other hand, it will
involve people in their daily habits (e.g., limitation
of movements, use of protective masks, adoption of
social caution; trackability of social contacts). It has
been envisaged (Tuite, Fisman, & Greer, 2020) that
the management of the transition may require a yo-
yo strategy, with an alternation of periods of absence
of measures and brief periods of re-activation of
restrictions to deal with new outbreaks of infection in
their early stages.

Third, the transition scenario can be expected to end
only when a medical solution to COVID-19 is found,
something experts foresee could take between one and
two years (Anderson et al., 2020). After that, however,
the game will not be over, because a post-crisis scenario
will emerge. This is so for two main reasons. On the
one hand, the restrictive measures adopted to tackle the
pandemic will leave very critical issues behind (e.g.,
risk of generalized economic recession, large increment
of public debt, destruction of jobs; possible weakening
of the EU) (Remuzzi & Remuzzi, 2020). On the other
hand, it must be recognized that the pandemic crisis
has highlighted potential elements of development.
For example, the awareness of the need to empower
the health system (subjected in the last twenty years
to a progressive dismantling in most Western societies
as a result of neoliberal policies); the recognition of
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the capacity of democratic institutions to cope with
such a complex crisis; the perspective of a possible,
more advanced balance between individual rights and
systemic constraints, in the domain of the protection
of strategic common goods like health; the role of
scientific knowledge in political decision-making.
Moreover, it would be highly desirable that institutions
— from territorial to international level — could make an
effort to learn from the experience and elaborate more
or less radical solutions to avoid future pandemics.
Indeed, one need not adopt a conspiracy approach to
realize that COVID-19 is not an isolated event due just
to the malignity of Mother Nature. Pandemics, have
been occurring more and more often for the last two
decades (Smith et al, 2014), and it is reasonable to
hypothesize that in this phenomenon a role is played by
the socio-economic conditions fuelled by globalization
(e.g., dramatic increase in interconnectivity, climate
change, intensive livestock production, weakening/lack
of development of health systems). So far, with few
exceptions, the institutions have addressed pandemics in
a reactive way, as if they were always faced with a new
emergency, rather than in terms of a strategic, global
and systemic design aimed at reducing the impact of
distal causes and enabling rapid, coordinated measures
of containment in the early stages of the insurgence of
hotbeds. A paradigmatic exception of this attitude, that
should indicate the road to take, is South Korea which,
after the SARS pandemic, designed a prevention plan
that proved to be efficacious in reducing the impact of
COVID-19 in that country.

3.2. The psychosocial resources issue

The considerations presented in the previous sub-
paragraph highlight that the pandemic crisis has to
be conceived at least in a medium-term temporal
perspective, rather than as a short-time response to the
acute urgency of the current moment. Such a recognition
raises a central question: are the psychosocial resources
people are mobilizing in response to the acute stage of
the pandemic suited to support the management of the
crisis in its whole breadth and depth?

Institutions are rightly making efforts to gather and
develop the structural and technical resources needed
to manage the crisis as well as to face the impact of
the management itself on society (e.g., new doctors and
nurses, hospital beds, drugs, availability of credit and
financial support, platforms for smart working, apps
to track infections, computational forecasting models,
new administrative formats and normative frameworks,
and so forth). Yet, psychological drivers play an
essential role in grounding, motivating, and channelling
the social and individual behaviour: structural and
technical resources are necessary, but they are not
sufficient, because they still have to be implemented
by human beings. Therefore, the distribution within
the population of the psychological resources (i.e.,
worldviews, interpretative frameworks, beliefs, modes
of feeling, thinking, and acting) underpinning people’s
capability to address the crisis is a strategic issue that
has implications far beyond the sphere of individual
wellbeing: it concerns the whole capacity of the system
to reduce the impact of COVID-19 and to prepare for
the chance that a similar event could happen in the near
future.

In our view, so far the issue of psychosocial
resources and their promotion has been substantially
backgrounded by institutions — people are seen, at the
best, as persons to support in terms of the subjective
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impact produced on them by the crisis (e.g., distress,
fear and depressive states) rather than a strategic target
to empower because of their being the drivers of the
crisis management. Precisely in the days we are writing
this paper, the Italian Health Minister has launched a
call for psychologists willing to deliver psychological
support to the population on a voluntary basis. This
Government action is appreciable per se, yet it attests
to the logic outlined above — namely, the implicit idea
that, in time of pandemic, people are those to be helped,
rather than those who help.

This “reparative” approach grasps only one side
of the coin, and it could prove to be more and more
insufficient the more the scenario of the crisis evolves
progressively in the three forms envisaged above. At a
first level of analysis, this is so because the fear response
in unable to support the mobilisation of behavioural
and cognitive resources for a prolonged time. Indeed,
the fear response is reactive to a trigger, programmed
to interrupt routines (Gray & McNaughton, 2000)
and, in so doing, to make the organism’s resources
converge in order to cope with a super-ordered survival
need. Accordingly, the fear response — therefore, its
motivational power — persists insofar as the alarm
trigger is active and it is, however, prone to fade away as
a result of desensitization. Accordingly, one can expect
the following critical spiral: the more the lockdown is
prolonged, the less the emotional activation will be able
to support compliance with the restrictive measures;
as a result, the more the institutional communication
will stress warnings about risks, and the more this
will accelerate further the process of desensitization.
In the Italian context, one can already pick up some
indications that can be read as first signals of such a
cycle: just a few days after the announcement that
the peak of infection had been reached and that the
slope had started to decrease though quite slowly,
sports newspapers began to discuss the imminent re-
starting of the football championships. Again, after the
announcement of the peak being reached, the number
of people contravening the stay at home restrictions
increased so that political and sanitary authorities
considered it necessary to seriously warn against the
risk of letting our guard down.

This spiral is associated with three quite critical
problems. First, it could lead to a global reduction of
compliance. Second, this would mean a further need
for restrictive measures and therefore further damages
to the socio-economic system and psycho-social
conditions. Third, as an important side effect, it would
mean a further intensification of the polarization of the
institutional and political agenda on the pandemic, and
the consequent backgrounding of the many other issues
(e.g., economy, justice, education migration, climate
change) involved in governing a system as complex as
contemporary societies.

In sum, the fear response can help in the short-
term in coping with the crisis but not in the process of
management of the transition to the post-crisis and the
governance of the medium-term impact of the crisis. To
make an analogy, the fear response is a kind of doping
with immediate release, that is useful for the sprinter
but is harmful if taken by the marathoner.

3.3. Beyond the fear response: the SCPT
model of affective semiosis

The issue is even more complex insofar as one takes
the affective semiosis underpinning the fear response
into account. Indeed, as implied in previous discussion
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(cf. §2.1), the fear response is associated with the
salience of affective semiosis. Accordingly, a deep
comprehension of the former requires the latter to be
taken into account. To this end, a brief outline of the
Semiotic Cultural Psychology Theory (SCPT)’s model
of affective semiosis is provided below, in order to
frame the following analysis of psychosocial processes
underpinning people’s current response to the pandemic
crisis as well as the possible evolutionary trajectories.

At the core of the SCPT there is the view of the
individual as a sensemaker, namely a subject engaged
continuously with the interpretation of experience
(Salvatore, 2018; WValsiner, 2007). This on-going
interpretative activity is grounded on affective
semiosis, namely on the process of structuring
the whole state of the experience in terms of the
basic affective embodied meanings (e.g., pleasant/
unpleasant;  powerful/powerless;  active/passive)
(Salvatore & Freda, 2011; Salvatore & Venuleo,
2008). This means that SCPT conceives of affects
as the basic component of the semiotic dynamics of
sensemaking, rather than mere neuro-physiological
processes (Salvatore, 2016). Affective semiosis is
always active, even when it is outside the focus of
consciousness; it shapes the global coupling between
the organism and the environment without interruption,
as a kind of “neuro-physiological barometer” (Barret
Feldman, 2006, p.30) which selects discrete events
and objects that are part of the field of experience and
channels their representation. Incidentally, this means
that affective semiosis is not confined to connotating
objects that are already experienced by the subject;
rather, affective semiosis filters and constrains the
field of experience, foregrounding the elements of the
field that are consistent with it. In this sense, affective
semiosis is constitutive of the experience (Salvatore,
2016; Salvatore & Zittoun, 2011). Idealization is the
emblematic example of the process of foregrounding of
positive facets and backgrounding of negative facets;
thanks to this work of selection, an object endowed
with the characteristics of perfection and goodness is
constituted.

