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AbstractThis article is based on a report presented at the Scientific Session of the RAS General Meeting
(Moscow, December 15, 2021). The reaction of society to the pandemic in Russia and other countries of the
world is analyzed from an anthropological point of view. The features of the behavior and psychological reac-
tion of residents of different regions, professional groups, and ethnocultural communities are considered with
account for gender, age, and cultural characteristics (collectivism‒individualism, looseness‒tightness,
power distance). Particular attention is paid to phobias and social activity during the pandemic; the growing
role of nation-states in overcoming the consequences of the pandemic is discussed. The results presented can
be used as an additional source of information for taking effective measures finally to overcome the pandemic
and, most importantly, its negative social and political consequences.

Keywords: coronavirus pandemic, Russia, anxiety and distress, empathy, cross-cultural studies, pandemic
phobias, social activism, the role of the state
DOI: 10.1134/S1019331622040244

Although the global coronavirus (COVID-19) epi-
demic continues, more than two years of fighting this
evil have made it clear that the key to success, in addi-
tion to specific medical measures, is an adequate
response of people to government instructions to pre-
vent the spread of the disease, as well as the culturally
determined perception of such global challenges by
a particular society. Confidence in the effectiveness of
measures taken at the state level, a sense of personal
risk, a stronger sense of social responsibility, and many
other social phenomena contribute to improving the
conditions for preventing the spread of the infection.
The current experience of combating the pandemic in
Russia and abroad has shown that achieving civil sup-
port for the measures taken is as important as the key
goal as the creation of antiepidemic drugs.

The sociocultural consequences of the pandemic
will obviously be longer than the epidemic itself.
They will change the tactics and strategy of the author-
ities relative to preventive measures and vaccinations
against various diseases, public prejudices about vac-
cination of adults and children, sanitary rules when
crossing state borders, requirements on precautions
in crowded places, and the practice of everyday com-
munication at the personal and collective professional
levels. No doubt, the experience of social behavior
against the background of the pandemic, as well as the
policy of nation-states in overcoming it, must be stud-
ied carefully to prevent biological and other threats on
a global scale.

This study analyzes the public reaction to the pan-
demic in Russia and other countries from an anthro-
pological standpoint, as well as the features of perceiv-
ing the new situation by representatives of different
regions, age and professional groups, and ethnocul-
tural communities. The growing role of nation-states
in overcoming the negative social and political conse-
quences of the pandemic is discussed. We have sum-
marized the results of several studies conducted by
sociocultural anthropologists at different stages of the
pandemic. In 2019–2020, the studies were focused on
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behavioral features and psychological reactions of the
population in the conditions of its first wave in four
regions of Russia and at the cross-cultural level in
23 countries of the world. Then, in the last months of
2021, that is, during the unprecedented increase in the
epidemic load, the situation in the regions of Russia
associated with the formation of public fears and pho-
bias was analyzed and assessed.

ANXIETY AND DISTRESS UNDER 
THE PANDEMIC IN RUSSIA: FIRST WAVE

Data on the first coronavirus wave testify to
regional differences in the response to the epidemic.
The psychological state and reaction of people to its
spread and the restrictions imposed by local authori-
ties during the first wave were analyzed on the example
of four Russian regions—Moscow, Tatarstan, Rostov
oblast, and the Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug [1].
These regions were chosen as examples because they
differed from each other in terms of the dynamics of
the measures taken by the regional authorities. While
Moscow was introducing more and more new bans
and restrictions gradually, up to a complete lockdown
three weeks after the first patient with COVID-19 was
detected, the authorities in other regions acted more
decisively. Despite much lower incidence statistics in
general, Tatarstan, Rostov oblast, and the Khanty-
Mansi Autonomous Okrug established a self-isolation
regime earlier. The Republic of Tatarstan introduced
the lockdown two weeks after the first case of the dis-
ease had been detected; the Khanty-Mansi Autono-
mous Okrug, after 12 days; and Rostov oblast, after
a week.

The data were obtained in the interval from April 29
to June 21, 2020, the total sample being 1903 people,
including 232 in Moscow, 362 in Tatarstan, 1023 in
Rostov oblast, and 286 in the Khanty-Mansi Autono-
mous Okrug. Most of the respondents were university
students. Note that, at the time of the study, Moscow
had the largest number of detected cases and deaths

due to COVID-19 and thus stood out against the back-
drop of the other three regions, while the lowest rates
were noted in the Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug.
To assess the level of anxiety, the GAD-7 questionnaire
[2] in an adapted version (GAD-7 questionnaire,
2013) was used. It included seven items describing
symptoms of anxiety and generalized anxiety disorder
(GAD) based on the respondents’ personal experi-
ences over the preceding 14 days. Anxiety was assessed
on the four-point Likert scale (from 0 meaning “not at
all” to 3 meaning “almost every day”), and the scores
for all items were subsequently summed up, which
made it possible to get an idea of the level of anxiety:
minimal, 0–4; moderate, 5‒9; medium, 10‒14; and
high, 15‒21.

