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Abstract

Pandemics and other crisis situations result in unsettled times, or ontologically insecure moments when
social and political institutions are in flux. During such crises, the ordinary and unnoticed routines that
structure everyday life are thrust into the spotlight as people struggle to maintain or recreate a sense of
normalcy. Drawing on a range of cases including China, Russia, the UK, and USA, we examine three
categories of everyday practice during the COVID-19 pandemic that respond to disruptions in daily routines
and seek a return to national normality: performing national solidarities and exclusions by wearing face
masks; consuming the nation in the form of panic buying and conspiracy theories; and enforcing foreign
policies through social media and embodiment. This analysis thus breaks with existing works on everyday
nationalism and banal nationalism that typically focus on pervasively unnoticed forms of nationalism
during settled times, and it challenges approaches to contentious politics that predict protest mobilization
for change rather than restoration of the status quo ante. In highlighting the ways that unsettled times
disrupt domestic and international structures, this work also presents a first attempt to link everyday
nationalism with growing work on international practices.
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Introduction

During the long pandemic season of 2020, the most common question has been, “When will things
get back to normal?” Arguably, the next most common question has been, “How do things get back
to normal?” followed closely by, “Will things ever get back to normal?” and, finally, “Do we really
want to go back to normal?” Answering any of these questions is not just a function of epidemiology,
as they involve an implicit suggestion that there is an agreed-upon sense of what constitutes
normality. People frequently express their sense of a lost normality in terms of the everyday
practices and routines associated with daily national existence, such as working, shopping, voting,
studying, or socializing. The reality of a life constrained by lockdowns, quarantine, and self-
isolation leaves people trapped in worlds which are familiar yet just different enough that they
cling to the select few routines they consider essential to their identities—not unlike the ways that
migrants cling to the routines they associate with their national identities. The pandemic thus
transforms the background practices and routines of everyday life, suddenly conferring new
significance on doing normal things as a way of performing one’s nationhood and calibrating
national solidarities.

The spatially and socially confining response to the COVID-19 pandemic is qualitatively
different from other kinds of disruptive events or disasters that induce protest by disrupting
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people’s everyday routines (Snow et al. 1998). For some time, scholars working on banal nation-
alism and everyday nationalism have argued that there is a continuous relationship between
everyday nationalism and mobilized nationalism—that is, between the ways that nationalism is
activated as a mobilizational frame during contentious political cycles and, vice versa, when
nationalism is demobilized and fades into a background as a form of legitimation for new regimes
(Goode 2020a; Jones and Merriman 2009; Skey 2009)." Owing to the imposition of lockdowns and
quarantines around the world, however, the process of framing nationalist responses to the
pandemic are frozen at the point that people start acting consciously in the name of the nation
but stop short of mass mobilization.

The COVID-19 pandemic is thus a uniquely disruptive kind of event that brings everyday
nationalism to the fore. This article first examines the nature of everyday nationalism as a form of
social practice that is commonly observed during settled times and considers how it transforms
(and is transformative) during unsettled times like the ongoing pandemic. We next consider
specific categories of practice, looking at ways that performance and consumption aim to recover
normality. Finally, we build bridges with the international relations literature on international
practices by looking at the intersection of everyday nationalism with foreign policy. The article
concludes with a brief discussion of the implications for understanding the relationship between
everyday nationalism and social movements for future global challenges to normality, like climate
change, and for the development of everyday nationalism as a scholarly approach.

Everyday Practices, Unsettled Times, and the Pursuit of Normality

Everyday nationalism is an approach to observing how ethnicity and nationhood are manipulated
as categories of social practice and reproduced “by ordinary people doing ordinary things” (Fox and
Ginderachter 2018, 547). It follows in the vein of constructivist works that disaggregate (rather than
operationalizing and reifying) social identities, taking up Rogers Brubakers’ (2004) recommenda-
tion that scholars focus on groupness rather than groups. The crucial methodological move made by
this approach is “to replace individuals or groups with ethnic or nationalist practices as units of
analysis” (Goode and Stroup 2015, 8). A social practice is “a routinized type of behavior which
consists of several elements, interconnected to one other: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental
activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how,
states of emotion and motivational knowledge” (Reckwitz 2002, 249). Practices relate to specific
forms of knowledge that render them recognizable, demarcating communities by their performance
and enabling judgments of agents’ competence to perform them.

Much of the literature on everyday nationalism focuses on exposing the ways that people infuse
everyday routines with ethnic or nationalist content. The nation is not something that objectively
exists but rather functions as a “cognitive frame through which people apprehend social reality and
construct routinized strategies of action” (Bonikowski 2016, 429). As Adler and Pouliot observe,
“The performance of practices in socially recognizable ways is the source of ontological stability in
social life. At the same time, however, it is also from practices that social change originates” (2011,
18). While Jennifer Mitzen (2006) and other proponents of ontological security as a concept
(Kinnvall 2004; Rumelili 2015; Suboti¢ 2016) advocate moving from an individual to a state level
of analysis, we argue that ontological security in unsettled times offers explanatory power at the level
of individual practices, where it originates. Ontological security is inextricably linked to routine
practices (Skey 2010; Suboti¢ 2016), whether domestic or international. As Mitzen and Larson
(2017) note, most people are ontologically secure and reify their identities passively through daily
routines. However, unsettled times bring out the need to reestablish structural relations that have
dislocated practices.

There is a clear temporal dimension to practice insofar as it engages with the material world and
contributes to social structuring. If this temporal dimension is mostly unnoticed in ordinary times,
it is thrown into sharp relief when the structures that contextualize everyday practices come
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Table 1. Perceptions of Threat and Change as a Consequence of the Coronavirus. (“COVID-19 - Srez potrebitel’skikh
nastroenii No. 1: Rossiiskie potrebiteli - novaia real’nost’,” ROMIR, April 2020. http://romir.ru/download/BCG_Romir_
Covid.pdf.)

Russia  China India Brazil Philippines  Malaysia USA ltaly

The world is in grave danger because  76% 88% 83% 86% 86% 86% 79%  86%
of the coronavirus

My daily life has changed because of ~ 75% 81% 85%  93% 85% 85% 84% 91%
the coronavirus

unglued. The temporal dimension of practice explains the disruptive nature of unsettled times. In
his review article on nationalism in settled times, Bonikowski describes settled times as “periods
when disruptions of varying magnitude [...] are absorbed by existing institutions instead of
generating widespread social and political transformations” (2016, 427). This perspective is helpful
in suggesting that settled times are structured by resilient social and political institutions, though it
also assumes that we already know whether institutions will survive.