This semiotic view of affects — i.e., the affects as
a peculiar mode of sensemaking, characterized by the
production of global, absolutizing and homogenizing
interpretations of the reality — is at grounds of several
psychological theories in domains like emotion (Barret
Feldman, 2006; Niedenthal, Halberstadt & Innes-
Ker, 1999), meaning (Osgood, Tannenbaum & Suci,
1957), and community relationship (Mannarini &
Salvatore, 2019). Moreover, it is a key contribution
of psychoanalysis, framed within the re-reading of the
Freudian notion of primary process from a semiotic
perspective (Carli & Paniccia, 1999; Fornari, 1979;
Kirshner, 2010; Matte Blanco, 1975; Muller & Brent,
2000; Neuman, 2000; Salvatore & Venuleo, 2008,
2009, 2017; Sanchez-Cardenas, 2011). A paradigmatic
example of the absolutizing and homogenizing nature
of affective semiosis is the tendency of a large segment
of Western society to interpret the social landscape in
terms of the representation of the other — variously seen
as migrants, political elite, Europe, Arabs, bureaucrats
in Brussels — as a threatening enemy (Mannarini &
Salvatore, 2020). To refer to the context of COVID-19,
in several countries Chinese restaurants and shops were
avoided, being considered dangerous; in certain cases,
Chinese people living in the host country for many years
were subjected to verbal and even physical aggression,
as if they were responsible of the contagion. All these
facts can be viewed as manifestations of the same
homogenizing tendency of affective semiosis: the virus,
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Chinese people and Chinese goods are assimilated to
the same homogeneous affective class of “what comes
from China”, with the effect of transferring all negative
valences associated with the virus to all the members of
the class. The same can be said for the first COVID-19
patients, who in certain contexts were seen as infectors,
namely assimilated to the negative valence of Sars-
CoV-2. Incidentally, the very fact that daily life but also
institutional discourses systematically use the name of
the disease (COVID-19) to denote its pathogen agent
(Sars-CoV-2) is a clear instance of the metonymic (i.e.,
the part for the whole) homogenization characterizing
affective semiosis.

Asecond core tenet of SCPT is that affective semiosis
sets the sensemaker’s mind so as to constrain his/her
identification with sets of beliefs and attitudes that are
available in the shared cultural milieu the sensemaker
is embedded in. In other words, the preferred (for the
subject) pattern of affective meaning in terms of which
the sensemaker shapes the experience operates as a filter
that “tunes” into just a certain area of the cultural milieu;
in so doing, the preferred affective meaning constrains
the chance of interiorizing only the cultural worldviews
and beliefs that fit with it (here and henceforth, with
interiorization we mean the transformation of the inter-
psychic reality in an intra-psychic one, a concept share
by psychoanalysis and cultural psychology; Wilson &
Weinstein, [1990]). For instance, if a person enters a
relation with the world by systematically connoting
the experience in terms of an unpleasant and powerless
field, he/she will be channelled to interiorize beliefs
that picture others (institutions, people, migrants, and
so forth) as threatening, untrustworthy and therefore
to adhere to social and political ideologies based on/
referred to this kind of beliefs. Salvatore, Fini and
colleagues (2018) identified five generalized, affect-
laden worldviews (symbolic universes, in the authors’
term) that are active in the European cultural milieu. The
world as anice, trustworthy place (ordered universe), the
world as interpersonal linkages (interpersonal bond),
the world as a source of support for one’s own agency
(caring society), the world as a jungle and the primary
network the shelter from it (niche of belongingness),
and the world as an anomic, hopeless place, belonging
to those who have power (others world). They have
shown that each symbolic universe is embedded in a
particular underpinning pattern of more basic affective
meaning — e.g., the ordered universe is channelled by
the pattern of affective meaning emerging from the
combination of the affective connotation of the world as
“good/friend”, and of one’s position with respect to it as
“active/engaged”. Thus, the SCPT grounds the linkages
between the individual mind and the cultural milieu on
affective meaning. On the one hand, the sensemaker’s
mind is structured by a biologically based affective
language; on the other hand, these affective semantics
sets the mind to interiorize the cultural meanings that
are consistent with the preferred affective pattern of
meaning (Salvatore, 2016).

Third, affective semiosis can have a variable salience
in sensemaking. As stated above, it does not stop
working as the grounds of the interpretation of reality;
the sensemaker can introduce further dimensions of
meaning (e.g., shared values, specific semantic contents
such as ideas and beliefs, normative frameworks, plans
and purposes, information, scientific based knowledge,
validation criteria) to a variable extent, and in this
way his/her mode of thinking can gain higher or lower
levels of differentiation (Salvatore, 2016; Salvatore,
Palmieri et al, 2019). Thus, the capacity of detecting
the complexity of the reality does not depend on the fact

122

that affective semiosis is switched off; rather, it depends
on how many components of meaning are “added” to
the basic sensemaking process. The less is added, the
more the interpretation will reflect the basic structuring
of experience provided by the affective meaning only.
The prototype of this form of sensemaking, enslaved
to affective semiosis, is feeling, thinking and acting in
terms of the foe-friend schema, in accordance to which
the world is divided into just two classes: those on my
side versus the rest of the world; no other distinction
is made and, therefore, both classes work as “the dark
night where every cow is black”. In contrast, the more
one adds further dimensions of meaning, the more the
incidence of the affective meaning is “diluted” —namely,
the less salient it is in the representation of reality.

3.4. Evolutionary trajectories of sensemaking

The SCPT models proposed in the previous sub-
paragraph frame our scenario hypothesis on potential
critical trajectories of the psychosocial dynamics
underpinning the management of the crisis.

As envisaged above, in the near future people will
not only have to accomplish the task of complying with
negative regulations — e.g., remain at home, keep your
distance from other people — and adopting routines —
e.g., washing hands, wearing a mask. In fact, they will
have the harder task of modulating their behaviour
in daily life according to, time and situation, finding
contingent balances between the multiple demands of
life (e.g., social relations, work requirements) and the
requirements of the post-crisis management. Moreover,
people will have to do this over an extended temporal
window, rather than “in apnea” — as the momentary
reaction to a storm. Each of us will have to make daily
life choices in condition of ambiguity and conflict—i.e.,
mediating continuously between consolidated habits and
the new rules of prevention and precaution implicitly
conveying a different model of social relationships. In
the final analysis, this means that people will be asked to
integrate a reference to an abstract common good — the
management of the risk of resurgence of the pandemic
—in their mindsets, as a salient regulator of their way of
feeling, thinking and acting.

Our core hypothesis is that it will be hard for such
a complex socio-cognitive task to be accomplished by
forms of affective semiosis. Indeed, as discussed above
(§3.3), modes of thinking characterized by the salience
of affective semiosis provide people with simplified
modes of interpreting the world. Stereotyped thought
as well as discourses characterized by a high level of
mobilization of affects (e.g., political discourse exalting
the national identity in a context of polarized conflict;
Farquet, 2014; Klima, 2004) are emblematic instances
of the simplifying power of affective semiosis.

The salience of affective meaning means a self-
referential way of thinking, aimed at reproducing
the grounds of the system of assumptions, rather
than exploring the reality analytically. This way
of thinking leads the sensemaker to take his/her
experience for granted, so that this experience becomes
unquestionable, concrete, saturated, invariant, and
made of rigid positions, clear-cut yes/no statements,
and polarized evaluations enslaved to the in-outgroup
differentiation. Thus, the greater the salience of affective
semiosis, the less people are able to use cognition to
explore, to modulate, to learn from errors, to valorise
the plurality of standpoints — in the final analysis, to
go beyond the absolutization of their lifeworld and
to assimilate the systemic dimension of the common
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goods within their subjective life (for the interpretation
of the affective meaning as inability to interiorize the
systemic dimension of life, see Salvatore, Fini et al,
2018; Salvatore, Mannarini et al., 2019a).