Overall, according to the generalized Russian sam-
ple, men demonstrated a significantly lower level of
anxiety compared to women (2 = 52.079, df = 3, p =
0.0001, n = 1901) (Figs. 1a, 1b). High and medium
levels of anxiety were found in 20% of women and only
in 12% of men. The norm (low level of anxiety) for this
indicator was noted in 68% of men and 49% of
women. Comparison of the four samples showed that
the highest proportion of respondents with a high level
of anxiety was in the Khanty-Mansi Autonomous
Okrug (10.49%) and the lowest was in Rostov oblast
(4.50%). The most respondents with a minimal level
of anxiety were found in Rostov oblast (59.82%), and
the fewest respondents with minimal anxiety were in
Moscow (34.91%). Significant gender differences in
the GAD-7 were determined for each region, and
everywhere the level of anxiety among women was
consistently higher than among men.

Cross-cultural data for 23 countries of the world
(the total sample was 15 375 people), collected using
an identical method [3], also showed that women were
more anxious than men (2 = 258.53, df = 3, р =
0.0001, n = 15 342). The highest rates of anxiety were
reported in Brazil, Iraq, Canada, and the United
States. Note that, in general, anxiety indicators during
the pandemic turned out to be higher than in the pre-

Fig. 1. The level of anxiety according to the GAD-7 questionnaire for (a) men and (b) women. (1) Minimal level of anxiety,
(2) moderate level of anxiety, (3) average level of anxiety, (4) high level of anxiety.
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vious period [4]. A significant factor in the level of
anxiety is age; the older the person, the lower the level
of anxiety was in both sexes.

EMPATHY AND COMPASSION UNDER 
THE PANDEMIC IN RUSSIA: FIRST WAVE
Of exceptional interest for researchers is the prob-

lem of empathy and the readiness to help each other
under the pandemic [4, 5]. Empathy is a response to
the experiences of another person. To measure it,
three scales of the multifactorial questionnaire of
empathy by M. Davis (Interpersonal Reactivity Index,
IRI) (decentration, empathic concern, and empathic
distress) [6], adapted by N.A. Budagovskaya et al. [7],
were used. The “decentration” scale assesses the abil-
ity to perceive, understand, and consider the point of
view of another person; the “empathic concern” scale
evaluates feelings of empathy directed at another per-
son (sympathy, pity, desire to help); and the
“empathic distress” scale assesses negative feelings
arising in response to the suffering and experiences of
the other and the desire to get rid of them in any way
for the sake of one’s peace of mind. The three scales
were analyzed as dependent variables using the
method of multivariate analysis of covariance within
the framework of a general linear model, where gender
and region were used as independent variables, and
the age of the respondents was used as a covariate.

The results of the analysis show that the relation-
ship between the independent variables and the values
on the decentration scale is negligibly small, which
makes it possible to ignore the data on this scale. The
mean scores on the empathic concern scale were sig-
nificantly associated with gender (F = 32.848, p =
0.0001, = 0.02, n = 1903), but these differences were
found only in two regions (Tatarstan and Rostov
oblast) (Fig. 2a). The scores on the empathic distress
scale were associated with gender (F = 118.307, p =
0.0001,  = 0.06, n = 1902) and region (F = 10.185,
p = 0.0001,  = 0.02, n = 1902) (Fig. 2b). Although the
effects on this scale were small, the findings suggest
that women demonstrate higher levels of empathic
concern than men during the pandemic and are more
responsive to the suffering of others. In addition, our
results suggest that the level of empathic distress
depends on cultural attitudes and motivations. It is note-
worthy that female Muscovites gave significantly
higher marks on the empathic distress scale than
women from other regions. Muscovite men in terms of
empathic distress significantly exceeded the residents
of Tatarstan and Rostov oblast but did not differ from
men from the Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug.

The data of a cross-cultural study in 23 countries of
the world [5] also showed a significantly higher self-
image on all three scales of empathy in women com-
pared to men. The maximum ratings on the decentra-
tion scale were obtained for the United States, Brazil,
Italy, and Croatia; on the empathic concern scale

during the lockdown of the first wave of the pandemic,
for the United States, Brazil, Hungary, Italy, and
Indonesia; and on the empathic distress scale, for Bra-
zil, Turkey, Italy, and Indonesia.

THE ROLE OF CULTURE AND MORAL 
ATTITUDES IN OVERCOMING 

THE NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES 
OF THE PANDEMIC 

AT THE PSYCHOLOGICAL LEVEL
Cultural dimensions, particularly those assessed on

the scales of individualism‒collectivism and power
distance [8], as well as on the “tightness‒looseness”
scale of M. Gelfand [9], have had a significant impact
on the psychological state of people during the pan-
demic. A 23-country project [3, 5] showed that
respondents from countries with a high level of indi-
vidualism were the most anxious (Canada, Italy).
On the contrary, collectivist countries (Thailand,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Nigeria) showed significantly
lower levels of anxiety during the first wave of
COVID-19. Respondents from highly “loose” coun-
tries (Canada, Italy) reported severe symptoms of anx-
iety, in contrast to survey participants from “tighter”
countries (Indonesia, Jordan, Nigeria).