In contrast to settled times, unsettled times are ontologically insecure moments when everything
appears to be in flux. They are defined by the experience or perception of uncertainty regarding the
future of social and political structures within which routine social practice takes place and derives
meaning. War and revolution are extreme examples, but one might also include global pandemic as
such a moment, when the structure of domestic and international politics becomes radically
uncertain. The imposition of social distancing, lockdowns, and quarantines not only alter social
and economic behaviors but call into question the ongoing viability of both domestic and
international institutions over the management of the outbreak. During the COVID-19 crisis, a
multinational study recently released by Romir Holding and Boston Consulting Group (BCG)
found that upwards of 75% of respondents believed the world was in grave danger and reported that
their daily lives had changed as a result of the coronavirus (see Table 1). In the absence of daily work,
school, shopping, sports, and other routines, it became common for people to report on social
media the sensation of timelessness or loss of normal time. One historian even joked that we should
soon expect “Eric Hobsbawm’s new volume, ‘The Age of Eternity: March 2020-March 2020.” ™

In practical terms, everyday nationalism in unsettled times manifests in attempts to restore
normality, as people seek to recreate everyday routines outside of the social structures that are
associated with (and reproduced by) them. In this sense, the perceived relationship between
structure and routine in the process of meaning making is inverted in unsettled times: rather than
interpreting the meaning of social practices in relation to social structure, social practices seek to
affix national meanings to social structures that are in flux. In other words, everyday nationalist
practices aim to recreate, reproduce, preserve, or maintain those routines associated with the
nation’s normal existence. It is in such moments that the agency of everyday nationalism takes
center stage in the performance of national routines. When forced to make hard choices about
which routines to preserve, their choices reveal the value placed on performing or consuming
national routines. If nationalism is the idea that national membership matters most among all other
identities “when the chips are down,” then it is also to be found, say, in the ways that the English
panic buy frozen chips, that Russians panic buy buckwheat, or that Americans panic buy handguns.

The following sections unpack examples of how everyday nationalist practices seek to restore
national normality and national solidarities. These examples are not meant as systematic research
but rather as attempts to probe the value of observing such practices and to suggest an agenda for
future research on everyday nationalism in unsettled times. We begin with a focus on two
commonly observed forms of everyday nationalist practices: performance and consumption.

Performing the nation relates to ritualized performances in everyday life. National symbols are
pervasive in daily life, while rituals provide the connective tissue that link together symbols with
national attachments. States regularly organize ritual observances that are meant to naturalize and
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reinforce the bond between state and nation. However, most people do not experience them as the
collective effervescence described by Durkheim, instead injecting their own—often unintended—
meanings into these performances of the nation. A rare exception are mass sporting events like the
Olympics or the World Cup, which structure the experience of sporting competition around
national allegiances (Fox and Miller-Idriss 2008, 547-548). In this sense, it is symbolically and
practically significant that the COVID-19 pandemic forced the postponement of the Tokyo
Olympics until 2021. In the absence of such visible events at which all members of the nation
are at least imagined as figuratively present, performing the nation takes on a different dimension—
for instance, in the hand wringing over the visible absence of co-nationals, in demands for their
return, in the search for ways to replace the simultaneous experience of nationhood, and in the
exclusion of those who are not perceived to belong.

Consuming the nation relates less to the collective sensation of nationhood achieved through
performance than to consumption as a means to realizing “the quotidian experience of sameness”
(Fox and Miller-Idriss 2008, 550). Consumption involves a range of behaviors through which the
nation is commodified and national solidarities are defined. National attachments are expressed
through consumption of vital products, which seemingly nobody can do without (as with the
aforementioned example of frozen chips in England), through the kinds of media that are routinely
read or viewed, or through leisure activities like tourism or gaming. The quintessential form of
consumption in unsettled times is panic buying, though increasingly widespread is the consump-
tion of disinformation and conspiracy theories that have accompanied the related rise of exclu-
sionary nationalism with populist and authoritarian regimes (Bieber 2020).

At its core, everyday nationalism dovetails more broadly with practice theory and therefore
shares much in common with the practice turn in international relations, which concentrates on the
socially meaningful patterns of action at the heart of international politics (Adler-Nissen 2016;
Adler-Nissen and Pouliot 2014; Bueger and Gadinger 2018). Though these literatures have
developed largely in isolation, this core theoretical relationship becomes particularly visible during
unsettled times: though everyday nationalism as an approach has focused predominantly on the
national, unsettled times brought on by phenomena like the COVID-19 pandemic or the impend-
ing climate crisis (Conversi 2020) blur the distinction between national and international, especially
in the ways that transnational solidarities and tropes link domestic and international politics
(Goode and Stroup 2015, 17).

Performing and National Belonging: Pride, Protest, and Face masks

At 8 in the evening of March 26, 2020, people throughout the UK threw open doors and windows,
and stepped out onto balconies to applaud. The gesture of gratitude, given under a stay-at-home
order issued earlier in the week and occurring as death tolls from the virus in the country hit
100, sought to thank the national heroes of the National Health Service (NHS) working to combat
COVID-19. Up and down the country, Britons made noise in support. In Scotland, bagpipers
played tunes loudly in appreciation. In Manchester, residents banged on pots and pans. Key
monuments—the London Eye, the Tower Bridge, and the Shard in London—all lit up blue in
solidarity with carers. In windows across the country schoolchildren placed drawings of rainbows,
with messages of love and support (see figure 1). The tremendous show of gratitude rapidly took on
a larger meaning as a symbolic show of resolve, unity, and sacrifice of the British people (Mohdin
2020; BBC News 2020a).

Such eftusive performance of thanks and unity stood as expressions of national character in the
face of desperate challenges. Indeed, performances of collective effervescence like the “Clap for
Carers” events intend to produce feelings of national solidarity and common belonging that provide
ontological security, especially in times of hardship or imminent crisis where instability and
insecurity prevail (Durkheim 1915; Goode 2016, 435-437; Skey 2011, 95-118). Likewise, these
performances also became a way of justifying (or perhaps even rejecting) the changes wrought by
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Figure 1. Messages of support for the NHS seen in apartment windows in Manchester’s Northern Quarter on April 8, 2020.
Photo by David Stroup.

the virus on the course of everyday life. By standing up to applaud for care workers, participants
sought to recognize, validate, and participate in the efforts to beat the virus and restore normality.