One could hazard a prediction of what could happen
if people were to go on engaging with the forthcoming
stages of the crisis using the same affect-laden modes
adopted to cope with its acute insurgence. A broad
segment of the population will prove to be unable to
interiorize the systemic dimension of the crisis and
therefore to regulate its behaviour accordingly. So far,
this interiorization has not been necessary, because it
overlaps with the threatening individual meaning of the
pandemic (see § 2.1). Yet, once the acute stage of the
crisis has been overcome, concerns associated with the
personal/interpersonal sphere will be backgrounded; as
a result, in the absence of the psychological capacity
to interiorize the abstract, systemic dimension of crisis
management, it is probable that many people will
simply be blind and deaf to it. Needless to say, they
will recognize the existence of the crisis scenario, but
they will represent it as a conjectural reality, empty
of any anchorage to their subjective life. Thus, the
requirements of crisis management will be experienced
by many people as they experience many other systemic
objects (e.g., climate change, European Union, State
institutions, economic inequality): as evanescent ideas
lacking any relevance to the self, therefore unable to
regulate feeling, evaluations and choices. As a result,
many people’s social behaviour will be inconsistent,
even in overt contrast, with the requirements of crisis
management. Just to mention some emblematic
instances of these inconsistent/conflicting behaviours
— signals whose potential emergence are already
identifiable — consider: the foregrounding of individual
needs with respect of institutional norms; the negation
of risks; the enactment of living styles claiming
performatively that life has come back to normality; the
lack of any interest for the issues concerning the post-
crisis management.

It has to be added that one could expect a deep
cleavage and a consequent polarized conflict between
those blind-to-the-crisis people and those who will be
able to keep themselves identified with the idealized
endorsement of the normative framework associated
with the management of the crisis (e.g., take the many
discourses where the adherence to the lockdown is
interpreted as a sign of national pride). A good example
in group conflict is a video circulating on the web
documenting a brawl in an Italian supermarket triggered
by the insult one user addressed to the person before
him in the queue, because he was not wearing a mask.

3.5. The embeddedness of the emotional
response in the cultural milieu

The analysis of the possible evolutionary trajectories
of psychosocial dynamics implies also a reverse
standpoint: the focus on the role of psychological
resources in crisis management has to be complemented
by the focus on the potential impact of the crisis on
psychological resources. In order to move in this
direction, two preliminary points have to be outlined.

First, it is worth highlighting the peculiar way of
considering the relation between affective meaning,
emotion and reality that is implied in the SCPT model
of affective semiosis. The SCPT steps back from the
mainstream view of emotion as the response to the
triggering stimulus and adopts a non-essentialist,
pragmatist conceptualization of emotion (Barret
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Feldman, 2006). This is done in a way that is consistent
with psychoanalytic theory too, which considers the
outside object the target, rather than the trigger of the
phantasmatic meaning (Klein, 1967).

To put it briefly, according to the SCPT, the
emotion comes after and is grounded on the affective
interpretation of the whole field of the experience, as
a further elaboration of it. This view derives from the
SCPT tenet that the person first interprets the whole field
of the experience in terms of homogenizing affective
meanings (e.g., in terms of pleasant/unpleasant) and
only then, on this basis, does he/she select and interpret
the discrete elements of the field. Accordingly, when an
affective embodied pattern of meaning goes beyond the
threshold of activation and therefore enters the focus
of the consciousness, this state needs to be interpreted.
Thus, the sensemaker identifies the element of the field
of experience that helps to make sense of it (Barlett
Feldman, 2006). The feeling of the emotion (e.g.,
fear, disgusts, joy) makes up this interpretation, and
the contextual elements the interpretation is anchored
to assume the status of the interpretative sign of the
emotion and of the underpinning affective activation.

The SPCT view of the constitutive nexus between
affective semiosis and emotional response leads to a
specific reading of the relation between COVID-19, fear
and, more generally, anxiety. One could echo William
James to synthetize such a reading: people feel fear not
because there is COVID-19; rather, there is COVID-19
(i.e., the perception of certain characteristics of it)
because people are affectively activated in an anxiety-
like way. In what follows arguments to clarify and
support this statement are provided.

Our interpretative thesis is that people did not
respond emotionally to the pandemic per se, but to the
global media and institutional scenario mediating and
shaping the representation of the pandemic. People
started to be concerned when and because of the fact
that a sequence of ruptures in their quite stable personal
and social routines occurred — e.g., the President of
the Government communicating directly to the nation,
TV broadcasts and newspapers monopolized by topics
revolving around the pandemic, schools and offices
closed, individual restrictions reducing individual
freedom as had never happened before. Thus, one
has to distinguish two different levels of analysis — at
the functional level, these measures are the technical
response to a socio-sanitary issue; at the semiotic level,
they were the pattern of elements that in their totality
afforded the affective-laden interpretation of the field
of the experience as a whole. Anxiety is the affective
meaning comprising this interpretation — that is, the
embodied, generalized connotation of the whole field
of experience as destroyed by a powerful enemy. In
this basic form of affective semiosis one can trace
the paranoid anxiety that qualifies the basic affective
semiosis in terms of which the newborn shapes the
experience of the absence of the good object — namely
through its structuring as the presence of the destructive
bad object (Klein, 1967; for a discussion of the schizoid-
paranoid position as a constitutive form of affective
semiosis, see Salvatore & Zittoun, 2011).

Thus, according to our interpretative hypothesis,
anxiety — intended as a pattern of basic affective
meaning — was the first embodied mode of making
sense of the experience of the rapid disruptive change
of the socio-institutional field. Fear, concerns, suspicion
and so on came later, as emotions resulting from the
anchorage of the affective meaning of anxiety to this or
that element of the field (COVID-19, but also infectors,
laboratories of genetic manipulation, untrustworthy
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politicians and scientists).

To get an idea of the counterfactual evidence in
support to this thesis, consider climate change — a real,
concrete driver of catastrophic impact for the whole
of humanity, exponentially more disruptive than Sars-
CoV-2, yet unable to produce even remotely a reaction
of fear like the pandemic can. People only recently are
progressively becoming sensitive to climate change;
and this, according to the SCPT framework, is not
because they have thoroughly understood the risks of
climate change, but because a sort of whole “semiotic
blob” started to expand (e.g., Greta’s media exposure)
and to impact on the whole network of practices and
discourses, therefore on the people’s whole field of
experience.

We have dwelt on presenting our interpretation
of the role played by affective semiosis in mediating
the relation between COVID-19 and the emotional
response because we believe it leads to an enlargement
of the analytic focus on the topic at hand. Indeed, to
say that the psychological responses to the crisis
depend on the affective interpretation of the whole
field of experience implies that to understand them
(and their evolution) one has to take into account the
context and the dynamics of this affective interpretation
— namely, the cultural conditions within which it was
activated. In other words, the affective interpretation
of the insurgence of the pandemic scenario, rather
than depending on the inherent characteristics of
COVID-19, reflects the patterns of affective meanings
grounding the cultural milieu at the moment in which
the interpretation was enacted.

A systematic analysis of the cultural context
grounding the sensemaking of the insurgency of the
pandemic goes beyond the scope of this paper. Here
we simply refer to several authors who, from different
perspectives, have highlighted how the contemporary
socio-cultural landscape is characterized by an endemic
condition of anxiety, fuelled by the deep uncertainty
triggered by the socio-economic turmoil (economic
inequality, anthropological transformation induced by
migration flux, transformation of the forms of labour,
technological acceleration, progressive human-machine
synergies) induced by technological development
and globalization (Elchardus & Spruyt; Mannarini
& Salvatore, 2019; Inglehart & Norris, 2017; Russo,
Mannarini & Salvatore, 2020). The enemization of the
other — namely, the interpretation of the social field in
terms of the foe/friend schema (Salvatore, Mannarini et
al, 2019a) — is the marker of such a paranoid, anxiety-
laden affective semiosis.