Countries that are characterized by a high level of
individualism (Italy, the United States, Hungary)
received the highest scores on the scales of empathic
decentration and empathic concern, which distin-
guishes them from collectivist countries (Malaysia,
Tanzania, Jordan, Brazil). Collectivist Turkey demon-
strated the maximum level of empathic distress.
Countries with high power distance scores (Saudi Ara-
bia, Iraq, Russia, Belarus) showed relatively lower lev-
els of empathic decentration and empathic concern
compared to countries with lower power distance
(Canada, the United States, Hungary, Italy).

Another area-wide study, conducted by American
researchers in the 50 US states, as well as data from a
cross-cultural study covering 67 countries, also point
to the important role of cultural factors, measured on
the “collectivism‒selfishness” scale, in accepting or
resisting government measures to prevent the spread of
the pandemic [10].

THE REACTION OF RUSSIAN SOCIETY: 
A MODEL OF PUBLIC FEARS

To assess the state of public relations during the
pandemic in October‒November 2021, when there
was an unprecedented increase in the number of cases,
we conducted a survey of experts in more than
40 regions of Russia, including all federal districts.
The number of interviewed experts amounted to more
than 1200 and included scientists and representatives
of regional and local authorities and public and reli-
gious organizations in equal proportion. To comply
with research ethics, we deliberately did not interview
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medical workers. The research tools were based on
a single questionnaire for all regions developed by the
RAS Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology and the
Ethnological Monitoring Network. The questionnaire
provided not only a choice of standard answer options
but also the opportunity for the respondents to express
their opinion on each question in a free form.

The questions addressed to the experts concerned
the presence or absence of fears, apprehensions, and
prejudices associated with the epidemic among the
residents of the respective Russian regions. Opinions
were asked about the impact of the mass media and
social networks, as well as political parties and public
and religious organizations, on public sentiment in the
context of the pandemic. The problems of well-being
and employment of the residents of the regions under
survey and their fears about rising prices and loss of
jobs were also touched upon. The risks of social con-

flicts provoked by protest activity and the changing
attitude of the local population towards labor migrants
were also discussed. Note that, at the design stage of
this study, an interesting fact came to light: it turned
out that it was easier to obtain a more adequate picture
of Covid-associated social phobias not from popula-
tion surveys but proceeding from a sociological gener-
alization of the experts’ opinions since, owing to their
professional and official positions, they regularly
encounter public reactions to the pandemic.

The experts assessed the composition and spread of
fears caused by the pandemic in society. The presence
and a wide spread of such phobias were reported by
79.3% of the experts; 12.3% said that they were absent,
and 8.3% were undecided. In all Russian regions sur-
veyed, the most massive was the fear of contracting the
coronavirus. This conclusion is confirmed by the data
of the Russian Public Opinion Research Center

Fig. 2. Average scores on (a) the empathic concern scale and (b) the empathic distress scale of the M. Davis empathy question-
naire for men and women from four regions of Russia. (1) Moscow, (2) Tatarstan, (3) Rostov oblast, (4) Khanty-Mansi Auton-
omous Okrug.

5

0

10

15

20

1

Gender:
1 ‒ men

2 ‒ women

2

1 2 3 4

Personal distress scale (average score)

5

0

10

15

20 1

Gender:
1 ‒ men

2 ‒ women

2

1 2 3 4

Emphatic concern scale (average score)
(a)

(b)



524

HERALD OF THE RUSSIAN ACADEMY OF SCIENCES  Vol. 92  No. 4  2022

TISHKOV et al.

(VTsIOM): in 2021, 60% of adult Russians experi-
enced fears of contracting the coronavirus, and during
the surge in incidence in October and November,
these fears became even stronger. Only a very small
share of the population was not concerned about the
danger of catching the virus, and those who denied the
existence of the virus as such were extremely few.

Anxiety about coronavirus infection decreased
during the summer periods, when many people went
on vacation. Then the fears returned, especially inten-
sified under the influence of information about the
emergence of new strains, as well as measures to ban
movement and social contacts introduced by govern-
ments of different countries and regions.

Against the background of total fears, the behav-
ioral reaction of Russians, as well as residents of other
countries, turned out to be extremely contradictory.
On the one hand, the territorial mobility of the popu-
lation was declining; in particular, the number of trips
over long distances was reduced, but not only due to
targeted restrictions on the part of regional authorities
but also because of the unwillingness of people them-
selves to make regular trips. At the same time, there
was no decrease in the number of those wishing to
make episodic trips to another region and other coun-
tries for recreation. Significant turnover of domestic
tourism, as well as the stability of foreign tours, was
confirmed by official statistics. During 2021, Turkish
Antalya alone was visited by more than 3.5 million
Russians, that is, several percent of the Russian popu-
lation. In 2020, during the nationwide lockdown in
spring, the number of tourist trips abroad decreased
several times, but at the end of the year it amounted
to an impressive figure, 12.4 million. In 2021, the
decrease in the number of foreign trips was insignifi-
cant, if any.

Despite reports of the bankruptcy of travel compa-
nies, this form of economic activity remained in great
demand; in the Russian tourist industry, as before,
more than one million people were employed at the
height of the pandemic, without considering small
businesses. Paradoxically, it is the desire to make tour-
ist trips, which objectively contribute to the spread of
coronavirus, that stimulates many Russians to vacci-
nate themselves. Thus, on the one hand, tourism
activity is fraught with epidemic threats, while on the
other, it serves as a conductor of preventive measures
and strengthens public ideas about socially responsible
behavior.