Simultaneous to these outpourings of national gratitude and solidarity, another, more conten-
tious form of national identity performance unfolded. In cities in over a dozen states across the
USA, protests cropped up outside state houses and governors’ mansions demanding an end to stay-
at-home orders and insisting that businesses be reopened (Rose 2020). As some protestors circled
the buildings in their cars, honking their horns and shouting slogans out of open windows, others
lined the sidewalks carrying handmade signs and American flags. Others, taking matters further,
carried weapons. In Austin, Texas, famed right-wing media personality Alex Jones led protestors in
a chant of “Let us work!” Watching from the White House, President Donald Trump expressed
sympathy, claiming of the protestors, “Their life was taken away from them” (BBC News 2020b). In
Jefferson City, Missouri, one man attending the protests bluntly told a BBC news crew, “We need to
reopen the country. We need our lives back. Now” (Magbool 2020).

In settled times, routine performances of national commemoration become episodic, often
unobserved (Billig 1995). However, even if they pass without fanfare or do not move participants,
these performances of ecstatic nationalism highlight the basis for national solidarity and communal
belonging (Skey 2011, 99). As they become rote, such rituals become “unthinking and unquestioned
performance[s] of the nation” (Fox and Miller-Idriss 2008, 549). Crisis events leave a wake of
ontological instability by overturning those taken for granted practices of nationhood and chal-
lenging the symbolic order established as normal (Skey 2011, 115). Instability foregrounds the kinds
of solidarities that usually only achieve low levels of salience. For example, in ordinary times,
displaying a flag outside one’s home may be a passive, pervasive, and unobserved invocation of the
nation, while during times of crisis flying a flag may become a purposeful, demonstrative act (Skitka
2005). In the atmosphere of uncertainty created by the COVID-19 pandemic, the outpouring of
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support for essential workers through the performance of communal applause illustrates how
ordinary gestures provide a platform for messages of unity and national strength.

However, times of crisis may also invite less inclusive calls to solidarity. When unsettled times
place the structures that provide ontological security—especially to historically dominant or
majority groups—into flux, everyday practices of identity become radical attempts to reassert a
vision of normality. As national identity offers a point of stability in a changing world, such
performances often seek to reestablish the symbolic power of the dominant group (Kong and Yeoh
1997, 214; Skey 2011, 108-117). Protestors’ framing of the lockdowns as a betrayal of the American
way of life, and parading with flags and signs that invoke national symbols in support of their
demands to reopen the country, illustrates one such attempt to reestablish normality by invoking
the nation in performative terms. Usually such performances call for national solidarity to reclaim
stability, while also excluding those outsiders who are seen as perpetuating instability (Skitka 2005).

Wearing Face masks and National Belonging

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the outbreak of harassment of people of Asian descent living in
western countries—particularly in the UK and USA— clearly illustrates such radical assertions of
solidarity and exclusion (Tavernise and Oppel 2020). Many victims felt their decisions to wear
masks in public signaled them out as targets for abuse. Why did mask wearing become a signifier of
national identity? Daily acts of performance related to attire provide many of the most visible and
readily apparent signifiers of national belonging and display “social information relevant to the
public interest” (Maxwell 2014, 7, 46-58). In unsettled times activists may weaponize such sartorial
features, turning them into a means by which to exclude others or casting them as suspect or
dangerous (Haddad 2007; Gohil and Sidhu 2007). In the unsettled context of the pandemic, the
sight of people wearing masks in public stood out as a sign of abnormality. Dominant majority
groups in these countries, driven by bigotry and viewing the virus as brought in by foreigners from
Asia, blamed those Asians wearing masks for spreading the virus.

In East Asia, mask wearing stands as a feature of daily life that predates the current crisis. Historical
records suggest that frequent mask-wearing became a widespread practice in China after the 1910
Manchurian plague epidemic, and in Japan by 1918 following the Spanish flu pandemic (Burgess and
Horii 2012; Lynteris 2018). More recent outbreaks of SARS, HIN1, and MERS reinforced norms
about mask wearing in the region (Syed et al. 2003; Tang and Wong 2004; Siu 2016).

Face masks achieved the “transformation of their wearers into ‘reasoned’ subjects of hygienic
modernity” (Lynteris 2018, 443). Masks transformed not just individual wearers but also societies on
the whole. Looking back at the 1910 plague, Lynteris remarks that in popular rhetoric, the antiplague
masks provided “indisputable, photogenic proof of Chinese scientific sovereignty” (452). Examining
the responses of Hong Kongers to the 2003 SARS epidemic, Siu found a similar connection between
mask wearing and civic duty. A respondent plainly summarized this sentiment, claiming:

Wearing a face mask was a way to tell others that you were exercising civic responsibility and
that you cared a lot about Hong Kong. You did not want to spread the virus to others, so you
wore a face mask. You wanted to tell others that you were on the same team with other
Hongkongers in fighting against SARS, so you wore a face mask. Wearing a face mask was a
sign of solidarity and civic responsibility at that time. (Siu 2016, 7)

Following the SARS outbreak of 2003, mask wearing became a common practice in much of East
and Southeast Asia even outside of health crises. In China, surgical masks became a means of
dealing with smog and air pollution in urban environments, while in Japan the practice of wearing
courtesy masks to protect others from illness became so common that surgical masks came to be
considered a fashion accessary (Eveleth 2019; Gordenker 2014). During the COVID-19 pandemic,
the daily habit of mask wearing became an extraordinary gesture in the effort to beat the disease. By
simply wearing a face mask, ordinary citizens could contribute to ending the pandemic and
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Figure 2. Screenshots from the Vietnamese music video for “Jealous Coronavirus” (“Ghen C6 Vy 2020”) with English subtitles.

regaining stability. Mask wearing became an integral part of public health campaigns to combat the
virus in much of East and Southeast Asia.

For example, in Vietnam, the Ministry of Health produced a public service announcement about
best practices for keeping safe in the form of a three-minute pop song called “Jealous Coronavirus”
(“Ghen Cé Vy”) sung by pop stars Khiac Hung, Min, and Erik, and set to an animated video. The
lyrics implore viewers to “push back the virus” by taking various precautions, including handwash-
ing and “clean[ing] your personal space” (figure 2). The cartoon characters in the video are shown
scrubbing down floors and windows, all while wearing face masks. The song fueled a viral dance
meme—often featuring masked performers—whose moves illustrated how to properly wash hands
and observe social distancing (Benner 2020).