Thus, to conclude, the affective interpretation of
the pandemic scenario in terms of anxiety is in full
continuity with a key pattern of affective semiosis at the
core of the cultural milieu. And, in the final analysis,
this means that, regardless of the medical characteristics
of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is the cultural anxiety
already active in the cultural milieu that makes this
interpretation — and the related fear response — prevail
in many societies, rather than the opposite. This thesis
could appear paradoxical; yet one can consider two
aspects in support of it. First, the variability of the
way the pandemic was approached among countries,
which leads us to think that the interpretation was
a function of the different affective frameworks
characterizing the cultural milieu of those countries.
For example, the Swedish view of the constitutional
constraints preventing restriction measures can be seen
as reflecting the affective interpretation of society as
endowed with a holding capacity, an inherent “good”
to be brought to the fore; or the initial orientation of
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the UK Government to rely on herd immunity, which
can be seen as reflecting the connotation focused on
the in-group’s power to defeat the enemy, whatever
the individual sacrifice. Second, recent history teaches
that the anxiety-like affective semiosis of the social
landscape does not need an actually dangerous situation
to be enacted. The political elite, the Euro, migrants or
Arabs are examples of generalized signs used in recent
years to fuel what someone has called the politics of fear
(Wodak, 2015). Thus, one could generalize what was
stated by Krasteva (2019) who, referring to migration
and paraphrasing Sartre, observed that “If the migration
crises did not exist, post-democratic leaders would have
invented them” (p. 4).

3.6. The impact of the pandemic crisis on the
cultural milieu

The last observations in this subsection are intended
to have more than a merely speculative nature. They
suggest an interpretation of what could be the semiotic
impact of COVID-19 on the cultural milieu.

First, one has to consider that in this moment the
“pandemic” (here and henceforth the quotation marks
are used to refer to the sign, rather than to the actual
event the sign stands for) is a hyper-dense sign, namely
a sign that stands for the whole of social life. We live
in the time of COVID-19: the pandemic is not felt
and represented as an event — however significant —
happening within our lives; rather, our lives unfold
within the pandemic. Here the sense of being in the
midst of the making of history lies, found in much
discourse of this period.

The hyper-density of the “pandemic” makes it
polysemic. That is, the sign “pandemic” is able to
denote very many aspects of the social landscape, and
is therefore used within a great many discourses and
social practices, with different cultural and psychosocial
content — e.g., one finds “pandemic” and associated
signs (e.g., “contagious”, “COVID-19, “crisis”’) within
expressions of fear, concern, anger against those in
charge, as well as in expressions of national pride, war,
scientific language, institutional engagement, practices
of active citizenship, acts of solidarity, feeling of
concern, thankfulness, admiration, hope and so forth.
All of these expressions are enacted in the same crucible
that makes all people feel they are partaking of the same
reality (the only recent experiences that, as middle-age
Italians, we can compare were the few hours following
the winning of the World Cup by the Italian team in
1982 and 2006; however they were very short-lived and
did not cover all the population).

Now, in the near future one can expect that the
hyper-density of the sign “pandemic” will fade away
alongside its progressive loss of its centrality in public
and private discourse. The gradual recovery of the social
and productive routines will lead to the restoration of
other social and discursive practices, that will gain new
momentum in the cultural milieu. TV, newspapers,
social media, political speeches, interpersonal
conversations and the like will devote less and less space
to the topics associated with the pandemic, while other
new or old frames and objects will be foregrounded.
The semiotic consequence of this inescapable (and
hoped-for) process will be the progressive decay of the
polysemy of the sign. In other words, the “pandemic”
will stop being used by the whole society and will enter
a specialized narrative and discursive circuit, associated
with certain segments of society and therefore with this
and/or that area of the cultural milieu. To find a similar
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process, consider the evolution of the sign “Resistance”
in the Italian context. After World War II and for about
half a century, it was almost universally used as a
hyper-dense sign identifying the essence itself of the
Italian identity and its project of renaissance from the
wartime destruction and the scourge of the civil war. In
the last twenty-twenty five years it has lost this almost-
universal coverage of the Italian society and in so doing
has entered selected discursive circuits. As a result, in
spite of many enduring efforts to counteract such a drift,
it has become an identity sign for only a part of Italian
society.

Needless to say, the “pandemic” will go on to be
part and parcel of the scientific and technical discourse.
Besides that, however, one can expect that, should the
pattern of paranoid affective meaning remain as it is
now, the “pandemic” will be progressively patterned
with those narratives and discursive practices that share
the same roots in the paranoid affective framework.
In other words, we are envisaging an evolutionary
scenario where the “pandemic” will lose its quality
as a universal concept and will be drawn towards the
cultural area providing worldviews, beliefs and values
grounded on the paranoid affective interpretation of
the context (e.g., anti-migrant narratives, hate speech,
endorsement of populist, sovereign, far-right and
xenophobic movements).

In their analysis of the cultural milieu of several
European countries, Salvatore et al. (2019) identified
a symbolic universe that is peculiar to this area of the
cultural milieu: the niche of belonginess (see above, §
3.3). The incidence within the European societies of this
symbolic universe varies from 22% (Estonia) to 50%
(Greece). Moreover, subsequent analyses showed that
this symbolic universe is associated with the centrality
of identity motives and intolerance (Salvatore, Avdi et
al, 2019b), vote choice in Brexit referendum (Veltri
et al, 2019), association with a securitizing and de-
humanizing framing of migration (Salvatore et al,
2020).

What the assimilation of the sign “pandemic” to this
symbolic universe could lead to is not only the evolution
of its meaning; but, more importantly, the fact that, due
to this evolution, the incidence of the paranoid affective
meaning conveyed by the sign could contribute to make
this cultural area even more attractive than it is now. This
would take place by favouring, for a certain segment
of society, a linkage between the previous meanings
associated with the sign in the acute stage of the crisis
and the subsequent paranoid meaning — for instance, a
linkage between the national pride associated originally
to “pandemic” and the ingroup-outgroup polarization
that is a peculiar component of the friend/foe schema
at the core of the paranoid affective interpretation.
Again, a linkage between the trust in the Government’s
capacity of take decisions and responsibility (part of
the current meaning spectrum of “pandemic”) and the
call for an authoritarian simplification of the democratic
institutions (typical issue of the political culture
grounded on paranoid affective semiosis).

Such a process would not be totally new: one of the
main drivers of populism and the far-right’s political
success over the last decade — in countries as Italy,
France, Germany and US — has been its capacity to
attract within its discourse horizon the pattern of signs
concerning economic insecurity and inequality, and
in so doing to drain the consensus of the segments of
society anchored to that pattern of signs.

In sum, this evolutionary scenario suggests that
the “pandemic” could further fuel the salience of the
paranoid affective interpretation of the social landscape
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within the cultural milieu and, therefore, the power to
attract of narratives and social practices that mobilize
the enemization of the other as the semiotic device to
make sense to the radical uncertainty of contemporary
society. And this would mean, concretely, to find the
“COVID-19” sign merged metonymically with and
further fuelling the paranoid discourses of ideological
polarization, xenophobia, intolerance, revanchism,
search for scapegoats, distrust of institutions, spreading
of conspiracy theories, polarized idealizations of the in-
group membership in juxtaposition to other social groups
and/or countries and/or supra-national institutions, and
so forth. Two hints of where these processes could lead:
the Hungarian Parliament has given Orban full powers
because of the pandemic crisis; in these days, in Italy
a wave of comments and claims spreading over the
social media against EU countries, guilty of “having
abandoned” Italy to fight the pandemic alone.

4. What to do? The promotion of semiotic capital

From the discussion above, one can draw the
following main practical implication: anxiety-like
affective semiosis is unable to ground the modes of
feeling, thinking and acting needed to address the
new, more complex tasks that the evolution of the
crisis management will bring at the fore. Accordingly,
affective semiosis has to be integrated with less
generalized and more domain-specific components of
meaning thanks to which the sensemaker could map the
social world in a more differentiated and functional way
and, in so doing, empower his/her capacity to engage
with the reality efficaciously.

4.1. Semiotic capital

In previous works one of us, with other colleagues,
has modelled these further components of meaning
in terms of semiotic capital (Salvatore, Fini et al,
2018). Semiotic capital is the cluster of embodied and
symbolic meanings (implicit habits, worldview, values,
social representations, cognitive models, pockets of
implicit and explicit knowledge) that fuel the capacity
of the individuals to interiorize the collective dimension
of life and, in so doing, to make such interiorized
dimension a pre-reflexive, embodied component of
the experience: a concrete fact, a subjective significant
regulative component of his/her identity. In so doing,
the sensemaker can feel the relevant aspects of the
social and political life as endowed with value of life
(Salvatore, 2012). First, he/she can feel the collective
interest as something that matters, therefore the
common goods as a super-ordered framework of
sense grounding the contingent attitudes and actions
in concrete situations. Moreover, the embodied feeling
of being part of a social world enables the sensemaker
to recognize the value of regulative frameworks (the
“rules of the game”) and the interdependence among
standpoints, therefore the need for structures and
institutions to enable the cooperation and coordination
required for collective action. Thus, the conditions
and factors that political and social sciences have
highlighted as relevant to social development (social
capital, active citizenship, civic-mindedness, trust
in others and institutions, tolerance of diversity) can
be modelled as instantiation of the psycho-social and
psychodynamic process of internalization of semiotic
capital (Andriola et al, 2019).