Nevertheless, it should be recognized that patterns
of responsible behavior have not become a social
norm. Not only skeptics (obviously, a minority) but
also those who were concerned about the danger of the
epidemic often indulged in traveling and many other
forms of the prepandamic lifestyle; they continued
frequent contacts with others, did not use masks, and
did not observe other sanitary and hygienic require-
ments. Fearing illness, people at the same time did not

want to change their habitual way of life. It is generally
assumed that young people ignored preventive restric-
tions more than others. However, the study showed
that representatives of the middle-aged cohorts often
showed irresponsibility. The exception was the elderly,
who tried to follow the preventive rules. It can be con-
cluded that the personal interests of the majority of
the population opposed not only antiepidemic
requirements but also personal phobias. This paradox-
ical contradiction in a number of cases has become
a source of mass neuroticism, social tension, and spo-
radic manifestations of aggression.

The model of social fears generated by the pan-
demic is not just a conglomeration of highly contra-
dictory beliefs but also their clear subordination.
As was already mentioned, the fear of contracting the
infection dominates in the public consciousness.
It is often the case that the lower the incidence in a
particular region, the stronger such fears are. This is
especially true for small regional communities in the
provinces, where access to medical care is difficult.

However, the availability of medical institutions
does not alleviate fears, although of a slightly different
kind. Phobias related to medicine were in second place
in terms of frequency. Public confidence in medicine
declined especially noticeably in the first months and
during periods when the epidemic somewhat weak-
ened. Therefore, people bought various drugs, some-
times for a lot of money, to help themselves on their
own. Not only in provincial towns and rural areas but
also in large agglomerations, rumors circulated that, as
the epidemic intensified, medical care would be
unavailable. The topic of vaccination became the most
discussed, and here the average Russian nonprofes-
sional was not much different from that from France,
England, the Netherlands, and other countries.
Opposite opinions were in circulation, fears of the
type “if we do not vaccinate, we will all die” arose.
At first, they were moderate, almost nowhere did they
reach a panic level, but they intensified as it became
clear that the epidemic could become a constant com-
panion of humankind, that more and more dangerous
strains would appear.

However, phobias about the dangers of the vaccine
itself were spreading even more intensively. In the regions
of the Far North, these fears manifested themselves in
a bizarre way: instead of vaccination, people sought
self-isolation. In the remote uluses of Yakutia, resi-
dents who previously had advocated for more frequent
visits by helicopter teams of doctors now did not want
to see them. In Kamchatka, during the population
census, which coincided with the pandemic, people
tried to register as quickly as possible and go to
a remote area for traditional crafts, “where there are
no other people and no infection.”

In the formation of antivaccination sentiment, one
can, of course, see the intent associated with unfair
competition in the international vaccine market.
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However, one cannot deny the public susceptibility to
antivaccine propaganda. Since the second half of
2021, when an active vaccination campaign began in
Russia, many have been vaccinated not of their own
free will but to receive a vaccination certificate, often
under pressure from their employers. Not trusting
medicines, as some interviewed experts reported,
“municipalities’ employees and public servants
applied for a fictitious vaccination, simply buying
a certificate.” Surprisingly, when the infection rate
began to rise rapidly after the summer holidays, anti-
vaccine sentiment also intensified. A significant part
of the population began to fear vaccination more than
the danger of becoming infected. The experts
explained this phenomenon by insufficient education
of various groups of the population. Yet the broad
“awareness” of people, obviously, also played a nega-
tive role. Recall that, by the time the vaccines were
widely introduced, the epidemic had lasted for almost
two years and many people had directly encountered
the disease. Those who had had a mild case, as well as
those who had been in contact with the sick without
being infected, believed that the disease would no lon-
ger threaten them. Disbelief in the danger of the coro-
navirus was also facilitated by media reports that the
new infection would soon turn into a common sea-
sonal disease.

Opponents of vaccination are obsessed with vari-
ous prejudices, which sometimes outweigh fears of
contracting coronavirus infection. Rumors circulated
on the Internet that, they say, “vaccination will worsen
immunity.” However, this is a mild form of antivacci-
nation. More radical ideas were also spread: the anti-
COVID vaccine allegedly poses a threat to health,
it “can infect one” with the same coronavirus, “cause
other diseases,” or “provoke not only complications
but also death.” Rumors circulated in Dagestan that
imminent death would come two years after vaccina-
tion. A negative role was played not only by rumors
but also by some electronic media, which reported on
the alleged general resistance to the vaccination cam-
paign on the part of residents of certain Russian
regions. There are domestic and foreign studies that
shed light on the technologies used to impose the load
of excessive and false information on the population in
the context of global risks to achieve political and mil-
itary goals [11]. Conspiracy “theories” were also
spread, not only about the allegedly intentional
restriction of childbearing through the vaccine but also
about its impact on human genetics. Vaccination was
endowed with eschatological properties; some tried to
assert that “it is evil in itself” and “a harbinger of
the end of the world.”

Some of the experts interviewed see the cause of
vaccine phobias in Russia’s overly liberal immuniza-
tion policy. In their opinion, the state should carry out
vaccination on a directive basis, as it was in the Soviet
years, and not exaggerate the topic of voluntariness.