In places like Vietnam, Japan, South Korea, Hong Kong, and China, where mask wearing became
a critical part of virus response, the act became a performance of national solidarity. As Feng et al.
suggest, adopting a policy that promotes universal face mask wearing “prevents discrimination of
individuals who wear masks when unwell because everybody is wearing a mask” (Feng et al. 2020).
A face mask became part of the uniform of a patriot. By wearing a mask in public, citizens
performed national unity and demonstrated their willingness to work together as the community
of the nation to prevent the spread of the virus and reestablish the conditions of normal life.

Wearing Face Masks and National Exclusion

Elsewhere, mask wearing provoked a different kind of performative nationalism. In countries outside
of Asia, as governments stressed that citizens should refrain from hoarding masks in order to preserve a
stockpile for medical professionals, masks were regarded as being worn by those already carrying the
virus (Feng et al. 2020). Wearing a mask in a public place became a symbol of the abnormal
circumstances created by the pandemic, reproducing anxieties about ontological and physical security.
As media outlets reported that COVID-19 originated in China, Asian people in other countries began
to report being scapegoated for spreading the virus and receiving abuse for appearing Chinese. In this
context, the practice of wearing a mask also exposed Asian wearers to harassment by dominant groups
accusing them of causing the pandemic. Reporting on the outbreak of discriminatory acts triggered by
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the virus in the UK, Guardian dubbed the rising tide of incidents of anti-Asian racism—particularly
those which targeted Chinese students—“maskaphobia” (Weale 2020). Accounts of harassment filed
to the Stop AAPI Hate reporting system, a joint project of the US-based Asian Pacific Policy and
Planning Council (A3PCON) and the Chinese for Affirmative Action (CAA), illustrate how such
performances of exclusion made Asians the target of harassment as the COVID-19 pandemic spread.
In the two weeks between March 19 and April 1 alone, eyewitnesses in the USA filed claims for 1,135
incidents of harassment against Asians (Jeung 2020a; Jeung 2020b).

The reports suggest that in 14% of incidents harassers singled out mask-wearing Asians in public
places (Jeung 2020a). One victim described being intimidated by a driver of another car who tried to
cut them off in traffic because they wore a mask while driving. Another reporter who wore a mask
while riding the train system in the Bay Area of California described being verbally assaulted by five
teenagers who then hit the passenger with their backpacks. A respondent who wore a mask while
working at a yoga studio in Irvine, California, described being verbally assaulted by two white
patrons who claimed, “Chinese people have ruined Irvine [by being] so dirty.” One of the white
women said whites had made a mistake by letting Asian “garbage” into Orange County (Jeung
2020b). Conversely, those not wearing masks also found themselves victims of harassment. One
victim of verbal assault reported, “As I was walking to my bus, a white, middle-aged man screamed
at me to ‘wear a respirator’ because I'm Asian” (Jeung 2020a). Another woman recounted an
incident in which two white women pantomimed covering their faces as she entered the train:

I walked into the train carriage and immediately two teenage girls started screaming and
eewwwwing and making a show of covering their mouths and faces with a scarf then stood up
and ran to the other end of the carriage (which was more crowded) jeering at me. (Jeung 2020b)

In both cases, masks were signaled out by harassers as markers of difference and implied
foreignness. To those committing harassment, wearing a face mask became so evidently a marker
of foreignness that even the absence of a mask becomes an act of national significance, implying that
those Asians not wearing one might be actively spreading the virus.

Frequently, such incidences of harassment became acts of performance in and of themselves.
Several victims reported that harassers performed the act of being sick on them, often by coughing
at them. Such incidences were often followed by laughter or further attempts to intimidate the
victim, such as glaring at them:

While we were passing a group of four men, one of them coughed into me, not once, but
TWICE, without covering his mouth. As I turned my head back, they all burst out laughing.
(Jeung 2020a)

The performance of coughing or spitting on Asians, particularly those wearing masks, conveys a
forceful and exclusory message that those targeted do not belong to the community and are thus not
afforded solidarity. Such gestures imply that those targeted are carriers of the disease who brought it
into the community, painting them as responsible for the upheaval that overturns the ability to livea
normal life. Though actions such as wearing a face mask may be utterly banal in ordinary moments,
during the COVID-19 pandemic such practices became transformed into deeply significant
markers of estrangement from the community of the nation. By wearing masks in public these
people became a manifestation of the ontological insecurity felt by harassers. In performing acts of
harassment to exclude Asians, harassers attempted to reassert power hierarchies, restore what they
considered to be normal visions of the nation, and forcefully exclude those they blamed for
disrupting the practice of everyday life.

While many of these incidences of harassment merely implied this exclusory understanding of
national solidarity rather than stating it explicitly, some made direct appeals to national self-
defense. As an example, on March 30, 2020, an unidentified, white Australian man brandishing a
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bullwhip stalked back and forth on the sidewalk outside the Chinese consulate in Sydney, shouting
racist epithets about Chinese people and menacing Asian-looking passersby. Eyewitness reports
emphasized that the man wore an Akubra, a wide-brimmed, rabbit fur, felt hat considered by many
as a symbol of rural working-class Australians. Cracking the whip and shouting in the direction of
Chinese nationals queued up waiting to enter the consulate and those walking by wearing face
masks, the man accused them of having “spread that fucking filthy disease worldwide” and “trying
to take over the world.” He also made pleas to Australians, shouting, “No more shit from China!
Wake up Australia! Be wise to these pricks!” (McPhee 2020). By wearing a hat symbolic of
Australian national identity and making direct appeals to the Australian people, the man’s
performance not only embodies a vision of how Australians should dress and act but also
weaponizes marks of otherness—such as wearing a mask—against the Other he claimed sought
to subjugate, or infect, Australians. While the man’s actions may stand outside of everyday practice,
they reflect the ways in which the virus heightens concerns by confirming prejudices and convic-
tions that the status quo ante was already flawed or endangered. The protestor’s vision of returning
to normality begins with a radical change of immigration and economic policy.