On these grounds, several social and psychosocial
phenomena — e.g., negative attitudes towards foreigners
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(Salvatore, Mannarini, et al., 2019b), Brexit referendum
(Veltri et al., 2019), the spread of anxiety in the way
of perceiving the social reality (Salvatore, Mannarini
et al., 2019a), the affectivization of the public sphere
(Salvatore, Palmieri et al, 2019) — have been interpreted
in terms of the variable distribution of semiotic capital
within and among different cultural milieus, due in turn
to the condition of radical uncertainty that characterizes
contemporary societies (Salvatore, Mannarini, et al,
2019a). Incidentally, this view involves seeing the
psychosocial resources as grounded on the cultural
milieu, and therefore seeing individual modes of
feeling, thinking and acting as the manifestations of the
level of access to semiotic capital (Salvatore, Avdi et
al, 2019b). However, this perspective does not imply
a disavowal of individual differences and the role of
constitutional and biographic factors in them. It focuses
on a more general level of analysis because it reflects
the need to think of systemic interventions that have the
whole population as their target.

In sum, the components of meaning that enable
the sensemaker to feel the systemic dimension of
experience, and in so doing to make the regulation
of the interdependence with others a taken-for-
granted core component of the self, can be viewed
as a kind of “semiotic antibody” of the great salience
of anxiety-like sensemaking that characterized the
current socio-political scenario, before the insurgency
of the pandemic, and that risks being the cultural and
subjective framework shaping the psychosocial modes
of addressing the crisis.

4.2. The promotion of semiotic capital

The discussion above raises the issue of how
semiotic capital can be promoted. Following Andriola
and colleagues (2019), it is useful to distinguish
between two complementary lines of action. First,
the promotion of semiotic capital requires structural
systemic policies aimed at the global reduction of the
level of uncertainty. Indeed, as observed above (§ 3.5),
the incidence of anxiety-like sensemaking in the cultural
milieu — which is to say the low level of semiotic capital
— is strictly connected to the state of radical existential
uncertainty that constitutes participation in social life
for vast segments of the population — above all, the so
called “losers” of globalization (Teney, Lacewell &
De Wilde, 2014; Williamson, 2005) but not only them.
This is so because the salience of affective semiosis
in sensemaking is the way people make sense of their
world when it is too complex to be interpreted through
more differentiated components of meaning (Salvatore,
Mannarini et al, 2019a; Salvatore, Palmieri et al, 2019).

The structural interventions required to reduce
uncertainty involve new economic policies aimed at:
the reduction of inequality and economic insecurity; the
limitation of the opacity and self-referentiality of the
financial system, as well as its separateness with respect
to production systems; the empowerment of the national
and super-national regulative framework in order to
place constraints on the increasing self-referentiality
and, in so doing, to create a protective barrier from the
aggression of the dynamics of globalization. Moreover,
the reduction of uncertainty comes about through
a new institutional deal that inverts the current trend
characterizing many societies, where the institutions
are perceived by citizens as part of the problems rather
than a resource. Efforts have to be made to empower
the institutions, and this not only in their technical
and administrative efficiency, but also and above all
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in their vision and mission: in their capacity of be
attuned to — and promotional of — people’s way of
feeling and thinking. Again, a restoration of the vision
and practice of the welfare system is much needed,
with a radical inversion with respect to the neoliberal
policies of dismantling. The welfare system is both the
direct buffer to the uncertainty and the setting within
which individuals can have concrete experiences — in
key domains of life such as health, education — of the
meaningfulness and promotional valence of the linkage
with society and their institutions.

Second, the promotion of semiotic capital is a
matter of promoting innovative cultural resources as
well as the psychosocial processes though which these
resources are interiorized. This requires investment
in social and community infrastructures to foster this
process of civic and socio-cultural innovation. This
proposal is based on the recognition of the performative
nature of sensemaking (Russo, Mannarini & Salvatore,
2020; Salvatore, & Venuleo, 2013) — namely, on the
idea that meaning is promoted by enacting the social
practices grounded by such a meaning. In other words,
given a certain social practice, its enactment brings with
it the cultural consolidation of the meaning working as
the inherent criterion of regulation and justification
of that social practice. For instance, to promote
the value of cooperation, rather than advocating it,
social practices grounded on the representation of
otherness as a resource have to be implemented within
the social group. First comes action, then meaning
follows: a meaning is rooted within the social group’s
mindscape because it grounds and shapes the social
action, therefore because it is enacted by such social
action. Accordingly, semiotic capital emerges from the
generalizations of the structures of action settings: the
promotion of semiotic capital is carried out through the
design and activation of settings of social practices that
encapsulate the worldviews, the beliefs and the views
of otherness making up the semiotic capital.

In this perspective, a strategic role is played by the
intermediate social bodies (e.g., NGO, ad hoc groups,
associations, organized forms of civic participation
in local institutions). This is so because intermediate
bodies represent the place where people’s lifeworld and
subjectivity meet the abstract universalistic dimension
of the institutional framework and can be fused: the
systemic institutional rule finds the way subjectivity
is substantiated and at the same time individuals are
involved in meaningful social practices favouring
the interiorization of the systemic dimension. In this
sense, intermediate social bodies are the natural hub of
semiotic capital. On the other hand, intermediate bodies
have been progressively losing their relevance, at least
in Western societies, and this can be interpreted both
as a main cause of the lack of semiotic capital and a
clear marker of the current socio-political crisis (Russo,
Mannarini & Salvatore, 2020).

4.3. Covid-19 as a semiotic vaccine

The mantra of “nothing will be as before”
accompanies these days of pandemic. This refrain is a
signal of the disruptive impact of the crisis and at the
same time an expression of hope, through which people
help themselves to face the situation.

Probably, it is more realistic to think that something
might be different if institutions and society were
able to learn something from the crisis. Yet, the
eschatological mantra holds a significant truth: after
decades dominated by the rhetoric of the end of history
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(Fukuyama, 1992), and the corresponding refusal/
inability to see the temporal dimension of social life
— as if we lived in an eternal present regulated by
invariant social and economic rules, inherent to the
reality of facts — the deep disruption the pandemic
has made in our routines has opened the way to the
semiotic re-appropriation of our collective future. The
future is again a thinkable object, regulating our present
and helping to make it meaningful. According to this
perspective, the pandemic provides us with the chance
to restore the representability of time — the possibility
to develop the vision of the social world, both at local
and systemic level, as a reality where people and
institutions can learn and change, and therefore where it
is meaningful to invest efforts and competence to make
it a better place to live.

In this paper we have highlighted the risk that the
“pandemic” sign could be assimilated by the general
anxiety-like affective sensemaking and in so doing
make it a further driver of the salience of this form
of affective semiosis. However, the awareness of this
possible evolutionary scenario must not prevent us
from recognizing the potential innovativeness that the
“pandemic” has with respect to other signs that have
been used and are still used to anchor and motivate the
prospect of social development (e.g., the risks associated
with climate change, economic inequality, the reference
to values and the ethical framework). Indeed, the
pandemic has four characteristics that make the signs
standing for it (i.e., “pandemic”) a potentially very
powerful semiotic resource. First, it is global. As already
observed, though to variable extent among countries,
the disruption of the routines involves all domains of
social life and due to this, the “pandemic” is become
the meaning of the whole within which everyone is
similar to others — cinema stars, soccer players, Cabinet
ministers all share the same procedures and conditions
of common people. Second, it is transversal. It crosses
different levels of the social reality, encompassing
concrete individual domains of experience (e.g., the
restriction of movement, the experience of seeing
the urban environment deserted), more abstract and
mediated levels of social life (e.g., the new forms of
smart work, the interruption of sports events, the media
discourse ), as well as the even more global and abstract
level of the health and institutional management of
the crisis (e.g., the mathematical modelling of the
epidemic trend, the institutional decision making).
Third, it is identity-based. 1t is lived in immediate
and self-evident way as something concerning, in the
here and now, the core of the individual existence,
one’s own and significant others’ health as well as the
modes of exercising interpersonal bonds. Fourth, it is
transitional. It implies settings, experiences, discourses
and practices where institutions and individuals are
clearly identifiable reciprocally as resources and
conditions of possibility — e.g., individuals have the
chance to experience the institutional decision-making
in terms of its direct and almost immediate effect on
their lives, just as the institutions depend in their efforts
on how people feel and behave.