THE PROBLEM OF DENIAL 
AND LIMITATIONS OF THE HABITUAL 

LIFESTYLE
Despite the easily accessible data on the spread of

the epidemic in Russia and abroad, even at the peak of
the incidence, when statistics was unnecessary to ver-
ify the scale of the disaster, some people continued to
deny the very existence of the epidemic. Some nihilists
sought to convince others that there was no coronavi-
rus at all; others, that there was no epidemic; and still
others, that you could protect yourself from the dis-
ease if you did not listen to doctors. It was on this wave
that enterprising bloggers, healers of all sorts, political
and social activists, religious figures, and representa-
tives of show business were reaping the fruits of public
attention and making money. Political criticism of
Russia was also linked to the denial of the danger of
COVID-19 and doubts about the effectiveness and
safety of the Russian vaccine.

Some of the experts interviewed specified that such
nihilism was due to the general decline in the level of
education in the country. This can be considered true,
but only in part since the denial of the epidemic and
the vaccine was also found among people with higher
education, as well as among some medical workers.
The problem of denial turned out to be complex
because its adherents represented different segments
of the population and different cultural and religious
communities. Also note the influence of the religious
factor, which, in particular, manifested itself in the
mass denial of the danger of the pandemic in the
North Caucasian regions.

The problem of the public denial of the epidemic
and opposition to preventive measures leads to some-
thing more than just the need to overcome specific
prejudices. An eclectic and seemingly unsystematic
cloud of social phobias manifested itself at different
stages of the epidemic as a surprisingly stable social
phenomenon, quickly and resourcefully generating
“contras” against seemingly watertight “pros.”
It would seem that the dissemination of official infor-
mation on the number of cases and Covid-caused
deaths was bound to convince the population of the
need for preventive measures. Yet such information,
however widely known it was, did not have a decisive
impact on people, which is confirmed by official fig-
ures of a slow increase in the number of the vacci-
nated. TV reports from the so-called red zones of
intensive care units in hospitals, stories of doctors and
patients about the danger of the disease, and active
public service announcements under the slogan “Get
vaccinated!” were supposed to shake public prejudices.
However, sometimes they did not work.

This study has shown that, in the conglomerate of
epidemic phobias, an integral and significant part falls
on phobias of a sociocultural nature; they form the
basis of motivation to maintain the habitual way of life.
Their presence to a certain extent explains the irratio-
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nality of the actions and judgments of representatives
of various strata of society. The fact is that the epi-
demic and the related regulatory measures have dis-
rupted the daily routine of almost every person, gen-
erated many prescriptions and restrictions, and nar-
rowed everyday contacts. According to the experts
interviewed, it is the likelihood of disunity that the
population sees as one of the strongest threats. People
have become afraid of another quarantine not only
because of the possible loss of livelihood but also
because of the loss of ties with others, although many
residents actively use electronic means of communica-
tion even in small Russian towns and villages.

The epidemic has shown in practice that electronic
communication cannot replace live communication.
Moreover, it has turned out that not only older people
are afraid of disunity but also young people who
actively use computer networks. Many opposed the
full transition to the new mode of communication
during epidemic lockdowns; students spoke out
against distance learning and interaction with teachers
and fellow students in a purely electronic format.
Teachers also reacted with hostility to the require-
ments of university administrations to observe the
antiepidemic regime in classrooms and dormitories.
Naturally, conjectures emerged that after the online
methods have been tested, “live” learning would
allegedly disappear altogether.

This study has shown that prejudices and propa-
ganda aimed at accusing the authorities of “useless,”
“weak,” and even “malicious” actions are a particular
problem. Distrust of the authorities is based on various
grounds, often not related to the epidemic itself, but in
everyday consciousness it is linked with it. According
to one of the experts, “people like to scold the govern-
ment and any of its actions,” and this philistine prop-
erty inevitably manifests itself during such a global
disaster as the coronavirus infection. Often the topic of
the epidemic is just a pretext for claims and accusa-
tions.

However, surveys of experts in various Russian
regions have revealed that antigovernment phobias are
mostly moderate: for example, that during the epi-
demic people were allegedly left to their own devices,
that the authorities do not want to deal seriously with
the problem, that there are no real actions to regulate
the situation, that alternative vaccines are not avail-
able, and that the authorities do not control the situa-
tion and are powerless. It is noteworthy that such pho-
bias irrationally remain stable, although state support
measures are widely known: the free for the population
and unprecedented increase in the volume and pace of
medical infrastructure, various means of protection
against the epidemic, the expansion of social pay-
ments to various categories of citizens, the implemen-
tation of state assistance to the most vulnerable
regions, introduction of measures to support the econ-
omy and private business, etc. The experts interviewed

draw attention to the fact that, with an abundance of
the mass media, many people tend to use unverified
information about the epidemic and show no interest
in official sources. Obviously, in addition to the offi-
cial ones, it is necessary to use informal channels of
informing the population.