Instances like the harassment in Sydney reveal much about the way in which everyday actions
become conflated with nationalist tropes about unity, sovereignty, and threat. The outbreak of
COVID-19 came amidst increasing tensions between China and Western liberal democracies. In
the USA, the long-running conflict with China over trade heightened accusations and blame
between both states. Donald Trump’s continual labeling of COVID-19 as the “Chinese virus” no
doubt raised tensions and inspired imitations of such rhetoric among ordinary people in their daily
lives (Rogers, Jakes, and Swanson 2020). In Australia, the virus spread amidst concerns about
China’s influence in Australian domestic matters (Brophy 2018; Hamilton 2018). In both cases, the
presence of Chinese people—or even those that appeared Chinese—threatened understandings of
the majority that formed the basis for ontological security. In calling explicitly for national solidarity
on terms that excluded those who could be scapegoated as foreign transgressors, harassers asserted a
radical understanding of normality which deliberately excluded those whose presence they claimed
overturned the habits of daily life and upset the foundations of the nation itself.

Consuming: Panic Buying, Conspiracy Theories, and National Anxieties

In the early hours of a Monday in mid-February, three men executed a daring robbery in the Mong
Kok district of Hong Kong, which has a history of triad gang activity. Armed with knives, they
threatened a delivery man and escaped with 600 rolls of toilet paper, worth approximately US$130.
Police found the stolen toilet paper later the same day in a nearby guesthouse, arresting two members
of the gang while a manhunt continued for the third (Ho-him 2020). The robbery came two weeks
after the circulation on messaging apps of a fake memo stating that toilet paper production had been
halted owing to factory closures in mainland China. Panic buying ensued, and then it spread. In
Australia, panic buying of toilet paper brought out the police to settle disputes in the aisles of grocery
stores, a delivery truck catching fire made headlines, and a provincial newspaper published eight
blank pages “to give the nation what it wanted” (Kaye and Gallagher 2020).

Tales of panic buying, and even armed theft of toilet paper, were met with bemusement
elsewhere in the world and then with resignation as Europeans and Americans started hoarding
—after all, perhaps the most essential of daily routines was at stake. Yet rather than encourage a
sense of universal togetherness, the experience of panic buying draws stark boundaries around
national solidarities while highlighting patterns of national exclusion.

Consumption and Everyday Nationalism

Consumption is laden with power relations that define, reinforce, and communicate social
identities. Access to goods and services varies not just with income but with class, race, ethnicity,
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gender, and citizenship. In a globalizing world, the interaction of consumption with intersection-
ality is not coincidental. Rather, consumption is bound up with the mass experience of marginality,
“a cultural activity of the non-producers of culture [...] who nevertheless buy and pay for the showy
products through which a productivist economy articulates itself” (de Certeau 1984, xvii). This
mass experience of marginality was vividly displayed with the collapse of communism, as millions
of citizens in former socialist states grappled with new consumer practices imported from the West
(Berdahl 1999; Humphrey 2002). Consumption further reifies and changes social identities, such as
the way that ethnotourism provides a lifeline to struggling communities at the same time that it
wrests control over ethnic authenticity from its putative owners (Comaroff and Comaroff 2009).

Yet even the powerful (elites or social majorities) struggle with the commodification of national
identities, which invariably entails the domestication of global brands and their competition with
local goods and services (Edensor 2002, 112). In settled times, the marketing of goods and services
often draws upon consumer nationalism and national stereotyping by advertising countries of
origin. Sometimes this is explicitly marketed, as with “Made in the USA” stickers and signs. Russia’s
adoption of import substitution in response to Western sanctions (and Russia’s own counter-
sanctions) similarly was packaged as patriotic support for domestic producers (Balmforth 2015).
Some products are promoted in ways that associate goods with national brands (German cars and
cutlery, Swiss watches) or with national imaginaries (rolling hills and pastoral images for agricul-
tural and dairy products). In what DeSoucey (2010) depicts as “gastronationalism,” states con-
sciously act to institutionalize their national brands and to protect domestic markets by laying claim
to the geographic and cultural production of certain foods.” Similarly, foreign policies can
powerfully connect other nations with goods or products through bans, such as Russia’s various
bans on Belarussian milk, Georgian wine, Ukrainian chocolate, or Turkish tomatoes.

Crucial to these efforts is the routine nature of consumption. Edensor observes that “shopping
for things is most frequently a familiar, mundane activity, necessary for the reproduction of self and
household, as well as a means of experiencing pleasure, marking status, and expressing identity”
(2002, 110). Changes in shopping routines can symbolically and politically reinforce or contest
national identities, particularly when they are challenged by external forces. Caldwell’s (2002, 307-
309) examination of food practices in Moscow discovers that shoppers put a premium on domestic
foods with a tie to the Soviet past as a way of appealing to national pride while resisting transnational
influences. In her examination of Ukrainians’ boycott of Russian goods in 2014 as a form of
“patriotic consumption,” Bulakh observes that “commodities are perceived as physical continua-
tions of the state and nation (Ukraine) and/or embody the enemy state (Russia)” (2018, 82).

Panic Buying and Fantasies of Collapse

Panic buying is a distinctive form of consumption that arises during unsettled times. As a response
to the perceived threat to ontological security posed by the pandemic, panic buying reflects people’s
desires to ensure or restore normalcy in their daily routines beyond concerns about mere survival.
While the dynamics of panic buying might be likened to a bank run on essential goods, such
metaphors conceal the significance of consumers’ selectivity of goods or shopping locales. In other
words, what counts as essential is not merely an indifferent calculation of nutritional requirements:
if panic buying was strictly about serving nutritional needs, then there would not be empty shelves
of frozen chips (french fries) in England while frozen Asian vegetables remain in plentiful supply.

In the current pandemic, it has been argued that the designation stocking up might be more
accurate than the term panic buying, as individuals initially purchased a small additional quantity of
items to see them through a period of self-isolation. However, the cumulative effect of stocking up
on just in time supply chains was widespread shortages and hoarding of essential goods (toilet
paper, hand sanitizer, rice, pasta, face masks, bottled water, and so forth) in Hong Kong, Taiwan,
Singapore, Japan, Thailand, New Zealand, and Australia, before spreading to Europe and the USA.
In turn, shortages were attributed to the breakdown of social and political order and informed by
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collective memories. Russian shoppers rushed to buy buckwheat kasha, still mindful of the rapid
inflation of prices in 2014 following the collapse of energy prices and the imposition of international
sanctions (Zelenaia 2020), as well as families’ reliance on buckwheat during the hyperinflation of
the 1990s. Americans distinguished themselves internationally by rushing to buy firearms, moti-
vated by fears of looting and violence and concerns about the government’s previous inability to
manage crises like Hurricane Katrina (Oppel 2020).