Due to these characteristics, the pandemic could
work as the catalyser of social settings and practices,
lying at the core of people’s identity, through which
people could enact and thus interiorize the reciprocal
inherency of the individual and systemic dimension
of experience. Moreover, this would concern social
practices that have an inherent power of generalization,
given their being associated with the radical disruption
of the pandemic, which encompasses the whole of social
life and crosses the boundaries among social groups.
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It is in this sense that we propose to think of
Covid-19 as a semiotic vaccine: a destabilizer of the
social world, powerful and extended enough and yet
not fully destructive, that catalyses the cultural milieu’s
response, triggering the production of the semiotic
antibodies required to empower individuals and
institutional effort to manage the crisis of today and to
learn from it how to build a better tomorrow.

5. Conclusions

At the moment we are writing, half of the world
population is subjected to restrictive measures that
require keeping a distance from each other and
avoiding public and social gatherings. As a result,
people have stopped going to work, visiting relatives
and friends, praying in churches, doing sports in the
gym and in parks, visiting museums, attending cinemas,
theatres, bars, and restaurants, taking part in social and
cultural events, taking a walk, shopping. Schools and
universities have been closed in many countries and
asked to reorganize their educational activities at a
distance. The public administration’s offices have also
been reorganized through working from home. Finally,
most factories and almost all commercial activities —
with the exception of those supplying basic needs and
services —are closed, with some companies being asked
to restructure their production to make protective masks
and scrubs for people, and ventilators and swabs for
hospitals.

In this paper we have presented some analysis of
the psychosocial processes underpinning how people
are coping with this completely new situation and
how this could evolve in the near future, together with
the evolution of the management of the pandemic
crisis. Our main thesis is that psychosocial resources,
therefore the cultural milieu they are embedded
within, are strategic to enable people to cope with the
pandemic and, hopefully, to make the pandemic into a
chance to learn, in the perspective of the development
of a more inclusive and reflexive society. This means
that institutions should consider the promotion of the
psychosocial resources a strategic aim of their action,
no different from the central importance they place on
the promotion of economic, infrastructural, technologic
and institutional resources. And it means also that
scholars of the many facets involved in the mind-society
interplay have the historical task and opportunity to
provide a contribution in this direction.

References

Alvarez, F., Argente, D., & Lippi, F. (2020). A Simple
Planning Problem for COVID-19 Lockdown. Becker
Friedman Institute for Economics Working Paper, 2020:
34. Retrieved 15th of April, 2020, from https://ssrn.com/
abstract=3569911

Anand, G., Ward, P. T., & Tatikonda, M. V. (2010). Role of
explicit and tacit knowledge in Six Sigma projects: An
empirical examination of differential project success.
Journal of Operations Management, 28(4), 303-315.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jom.2009.10.003

Anderson, R. M., Heesterbeek, H., Klinkenberg, D.,
& Hollingsworth, T. D. (2020). How will country-
based mitigation measures influence the course of the
COVID-19 epidemic? The Lancet, 395(10228), 931-934.
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(20)30567-5

Andriola, V., Been, W., Cremaschi, M., Fini, V., Matsopoulos,
A., Willet, J., & Salvatore, S. (2019). Policies and Sense-
making. In S. Salvatore, V. Fini, T. Mannarini, J., Valsiner.

127



Claudia Venuleo et al.

& G. A. Veltri, (Eds.), Symbolic universes in time of (post)
crisis. The future of European societies (pp. 271-291).
Cham, Switzerland: Springer.

Barrett, L. F. (2006). Solving the emotion paradox:
Categorization and the experience of emotion. Personality
and Social Psychology Review, 10(1), 20-46. https://doi.
org/10.1207/s15327957pspr1001 2

Carli, R., & Paniccia, R. M. (1999). Psicologia della
formazione [Training psychology]. Bologna, Italy: Il
Mulino.

Cassandro,D. (2020, March22). Siamoin guerra! [l coronavirus
e le sue metafore [We are at war. The Coronavirus and its
metaphors]. L’Internazionale, Retrieved 15th of April,
2020, from: https://www.internazionale.it/opinione/
daniele-cassandro/2020/03/22/coronavirus-metafore-gue
rra?fbelid=IwAROkZCnNmLZLENFTAPUIFtkq8bqrabq
Me-vEoZpQZ6Wig55XdPEWIzdzRkE

Center for Systems Science and Engineering (CSSE) (2020).
COVID-19 Dashboard. John Hopkins University. (2020,
February 13). Retrieved 15th of April, 2020, from: https://
www.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/
bda7594740£d40299423467b48e9ect6

Coombs, W. T., Fediuk, T., & Holladay, S. J. (200710, March).
Further explorations of post-crisis communication and
stakeholder anger: The negative communication dynamic
model. Paper presented at the 10th International Public
Relations Research Conference, South Miami, FL.

Dipartimento Protezione Civile (2020). COVID-19 Italia
— Monitoraggio della situazione [COVID -19 Italy
— Monitoring of the situation]. (2020, March 21).
Retrieved 15th of April, 2020, from: http://opendatadpc.
maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/
b0c68bce2cced78eaac82fe38d4138bl

Elchardus, M., & Spruyt, B. (2016). Populism, persistent
republicanism and declinism: An empirical analysis of
populism as a thin ideology. Government and Opposition.
51(1), 111-133. https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2014.27

Epstein, S. (1994). Integration of the cognitive and
psychodynamic unconscious. American Psychologist, 49,
709-724. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066x.49.8.709

Epstein, S. (1998). Cognitive-Experiential Self Theory:
A dual process personality theory for diagnosis and
psychotherapy. In R. F. Bornstein & J. M. Masling
(Eds.), Empirical perspectives on the psychoanalytic
unconscious (pp. 99-140). Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association.

Farquet, R. (2014). Demonstrating for a Kosovo Republic in
Switzerland: emotions, national identity and performance.
Nations and Nationalism, 20(2), 277-296. https://doi.
org/10.1111/nana.12053

Fornari, F. (1979). I fondamenti di una teoria psicoanalitica
del linguaggio [Foundations for a psychoanalytic theory
of language]. Torino, Italy: Boringhieri.

Fukuyama, F. (1992). The end of history and the last man.
New York, NY: Free Press.

Gates, B. (2020). Responding to COVID-19 — A Once-in-a-
Century Pandemic? New England Journal of Medicine.
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp2003762

Gray, J. A., & McNaughton, N. (2000). The neuropsychology
of fear: An enquiry into the functions of the septo-
hippocampal system. Oxford, UK: Oxford University
Press.