More severe phobias in relation to the authorities
are less widespread. However, attention should be paid
to their concentration in some regions, for example, in
the republics of the North Caucasus and large metro-
politan areas of the country, where myths were propa-
gating that the pandemic was a kind of maneuver to
distract citizens from more serious problems of the
country. Due to provocations through social networks,
the epidemic was linked to the state policy of digitali-
zation, which, as is sometimes claimed, seeks total
control over the population.

In connection with the periodically imposed
restrictions on access to public places, rumors spread
about discrimination against entire social groups,
including the elderly, as well as speculation about
passes, Covid passports, vaccination certificates, and
QR codes, in which critics saw not restrictive measures
but methods of spying on the lives of citizens. There
was the opinion that, as a result of the epidemic, “the
state controls the people more and more” and
“authoritarian tendencies in power” would inevitably
strengthen. The topic of infringement of the rights and
freedoms of unvaccinated people was promoted, and
fears were circulating that epidemic discrimination
would become real in hiring and moving up the career
ladder.

The epidemic intensified rumors about a reduction
in income, the deterioration of working conditions,
and the loss of jobs. VTsIOM polls revealed that Rus-
sians’ anxiety about a decrease in income in 2021
grew, especially in the second half of the year, in Octo-
ber and November, when 45–48% of the respondents
stated such fears [12]. According to a study carried out
in the same year by the RAS Federal Center of Theo-
retical and Applied Sociology, the expenses of Rus-
sians were forced to increase, “every fifth respondent
stating that he/she had to spend most of his/her sav-
ings over the past year” [13, p. 742].

The experts we interviewed also pointed out that
the fear of being left without a livelihood due to infla-
tion had affected various strata, primarily pensioners.
From the first months of the pandemic, rumors spread
about the upcoming rise in prices and a shortage of
essential goods, including medicines, and when quar-
antine measures were introduced, people began to fear
that employers, using the situation, would cut
employee benefits to their advantage, that paid work-
ing hours would also be reduced, and that jobs would
be cut. Fear of unemployment, loss of income, the
need for expensive treatment, financial problems, and
the inability to pay utility bills became rather common
phobias during the pandemic.
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The experts interviewed assessed the impact of the
epidemic on migration activity, employment, and the
level of well-being of the population in their regions.
Most of them saw primarily negative effects, but some
also pointed to positive trends, such as positively
changing attitudes of local residents towards migrants.
Some experts noted the emergence of positive changes
in the field of employment, in particular, the possibil-
ity of switching to f lexible working hours.

PUBLIC ACTIVITY DURING THE PANDEMIC

The experts assessed protest activity in connection
with the epidemic as moderate. Also note that in
November 2021, VTsIOM recorded an aggravation of
the protest potential, when up to a quarter of the
respondents indicated the possibility of protests in
their places of residence, and a fifth reported their per-
sonal readiness to take part in such actions [14].
Within our study, half of the experts surveyed did not
see such activity in their regions at all. Others stated
that such activity did exist, shown primarily by people
in certain forms of employment who found themselves
in the most vulnerable position (Fig. 3). Experts
pointed to the unvaccinated as a category of protesters,
as well as to medical personnel, whose representatives
demanded compensation for work under the pan-
demic. According to the respondents, there were many
dissatisfied people among representatives of small and
medium-sized businesses in the service sector and
nonfood trade. In a number of regions, individual
entrepreneurs had to wind down their activities.
Although the protests are mostly online, there are
examples of open action. In the spring of 2020, during
the lockdown in North Ossetia, protesters demanded
the lifting of the self-isolation regime; several people
accused of rioting were convicted.

According to the experts, representatives of differ-
ent age groups, both pensioners and young people, are
experiencing stress under the yoke of the epidemic.
Accidental conflicts occur in public places—in shops,
on transport, in universities, and in large and small cit-
ies. According to one observation, in Dagestan, the
police “fined everyone” for violating the mask regime,
“people are embittered” and wear a mask just to avoid

getting a fine and not to protect themselves from the
virus. Protest activity in an open form was mainly
shown by young people and the unemployed, while
the bulk of the dissatisfied limited themselves to com-
plaints to authorities, anonymous discussions of the
situation on social networks, and private communica-
tion. In second place in terms of the level of protest
activity are the parents of schoolchildren, who made
claims against the administrations of educational
institutions and local authorities due to changed forms
of education and a decrease in its quality.

The experts pointed to the dissatisfaction of labor
migrants, who were forbidden to come to work. The
experts also included shift workers who go to work in
the eastern and northern regions of the country from
other Russian regions in potentially conflict categories
in connection with the restriction of movement.
According to the experts, the epidemic had no obvious
impact on interethnic and religious relations. At the
same time, destructive activity in social networks has
increased markedly during the pandemic.

The duration of the epidemic has given rise to peo-
ple’s anxiety about the future—their own, their family,
region, country, and even the world as a whole.
It is, one might say, a new social phenomenon. Mass
anxiety is dictated by the fear of uncertainty—what
tomorrow will be like and what will happen in a year or
two. Although people have got somewhat used to the
epidemic, there are still widespread fears like “what if
it is forever” and “we will never return to our old life.”
Opinions are circulating that “the pandemic will con-
tinue for many years,” “distance learning and work
will become mainstream,” and “life will move online.”
People are concerned about the health and future of
their children. The feeling of insecurity convinces
them that it is impossible to make long-term plans.
The coverage of the population with fears of the future
is a serious social challenge for society and the state.
Previously, pessimism was about current difficulties,
and the future inspired optimism, while now it is the
future that often seems a vague threat.