Western commentators commonly connected the COVID-19 pandemic with the direst example
of social and political collapse in recent memory, likening the shortages and apparently rampant
individualism with the collapse of communism. One observer lamented after a trip to the grocery
store: “The last time I had seen a food shop with so little actual stuff in it relative to the shelves was on
a school trip to Soviet Russia 30 years ago” (Wilson 2020). Similarly, a British analyst even argued,
“Thirty years after the demise of their republic, the East Germans can teach us a great deal about
how to deal with shortages” (Braw 2020). Another common comparison in the UK was wartime
rationing, along with the patriotic subtext that it was Britons’ duty to get by with less in the face of an
existential crisis.” For some, panic buying was symptomatic of a deeper crisis of government and
concern for survival among those in economically precarious situations, potentially presaging an
era of fundamental change or even revolution. Comparing the current crisis to the Great Fear that
led to the French Revolution, Croatian philosopher Srecko Horvat argues, “the real fear lies in
poverty and unemployment, in the daily unveiling of a system that is broken. And even if we can
already see the coming of an even stronger surveillance capitalism, merging of thermal scanners and
facial recognition, bio-political control of populations and restrictions on mobility, what if it is
precisely this panic and rumor that also contains a potential emancipatory feature?” (2020).

Hoarders, Hamsters, and Hashtags

Panic buying not only expresses anxieties about the ongoing viability of social and political order
but also about the availability of social trust and the willingness to accept ethnic, class, and other
minorities as co-nationals. Despite people simultaneously experiencing the pandemic as a national
crisis, panic buying is not so much a unifying national experience as it is a means of patrolling the
boundaries of national membership and inclusion. Usually it is portrayed as irrational, selfish, and
antisocial, with hoarders branded and stigmatized for their national betrayal. In Germany, hoarders
were derided as der Hamsterkauf, equating panic buyers with nervous hamsters storing food in their
cheeks.® As one British columnist lamented, “Panic buying has trampled to death national myths
patriots once cherished. We now see that ‘quintessentially English” does not now mean a reserved
character with a stiff upper lip joining an orderly queue. But a demonically possessed shopper
lunging towards the last four-pack of loo roll” (Cohen 2020). More devastating was the tearful video
posted on Facebook by NHS critical care nurse Dawn Bilbrough, whose condemnation of panic
buying of fruit and vegetables went viral (ironically) and forced the UK government to urge
shoppers to restrain themselves.” In the US, the story of two brothers who bought 17,700 bottles
of hand sanitizer and then sold them online for up to $70 per bottle provoked moral outrage, hate
mail, and death threats (Vigdor 2020).

All consumption has a spatial dimension, such as where one chooses to shop, that identifies
products and social interaction with normal routines. Panic buying not only disrupts those routines
but also highlights hidden, internal forms of exclusion in the linking of the pandemic to an ethnic
(usually Asian) Other. One visible manifestation of this linkage is the avoidance of local groceries
often run by ethnic minorities in favor of larger (and less ambiguously national) supermarkets. In
the USA, the linking of pandemic with ethnicity inflamed anti- Asian sentiments and racism, leaving
Asian grocery stores empty of shoppers and relatively unaffected by shortages in major cities like
New York and Los Angeles. In Australia, the social media rumor mill alleged that organized busses
of Asian or Chinese shoppers were invading small towns and stripping the shelves bare, though
journalists could not find any evidence (Meade 2020).
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TRADITIONAL WELSH PUBS

THEY WERE SPEAKING
ENGLISH UNTILYOU WALKED IN

Figure 3. #dontvisitwaleschallenge post on Twitter. ( Original post by Dai Lama [@WelshDaiLama]. “(Don’t) Visit Wales,”
Twitter, April 11, 2020, 9:05 a.m., https://twitter.com/WelshDalaiLama/status/1248884952558718976.)

Consumption amid pandemic also foregrounds other forms of internal exclusion rooted in class
and urban geography. Large cities and financial hubs were not only the first to be affected, but
relatively aftfluent people sought to escape the outbreak by retreating to beaches and the countryside:
Muscovites fled to Sochi and Londoners to Devon, spreading the virus to the provinces and
provoking a backlash that fused national identification with class and administrative neglect. In
the UK, Scots and Welsh took particular aim at the colonial stereotyping of national landscapes,
altering vintage tourism posters to communicate incredulous and even hostile messages on social
media to deter would-be visitors from England (see figure 3).

Consuming Disinformation and Conspiracy

Finally, the lack of information about the virus and the imposition of quarantines around the world
have simultaneously increased consumption of online media and provided a convenient platform
for spreading and consuming conspiracy theories. Conspiracy theories thrive in environments
where there is low trust in government, experts, and traditional media. Various world leaders
contributed to the lack of trust by spreading disinformation and opportunistically exploiting the
pandemic to enhance their power (Hungary’s Victor Orban), dismissing the severity of the threat
(Donald Trump in the USA, Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, or Boris Johnson in the UK) or blaming it on
foreign powers (Iran’s Ali Khamenei). These low trust environments not only encourage conspiracy
theories but also facilitate the consumption of fake cures and preventative devices promoted by their
purveyors, including Alex Jones’s attempt to sell anti-coronavirus toothpaste (Ferré-Sadurni and
McKinley 2020) or Trump’s promotion of hydroxychloroquine.

Russia is a useful (but certainly not the only) case for probing the ways that conspiracy theories
are consumed and propagated in low trust environments.” According to a recent Levada Center
poll, more than half of Russians distrust official information about the coronavirus (Levada-Tsentr
2020). Russia’s government initially attempted to push ahead with a referendum on constitutional
amendments that would ensure Vladimir Putin’s ability to remain in power indefinitely and even
encouraged regional governments to link fighting the virus to voting for the amendments, though it
was later forced to postpone its plans. It also sought to use the pandemic to speed adoption of digital
surveillance technologies, though its ambitions were scaled back after botched implementation
(Goode 2020Db).
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Russian anthropologist Aleksandra Arkhipova characterizes the three phases of conspiracy and
myth making in relation to the spread of the pandemic (Nikitinskii 2020). In the first phase
(January-February), one finds xenophobic reactions in claims that the virus is spread by bananas or
packages from AliExpress. In the second phase (March), hucksters and con artists exploit the
public’s lack of trust in government and medical experts, spreading fear and pushing fake cures.
Even the Kremlin’s Press Secretary Dmitrii Peskov was discovered wearing a useless “virus blocker,”
which he immediately ceased wearing when pressed for details (Kovalev 2020). In the third phase
(April), people begin to fear for the future, and conspiracies spread, for example, about the
transformation of the country into a digital prison under quarantine. In this fashion, uncertainty
about the limits of the government’s ambitions and its push for digital surveillance converge in
conspiracy theories about the government’s plan to use vaccinations to secretly implant tracking
microchips. In each phase, conspiracy theories and myths circulate in response to the disruption of
normal life, provide explanations for how it might return (i.e., by way of fake cures), or propose
justifications for taking extraordinary action for fear that things might never be the same again.