Greenberg, J., & Arndt, J. (2012). Terror management theory.
In P. A. M. Van Lange, A. W. Kruglanski & E. T. Higgins
(Eds.), Handbook of theories of social psychology (pp.
398-415). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Greenberg, L. S., & Safran, J. D. (1984). Integrating affect
and cognition: A perspective on the process of therapeutic
change. Cognitive Therapy and Research, 8(6), 559-578.
https://doi.org/10.1007/bf01173254

Hirani, S. P., & Newman, S. P. (2005). Patients’ beliefs about

128

their cardiovascular disease. Heart, 91(9), 1235-1239.
https://doi.org/10.1136/hrt.2003.025262

Hsu, C. C., Chen, T., Chang, M., & Chang, Y. K. (2006).
Confidence in controlling a SARS outbreak: Experiences
of public health nurses in managing home quarantine
measures in Taiwan. American journal of infection
control,  34(4), 176-181. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
ajic.2005.11.008

Inglehart, R., & Norris, P. (2017). Trump and the populist
authoritarian parties: The silent revolution in reverse.
Perspectives on Politics, 15(2), 443-454. https://doi.
org/10.1017/9781108613880.010

Jin, Y. (2009). The effects of public’s cognitive appraisal
of emotions in crises on crisis coping and strategy
assessment. Public Relations Review, 35(3), 310-313.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2009.02.003

Kalichman, S. C. (2009). Denying AIDS: Conspiracy
Theories. Pseudoscience, and Human Tragedy. New
York, NY: Springer/Copernicus Books

Karin, O., Bar-On, Y. M., Milo, T., Katzir, 1., Mayo, A.,
Korem, Y., ... & Alon, U. (2020). Adaptive cyclic exit
strategies from lockdown to suppress COVID-19 and
allow economic activity. medRxiv. Retrieved 15th of
April, 2020, from: https://www.medrxiv.org/content/
medrxiv/early/2020/04/07/2020.04.04.20053579.full.pdf

Kim, H. K., & Niederdeppe, J. (2013). The role of emotional
response during an HIN1 influenza pandemic on a college
campus. Journal of Public Relations Research, 25(1), 30-
50.

Kirshner, L. A. (2010). Between Winnicott and Lacan:
Reclaiming the subject of psychoanalysis. American
Imago,  67(3), 331-351.  https://doi.org/10.1353/
aim.2010.0014

Klein, M. (1967). Contribution to Psychoanalysis, 1921-
1945. New York, NY: Mac Graw-Hill

Klima, A. (2004). Thai love Thai: Financing emotion in
post-crash Thailand. Ethnos, 69(4), 445-464. https://doi.
org/10.1080/0014184042000302335

Krasteva, A. (2019). Post-democratic crisis and political
leadership. From crisis management to crisis creation.
In S. Salvatore, V. Fini, T. Mannarini, J., Valsiner, & G.
Veltri (Eds.), Symbolic universes in time of (post)crisis.
The future of European societies (pp. 3-23). Berlin,
Germany: Springer.

Lang, P. J. (1979). A bio-informational theory of emotional
imagery. Psychophysiology, 16, 496-512. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1469-8986.1979.tb01511.x

Lazarus, R. S. (1991). Emotion and adaptation. New York,
NY: Oxford University Press.

LeDoux, J. E. (1996). The Emotional Brain. New York, NY:
Simon, & Schuster.

Mannarini, T., & Salvatore, S. (2019). Making sense of
ourselves and others: A contribution to the community-
diversity debate. Community Psychology in Global
Perspective,  5(1), 26-37. https://doi.org/10.1285/
i24212113v5i1p26

Mannarini T., & Salvatore, S. (2020), The politicization of
otherness and the privatization of the enemy: Cultural
hindrances and assets for active citizenship. Human
Affairs, Postdisciplinary Humanities & Social Sciences
Quarterly, 30(1), 86-95. https://doi.org/10.1515/
humaff-2020-0008

Mannarini, T., Veltri, A. G., & Salvatore, S. (Eds). (2020).
Media and Social Representations of Otherness. Psycho-
Social-Cultural  Implications. Cham (Switzerland):
Springer.

Matte Blanco, 1. (1975). The unconscious as infinite sets. An
Essays in Bi-Logic. London, UK: Gerald Duckworth &
Company Ltd.

McVernon, J., Mason, K., Petrony, S., Nathan, P,
LaMontagne, A. D., Bentley, R., ... & Kavanagh, A.

Clinical Neuropsychiatry (2020) 17, 2



Fear, affective semiosis, and management of the pandemic crisis: COVID-19 as semiotic vaccine?

(2011). Recommendations for and compliance with social
restrictions during implementation of school closures in
the early phase of the influenza A (HIN1) 2009 outbreak
in Melbourne, Australia. BMC Infectious Diseases, 11(1),
257. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2334-11-257

Muller, J., & Brent, J. (Eds.). (2000). Peirce, Semiotics, and
Psychoanalysis. Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins
University Press.

Nabi, R. L. (2003). Exploring the framing effects of emotion.
Communication Research, 30, 224- 247. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0093650202250881

Nacoti, M., Ciocca, A., Giupponi, A., Brambillasca, P.,
Lussana, F., Pisano, M., ... & Longhi, L. (2020). At the
epicenter of the Covid-19 pandemic and humanitarian
crises in Italy: Changing perspectives on preparation and
mitigation. NEJM Catalyst Innovations in Care Delivery,
1(2). Retrieved 15th of April, 2020, from: https://catalyst.
nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/CAT.20.0080

Neuman, Y. (2010). Penultimate interpretation. The
International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 91, 1043-1054.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-8315.2010.00287.x

Niedenthal, P. M., Halberstadt, J. B., & Innes-Ker, A. H.
(1999). Emotional response categorization. Psychological
Review, 106(2), 337-361. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-
295x.106.2.337

Niehaus, 1., & Jonsson, G. (2005). Dr. Wouter Basson,
Americans, and wild beasts: Men’s conspiracy
theories of HIV/AIDS in the South African Lowveld.
Medical anthropology, 24(2), 179-208. https://doi.
org/10.1080/01459740590933911

Novel Coronavirus Pneumonia
Epidemiology Team (2020).
characteristics of an outbreak of 2019 novel
coronavirus  disease  (COVD-19).  China CDC
Weekly, 2, 113-122. https://doi.org/ 10.3760/cma.j.is
sn.0254-6450.2020.02.003

Osgood, C. E., Suci, G. J., & Tannenbaum, T. H. (1957).
The measurement of meaning. Urbana, IL: University of
[llinois Press.

Polanyi, M. (1966). The tacit dimension. Garden City, NY:
Doubleday.

Proulx, T., & Inzlicht, M. (2012). The Five “A”s of Meaning
Maintenance: Finding Meaning in the Theories of Sense-
Making. Psychological Inquiry, 23(4), 317-335. https:/
doi.org/10.1080/1047840X.2012.702372

Pueyo, T. (2020, April 14). Coronavirus: Why You Must
Act Now. Politicians, Community Leaders and Business
Leaders: What Should You Do and When? Retrieved 15th
of April, 2020, from: https://medium.com/@tomaspueyo/
coronavirus-act-today-or-people-will-die-f4d3d9cd99ca

Radulescu, A., & Cavanagh, K. (2020). Management
strategies in a SEIR model of COVID 19 community
spread. arXiv preprint arXiv:2003.11150. Retrieved 15th
of April, 2020, from: https://arxiv.org/pdf/2003.11150.pdf

Remuzzi, A., & Remuzzi, G. (2020). COVID-19 and Italy:
What next? The Lancet, 395(10231), 1225-1228. https://
doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30627-9

Rondelli G. (2020, March 20). Caccia al runner [Pursuit of
runner|). Corriere della Sera, Retrieved 15th of April,
2020, from: http://dicorsa.corriere.it/2020/03/20/caccia-
al-runner/

Russo F, Mannarini T, & Salvatore S. (2020, on line). From the
manifestations of culture to the underlying sensemaking
process. The contribution of semiotic cultural psychology
theory to the interpretation of socio-political scenario.
Journal of Theory of Social Behaviour, jtsb.12235, 1-20.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jtsb.12235

Salvatore, S. (2012). Social Life of the Sign: Sensemaking
in Society. In J. Valsiner (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook
of Culture and Psychology (pp. 241-254). Oxford, NY:
Oxford University Press.

Emergency Response
The epidemiological

Clinical Neuropsychiatry (2020) 17, 2

Salvatore S. (2016). Psychology in black and white. The
project of a theory-driven science. Charlotte, NC: InfoAge
Publishing.

Salvatore S. (2018). Cultural Psychology as the Science
of Sensemaking: A Semiotic-cultural Framework
for Psychology. In A. Rosa & J. Valsiner (Eds). The
Cambridge handbook of sociocultural psychology (2nd
ed., pp 35-48). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press.

Salvatore, S., Avdi, E., Battaglia, F., Bernal-Marcos, M.,
Buhagiar, L. J., Ciavolino, E., ... & Valmorbida, A.
(2019a). The Cultural Milieu and the Symbolic Universes
of European Societies. In S. Salvatore, V. Fini, T.
Mannarini, J. Valsiner, & G. A. Veltri, (Eds). Symbolic
universes in time of (post)crisis. The future of European
societies (pp. 53-133). Cham, Switzerland: Springer.