The experts interviewed lay the blame for mass
phobias primarily on social networks and the mass
media (44.3%). They described the activities of the
federal and local media as a source of aggravating the

Fig. 3. Population groups with increased protest activity during the pandemic, % of surveyed experts who noted the presence
of protest activity.
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situation, creating a negative background, and
increasing the level of anxiety. Social psychologist
T.A. Nestik called the modern media a “factory of
anxiety” [15]. The activity of the blogosphere was
defined by some of the experts interviewed as “an
instrument for the formation of distrust of the author-
ities and the state.”

The respondents negatively assessed the activities
of some political parties (14.8%) and religious organi-
zations (9.8%), indicating that they had become
a source of antivaccination sentiments and antiscien-
tific ideas about the pandemic and worsened the situ-
ation with their meetings, especially in the first epi-
demic year. At the same time, the activities of political
parties and religious organizations during the acute
phase of the pandemic were seen by the mass audience
as weakly positive. The experts emphasized that, in
their regions, it was the major Russian confessions,
primarily the Orthodox and Muslim communities,
who began to call on their parishioners for vaccination
and explained things. Volunteer organizations showed
creative activity, proactively providing assistance to
the population, especially to the elderly and large
families.

THE ROLE OF NATION-STATES UNDER 
THE PANDEMIC

Our position is that, despite the talk of the crisis of
nation-states and their replacement by civilizations or
world governments, there is no more significant and
all-encompassing social coalition of people on the
horizon of the evolution of human communities than
nation-states, understood as communities of citizens
under one sovereign authority, having a common
identity based on a common historical, social, and
cultural experience, regardless of race, ethnicity, and
religious affiliation. Russia, for all its historical origi-
nality and cultural complexity of the civil Russian
nation, is one of the largest nations of the world and
has certain common patterns in the organization and
existence of modern states [16]. The pandemic once
again and very vividly shows that it is the states that
provide the most important existential needs and
rights of modern man—from territorial‒resource and
organizational‒economic life support to the organi-
zation and maintenance of social institutions, the legal
norms of the community, education, enlightenment,
and cultivation of the population through state-sup-
ported systems.

States provide civil solidarity, prevent conflicts and
violence, and protect against external threats and
global challenges. Moreover, in the context of such
global cataclysms as the coronavirus pandemic, dis-
cussions about the crisis and disappearance of nation-
states appear naive and self-destructive. According to
the British anthropologist D. Gellner [17, p. 270],

The events of 2020 are a powerful demonstration
that the decline of the nation-state in the age of hyper-
globalization or ‘overheating’ has … been greatly exag-
gerated. Throughout the world (with interesting local
contrasts in North America, East Asia, Scandinavia,
and South Asia) a massive cross-national social-sci-
ence experiment is being carried out in real time as dif-
ferent strategies are adopted by neighboring countries.

According to the scientist, “we are living through
a radical turning point. In the face of an existential
threat, the old gods of neoliberalism are being thrown
on a bonfire.” Ignoring the laws of the market, which,
it was believed, should govern everything and every-
one, it is the states that take the main responsibility.
In Britain, for example, £15 bln was allocated at
a stroke to solve the problems of COVID-19 [17,
pp. 270, 271].

Little can be added to this conclusion other than
hundreds of similar examples illustrating the increased
role of the state during the pandemic, including in
Russia. Nevertheless, the main trends and forms of the
regulatory influence of the Russian state during this
period deserve at least a brief enumeration.

The reaction of the top leadership, including the
President and the Head of the Government of the
Russian Federation, was quite timely, open, and
meaningful, although the details of informing the
population were delegated to relevant members of the
government. The Coordinating Council under the
Russian Government to combat the spread of corona-
virus infection on the territory of Russia was estab-
lished in a timely manner. At the same time, the fed-
eral subjects were authorized to determine inde-
pendently the sanitary and epidemic regime for the
population of the region and other measures to com-
bat the pandemic. The main efforts and financial
resources were directed to the field of medicine,
including the development and production of vaccines
and medicines and the deployment of a large-scale
hospitalization program and other forms of medical
care for the population. Several hundred billion rubles
were spent on the construction or conversion of hospi-
tals and clinics, and the capabilities of the military
department were involved in this work. The govern-
ment allocated more than ₽7.3 billion to the regions to
support polyclinics, about ₽100 billion for Covid hos-
pitals, and more than ₽200 billion for targeted social
payments to medical workers. Funds were allocated to
purchase medical supplies, as well as for free medi-
cines for patients with coronavirus. Then came into
action a program of free rehabilitation of patients with
this disease. Add also financial and other support for
scientific institutions engaged in the study of corona-
virus strains and the production of vaccines. Finally, a
campaign of free vaccination of the population was
organized throughout the country, as well as testing,
including on a commercial basis. Industrial structures
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ensured the production and delivery of equipment and
oxygen concentrators to the regions.