Extending and Embodying Foreign Policy in Everyday Life

“So I called these people warriors. And I'm actually calling now ... the nation warriors. We have to
be warriors. We can’t keep our country closed down for years. And we have to do something.”
Speaking at a face mask plant in Arizona, President Trump portrayed nursing staff as soldiers in the
nation’s war on COVID-19 (Oprysko 2020). In turn, invoking the war metaphor seemed to justify
reopening the economy: if people die, their loss would be considered acceptable in wartime
conditions. Unsettled times—war chief among them—bring about a war rhetoric that juxtaposes
enemy and friend, inviting extreme political action that increases the uncertainty. There have been
several academic interventions on the harm of war metaphors in the time of the pandemic (Van
Rythoven 2020). As Jackson and Laucht (2020) point out, militarized rhetoric helps translate
unfamiliar into familiar, thus minimizing the unsettled character of the phenomenon but, at the
same time, increases nationalist sentiment associated with the war effort. While the actual enemy is
invisible in the context of the pandemic, leaders’ war metaphors demand antagonism to particular
groups (foreigners, immigrants, or minorities)—even more so when they insist on calling COVID-
19 the “China virus”—as ordinary citizens respond with racially motivated crimes and harassment.
These war metaphors invoke the notion of a nation under siege and suggest that calls on national
effort to manage the uncertainty of unsettled times involve combatting a force from beyond the
water’s edge. Everyday foreign policy is accorded little attention in the literature on everyday
nationalism, though they are closely related. Given that foreign policy emanates from the state, it
requires less effort to support than oppose, making it arguably a more inclusive form of civic
nationalism (Halikiopoulou, Mock, and Vasilopoulou 2013; Reeskens and Wright 2013). As Prizel
notes, “[an] emotional, albeit irrational sense of nation and national identity [...] is an extremely
important if not driving force behind the formation of [...] foreign policy” (1998, 14). Scholars of
Chinese nationalism argue that popular nationalism may constrain foreign policymakers, though
they focus primarily on instances of mass popular protest rather than emphasize the everyday
approach (Gries, Steiger, and Wang 2016). At the same time, observers of China note that
hypernationalistic rhetoric is both a top-down and bottom-up phenomenon (Kim 2020), confirm-
ing that the population needs to maintain its ontological security in unsettled times. Similarly, the
international relations literature discusses foreign policy and performance in terms of diplomatic
practices (Urrestarazu 2015; Neumann 2002; Ringmar 2012) or rituals (Hauerwas 2015) with
mostly feminist scholarship paying attention to the everyday and grass roots manifestations of
international relations (Acuto 2014; Wibben 2016; Bjorkdahl, Hall, and Svensson 2019).
Everyday foreign policy is tied to everyday nationalism through similar practices involving
performance and consumption. After all, both of these are aspects of regular foreign policy where
governments offer humanitarian aid or ban imports from certain countries. The literature on
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(everyday) embodied performance of nationalism (Balogun 2012; Militz and Schurr 2016) is rather
limited in comparison to its discursive iteration (Fox and Miller-Idriss 2008; Wodak and Krzyzanowski
2017; Bonikowski 2016). Yet, in unsettled times, physical borders are fortified by physical bodies that
can sustain or break with the governmental policy. As noted above, xenophobic street harassment is
another (embodied) manifestation of everyday nationalism given that nationalism in general is
predicated on designation and exclusion of the Other (Bieber 2020). While citizens often are not
privy to government decision making, they are able to practice everyday foreign policy by implement-
ing the government’s decisions on their own accord. People already engage in (and vote for)
exclusionary practices, but those practices become significant and meaningful when state policy or
capacity are threatened in unsettled times. When things are in flux, ordinary people see their actions as
enforcing national policy or defending their ideas about the way the nation ought to be in settled times.

Stigmatizing and discriminating against those perceived as contaminated is also an everyday
reflection of state policy, such as in closing borders with certain countries. In this sense, the
harassment and racism directed toward Asians in the wake of COVID-19 is continuous with foreign
policies that foster internal exclusion. Likewise, the virus exposed older, deeper-seated suspicions of
perceived outsiders. One of the historically common forms of exclusion in unsettled times is anti-
Semitism (Durkheim [1899] 2008). In times of social change and uncertainty—be it plague,
crusades, reformation, modernization, revolution, hyperinflation, or globalization—Jews have
always been targeted as the Other. If during settled times Jews were singled out through places
where they had to settle, wearing certain clothes, unsettled times brought pogroms, where a
perceived alien element had to be forcibly removed from the body politic either by expulsion or
by means of physical annihilation. Even in the Middle Ages, the equivalents of doxing and
deplatforming preceded physical abuse in the form of pamphlets, carnival plays, and religious
literature (Rose 2015). An uptick in anti-Semitism often acts as a canary in the coal mine for other
types of (violent) xenophobia that increase in unsettled times. During the COVID-19 outbreak, the
Kantor Center at the University of Tel-Aviv reported an 18% uptick in instances of anti-Semitism
from the previous year, and the European Jewish Congress noted an increase in incidents in which
Jews were blamed for spreading the virus (Heller 2020).