Salvatore, S., Avdi, E., Battaglia, F., Bernal-Marcos, M., Bu-
hagiar, L. J., Ciavolino, E., ... & Veltri, G. A. (2019b).
Distribution and Characteristics of Symbolic Universes
Over the European Societies. In S. Salvatore, V. Fini, T.
Mannarini, J. Valsiner, G. A. & Veltri, (Eds.), Symbolic
universes in time of (post)crisis. The future of European
societies (pp. 135-170). Cham, Switzerland: Springer.

Salvatore, S., Fini, V., Mannarini, T., Suerdem, A., & Veltri,
G. A. (2020). The Salience of Otherness. In T. Mannarini,
G. A. Veltri, & Salvatore, S. (Eds.). Media and social
representations of otherness. Psycho-social-cultural
implications (pp. 103-131). Cham, Switzerland: Springer.

Salvatore, S., Fini, V., Mannarini, T., Veltri, G. A., Avdi,
E., Battaglia, F., ... & Valmorbida, A. (2018) Symbolic
universes between present and future of Europe. First
results of the map of European societies’ cultural milieu.
PLoS ONE 13(1): e0189885. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0189885

Salvatore S., & Freda, M. F. (2011). Affect unconscious and
sensemaking. A psychodynamic semiotic and dialogic
model. New Ideas in Psychology, 29(2), 119-135. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.newideapsych.2010.06.001

Salvatore, S., Mannarini, T., Avdi, E., Battaglia F., Cremaschi,
M., Forges Davanzati, G., ... & Veltri G. A. (2019a).
Globalization, demand of sense and enemization of the
other. A psycho-cultural analysis of European societies’
socio-political crisis. Culture & Psychology, 25(3), 345-
374. https://doi.org/10.1177/1354067x18779056

Salvatore, S., Mannarini, T., Avdi, E., Battaglia, F., Cremaschi,
M., Forges Davanzati, G., ... & Veltri, G. A., (2019b).
Symbolic universes in time of (post)crisis. The future of
European societies. In S. Salvatore, V. Fini, T. Mannarini,
J. Valsiner, G. A. Veltri (Eds.), Symbolic universes in time
of (post)crisis. The future of European societies (pp. 257-
270). Cham, Switzerland: Springer.

Salvatore, S., Palmieri, A., Pergola, F., & Ruggieri, R. A.
(2019). Trasformazioni sociali, affettivizzazione della
sfera pubblica e ricerca di senso [Social transformations,
affectivization of the public sphere and search for sense].
Education Sciences & Society, 10(2), 206-255. Retrieved
15th of April, 2020, from https://ojs.francoangeli.it/_ojs/
index.php/ess/article/view/8726

Salvatore, S., & Venuleo, C. (2008). Understanding the role
of emotion in sense-making. A semiotic psychoanalytic
oriented perspective. Integrative Psychological and
Behavioral Science, 42(1), 32-46. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$12124-007-9039-2

Salvatore, S., & Venuleo, C. (2009). The unconscious as
symbol generator: A psychodynamic-semiotic approach
to sensemaking. In B. Wagoner (Ed.), Symbolic
transformation (pp. 79-94). London, UK: Routledge.

Salvatore, S., & Venuleo, C. (2013). Field and dynamic
nature of sensemaking. Theoretical and methodological
implications. Papers on Social Representations, 22(2),
21.1-21.41. Retrieved 15th of April, 2020, from http://psr.

129



Claudia Venuleo et al.

iscte-iul.pt/index.php/PSR/article/view/310/270

Salvatore, S., & Venuleo, C. (2017). Liminal transitions in a
semiotic key: The mutual in-feeding between present and
past. Theory & Psychology, 27(2), 215-230. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0959354317692889

Salvatore, S., & Zittoun, T. (Eds.). (2011). Outlines of a
psychoanalytically informed cultural psychology. In
S. Salvatore & T. Zittoun (Eds). Cultural psychology
and psychoanalysis in dialogue. Issues for constructive
theoretical and methodological synergies (pp. 3-46).
Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing.

Samoilov, A., & Goldfried, M. R. (2000). Role of emotion in
cognitive-behavior therapy. Clinical Psychology: Science
and practice, 7(4), 373-385. https://doi.org/10.1093/
clipsy.7.4.373

Sanchez-Cardenas, M. (2011). Matte Blanco’s thought
and epistemological pluralism in psychoanalysis. The
International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 92(4), 811-31.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-8315.2011.00381.x

Smallman, S. (2015, Spring). Whom Do You Trust? Doubt
and conspiracy theories in the 2009 influenza pandemic.
Journal of International and Global Studies, 6(2), 1-24.

Smallman, S. (2018). Conspiracy theories and the zika
epidemic. Journal of International and Global Studies,
9(2), 1-13.

Smith, K.F., Goldberg, M., Rosenthal, S., Carlson, L., Chen,
J., Chen, C., & Ramachandran, S. (2014). Global rise
in human infectious disease outbreaks. Journal of The
Royal Society Interface, 11(101), 20140950. https://doi.
org/10.1098/rsif.2014.0950

Solomon, S., Greenberg, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (2004). The
cultural animal: Twenty years of Terror Management
Theory. In J. Greenberg, S. L. Koole & T. Pyszczynski
(Eds.), Handbook of experimental existential psychology
(pp. 13-34). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Teney, C., Lacewell, O. P., & De Wilde, P. (2014). Winners and
losers of globalization in Europe: attitudes and ideologies.
European Political Science Review, 6(4), 575-595.

Terranova, E. (2020, March 24). Coronavirus, caccia
all’untore a Vicari: Ragazza accusata di aver contagiato
casa di riposo [Coronavirus, pursuit to the plague
spreader at Vicari: Girl charged with having infected
nursing home]. Adnkronos, Retrieved 15th of April,

130

2020, from: https://www.adnkronos.com/fatti/
cronaca/2020/03/24/coronavirus-caccia-all-untore-
vicari-ragazza-accusata-aver-contagiato-casa-riposo_
zXqOtXBGzu611r50M9KphJ.html

Time (2020). We must get it into our heads that our lives have
changed. (2020, April 9) Retrieved 15th of April, 2020,
from: https://ti.me/2yHILhT

Townsend, S. S. M, Eliexer, D., & Major. B. (2013). The
embodiment of meaning violation. In in K. D. Markman,
Proulx, T., & Lindberg, M. J, (Eds.), The psychology
of meaning (pp. 381-400). Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association.

Tuite, A. R., Fisman, D. N., & Greer, A. L. (2020).
Mathematical modelling of COVID-19 transmission and
mitigation strategies in the population of Ontario, Canada.
CMAJ. Retrieved 15th of April, 2020, from: https://www.
cmaj.ca/content/early/2020/04/09/cmaj.200476

Valsiner, J. (2007). Culture in minds and societies:
Foundations of cultural psychology. New Delhi, India:
Sage Publications.

Valsiner, J. (2014). An invitation to cultural psychology. Los
Angeles, CA: Sage Publications.

Veltri, G., Redd, R., Mannarini, T., & Salvatore, S. (2019).
The identity of Brexit: A cultural psychology analysis.
Journal of Applied and Community Psychology, 29(1),
18-31. https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2378

Wagner-Egger, P., Bangerter, A., Gilles, 1., Green, E.,
Rigaud, D., Krings, F., ... & Clémence, A. (2011).
Lay perceptions of collectives at the outbreak of the
HIN1 epidemic: Heroes, villains and victims. Public
Understanding of Science, 20(4), 461-476. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0963662510393605

Williamson, J. G. (2005). Winners and losers over two
centuries of globalization. In A.B. Atkinson et al. (Eds.)
Wider perspectives on global development (pp. 136-174).
London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Wilson, A., & Weinstein, L. (1990). Language, thought,
and interiorization: A Vygotskian and psychoanalytic
perspective. Contemporary Psychoanalysis, 26(1), 24—40.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00107530.1990.10746637

Wodak, R. (2015). The politics of fear. What right-wing
populist discourses mean. Los Angeles, CA: Sage
Publications.

Clinical Neuropsychiatry (2020) 17, 2