On January 18, 2020, a mass vaccination campaign
against COVID-19 started. At the beginning of 2022,
about 120 million citizens were vaccinated in the
country. In general, in accordance with international
standards, state-supported Russian medicine and sci-
ence have successfully coped with the challenges of the
pandemic, as evidenced by the dynamics of morbidity,
recovery, and mortality from Covid and its conse-
quences.

Large-scale efforts were made by the state in the
field of the economy and ensuring the vital needs of
the country’s population, overcoming the crisis, and
minimizing the damage from epidemic restrictions,
reduction in population mobility, closure of a number
of enterprises, etc. We primarily mean tax incentives,
support for the poor, a moratorium on the payment of
loans and subsidies, exemption from customs duties,
and many other actions in the field of regulating eco-
nomic activity, employment, and trade. The total
amount of resources allocated for the needs of health
care and the economy is estimated at trillions of
rubles, to say nothing of the funds and efforts that were
spent by business structures and civil society institu-
tions (religious and public organizations, volunteer
groups, support funds, etc.).

Only the state managed to take measures to ensure
public safety and counter the pandemic in terms of
international regulation to provide a barrier to infec-
tion from abroad. This concerned restrictions on
international communication and special regulation of
foreign tourism. The state has implemented a number
of important measures in the field of social life, educa-
tion, and culture, including free urgent telephone
communication, correspondence forms of meetings,
distance learning in schools and universities, preferen-
tial gadget software, a new service on public service
portals, and much more. Almost ₽30 billion was allo-
cated to support federal cultural institutions, as well as
educational, scientific, and medical institutions.

All the above allows us to re-evaluate the place and
role of the modern state in the life of the country and
the world as a whole. The well-known political scien-
tist A. Lieven wrote about the return of nation-states
to the world stage against the backdrop of global crises,
as well as crises of interstate and bloc formations,
about their tough upholding of national interests and
sovereignty, and about the return of nationalism in its
civil-state form. He emphasized the importance of
social motivations and mobilization based on the ideas
of the nation, which ensure the success of modern
states. According to him, the greatest source and guar-
antee of the strength of the state is neither the econ-
omy nor the size of the armed forces but legitimacy in
the eyes of the population and universal recognition of
the moral and legal right of the state to power, on the
execution of its laws and regulations, on the ability to

call on the people to sacrifice, be it taxes or, if neces-
sary, military service. A state without legitimacy is
doomed to weakness and collapse; or else it will have to
resort to cruelty and establish rule based on fear [18].

The Russian state, with its developed and multi-
functional healthcare system and fundamental scien-
tific research, which is able to “discipline” the popu-
lation, that is, to pursue a policy of persuasion,
directly or indirectly prescribing the behavior of insti-
tutions and citizens, has generally proved itself capable
of overcoming such a formidable attack as a pandemic.
As one of the researchers of this topic noted, “the sys-
tem of measures taken by the state during the pan-
demic and the strict control over their observance
convinced the majority of the population of the advan-
tages of centralized administrative power, historically
traditional for the Russian political system.” We can
agree with her general conclusion that “only a strong
state based on the unity of the people and state power,
the activities of which are focused on social trust, pro-
viding conditions for human development, can solve
the problems caused by the pandemic” [19].

* * *
The results of several of our studies in the frame-

work of sociocultural anthropology made it possible to
assess the psychological state of the Russian popula-
tion against the backdrop of the first wave of the coro-
navirus pandemic, as well as the role of cultural factors
in overcoming stress in the face of the restrictions and
challenges using the example of 23 countries of the
world. The data obtained indicate that demographic
components, including gender, age, and marital sta-
tus, as well as personality traits, play an extremely
important role in the individual choice of behavioral
strategies in these conditions. Individual mobility and
readiness to be in self-isolation depended significantly
on gender and the level of individual anxiety during
the lockdown of the first wave of coronavirus. Women
reported higher levels of anxiety than men, and their
distances from home were significantly shorter. Gen-
der differences were also traced in relation to the factor
that causes the greatest fear. Women saw the main
danger for themselves and their loved ones in the
infection itself, while men were focused on economic
and financial challenges (fear of losing a job, reduced
earnings, limited opportunities to conduct and expand
a business).

Equally important are our conclusions regarding
public reactions and behavioral norms that have
become widespread among Russians, as well as a kind
of model of public fears and phobias, which were
formed not only due to the insufficient level of educa-
tion of the population but also under the influence of
the extreme heterogeneity of the modern media,
including social networks and distributors of various
conspiracy theories and esoteric views that contribute
to the emergence of panic. This study has revealed the
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adherence of our compatriots to the usual way of life,
the fear of radical changes, the uncertainty of the
future, the collapse of social security, and other forms
of collective and personal fears.

Among public reactions, protest manifestations
were of a moderate nature, but forms of collective sol-
idarity were active, especially in the field of medicine
and volunteer activity. Religious and public organiza-
tions showed themselves positively; political parties,
noticeably less positively; and the mass media had
a negative impact on the situation.

During the pandemic, the state showed itself as the
key institution of public mobilization, as the only
legitimate form of organization and coercion in emer-
gency conditions. It was the experience of state insti-
tutions and the resources of the state that allowed Rus-
sia and other sovereign states to counteract the coro-
navirus pandemic effectively without interrupting the
solution of pressing social and economic tasks.
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