As mentioned above, everyday foreign policy has an important discursive dimension. Here, it is
important that a lot of the (nationalistic) identity discourse, even on the grass roots level, relates to
foreign policy (Hansen 2016; Morozov 2002). Citizens obviously discuss unsettled times at length
online. Broadly, they can be divided into several groups: patriotic groups that look for scapegoats and
conspiracy theories to explain why the times are unsettled; conventional nationalists who seek to
maintain their ontological routines in the face of crisis; and cosmopolitans that build their ontological
security through empathizing with others’ uncertainty and sympathizing with the victims. The first
group can probably best be exemplified by the antilockdown protesters in the USA who employ
rhetoric from the American Revolution (“Give me liberty or give me death”); blame China (the
“Chinese virus”), Bill Gates, or George Soros (the latter being the symbol for anti-Semitic conspiracies
around the world) for spreading the virus; and demand that their government “punish China.”
Opinion leaders in conservative Russian Orthodox circles have also circulated numerous rumors that
the pandemic is orchestrated by the global financial elite (Gaufman and Vovk 2020)—a common
anti-Semitic dog whistle—making them ideologically and rhetorically close to US white nationalists.

Blurring the Domestic and International through Excluded Bodies

Unsettled times underline the links between personal behaviors and international affairs. Feminist
scholars have always emphasized that the personal is both political and international (Enloe 1989).
This is especially true in the times of a pandemic where education and work spaces have moved into
intimate spaces. In this way, the pandemic further confirms the overlapping of the online and
everyday spheres, and it suggests they should be studied as such (Franklin 2001). Unsettled times blur
the distinction between national and international especially with the domination of online
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platforms, such as Zoom or Google, that are used across the globe. While most would laugh at the
sight of naked husbands or mistresses in the background, or cats and dogs interrupting work calls, the
transition to online internationalizes and exposes inequalities as well as the understanding of nation.

With calls to celebrate King’s Day in the Netherlands on the balcony or Victory in Europe
(VE) Day in the UK in the back yard, the nation has invaded personal spaces through online
communication. For instance, to create an imagined community from a banal nationalist top-down
perspective, British councils disseminated posters calling for the VE festivity at home (see figure 4).”
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Figure 4. VE Day ‘stay at home’ street party flyer. (Original post by Pazzy (@pazzypants), “Anyone doing this on Friday then?”
Twitter, May 5, 2020, 6:45 p.m., https://twitter.com/pazzypants1970/status/1257730359204229121.)
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To perpetuate a sense of normalcy in observing a national holiday, the stay-at-home party was
intended to be a show of national solidarity and inclusion that simultaneously neglected various
religions and even classes in the UK. The prescribed practices (taking afternoon tea, listening to the
queen, holding a party in the garden, singing pop songs, and decorating the house red, white, and
blue) attempted to invoke a safe, secure, comforting vision of Britain. However, the attempt to have
anormal observance of the holiday illustrates the ways in which local councils and residents ignore
and exclude those who do not align with their narrow vision. Even though the party is to be
nationwide, it is clearly limited. For instance, the assumption that everyone involved in the
celebration has access to a backyard where they could have tea and scones excluded lower class
citizens and residents, who live primarily in apartment blocks, from participating in this invented
national ritual. It similarly neglects the fact that the Muslim British population was celebrating
Ramadan, which automatically excluded them from the daytime, food-based merriment.

A more prosaic form of everyday exclusion as an extension of foreign policy is embodied through
policing the conjugal order (George 2017; Peterson 1994; Yuval-Davis 1996). Far-right nationalists
often construe women as biological reproducers of the nation, an especially crucial resource in
unsettled times. Feminist scholars of nationalism have extensively discussed the connections
between gender, intercourse, and national identity (Yuval-Davis, Anthias, and Campling 1989;
McClintock 1993; Mayer 2012), where women need to produce new members of national collec-
tives as well as reproduce the boundaries of national groups through restrictions on sexual or
marital relations. The international relations literature emphasizes rape as a weapon of war (Kirby
2013; Card 1996; Maedl 2011), showing how sexual relations are often understood in terms of
power and domination, equating the (often female) body of the population with the body of the
state that needs to be forcibly invaded (Rohrer 1995). In other words, everyday foreign policy is
gendered, ever-present, and affects women differently than men.

One of the more infamous everyday foreign policy practices related to the policing of conjugal
order can be exemplified with wide-spread shaving of women’s hair in France after D-Day in 1944,
another instance of unsettled times and practices that were aimed at reestablishing the status quo.
The women who were publicly humiliated and often beaten up in the process were accused of
collaboration horizontale with the invading German army (Virgili 1995). Unsurprisingly, tondeurs,
the head shavers, often were not members of the Resistance but men who collaborated with the Nazi
forces (Frangois 2006). This scapegoating of women after D-Day is especially jarring given that
other types of collaboration perpetrated by the male compatriots were hardly acknowledged or
shamed in a similar way. For instance, the Vel d’Hiv deportation of Jews in Paris was carried and
planned primarily by the French state—a fact fully acknowledged only in 2017 by a French
president. As Beevor (2012) notes, exclusive revenge on women represented a form of recompense
for the frustrations and sense of impotence among men humiliated by their country’s occupation.
Thus, the more extreme practice of head shaving could be interpreted as an embodied amplification
of xenophobia meant to reestablish an international structure where Germans (and everyone
associated with them) were hierarchically inferior to the French and in this way signified the return
to normalcy.

More recently, Russia’s announcement of sanctions against Turkey after the downing of a
Russian fighter jet by the Turkish army on November 24, 2015, led Russian nationalists to recall the
Russian-Turkish war of 1877-1878 (where the Russian Empire almost captured Istanbul) and its
hero, General Skobelev, as reassurance that the country’s status and population would remain intact
and superior to Turkey. Enemy embodiment continued with conjugal policing in the form of
widespread harassment of Russian women who were married to Turkish citizens. This is yet
another sign that everyday foreign policy requires autobiographical continuity to maintain onto-
logical security for the population (Suboti¢ 2016) with everyday foreign policy practices becoming
crucial assertions of normality in unsettled times.

These various practices of gendering the nation by way of conjugal policing, enemy embodiment,
and mobilization of collective memory in unsettled times converge in the impact of COVID-19.
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Women disproportionately bear the burden of the virus, amplified by foreign policies that
undervalue international medical expertise. Women are more often at risk of infection, in part
because they are more likely to be frontline healthcare workers. At the epicenter of the pandemic in
Hubei, China, more than 90% of healthcare workers are women (Wenham, Smith, and Morgan
2020). The situation is not much different in the UK, where women are 77% of frontline healthcare
workers (Norman 2020). The pandemic has disproportionately increased women’s exposure to
domestic violence, burdens in the informal economy, risk of unemployment, and poverty
(UN Women 2020)—consequences that were amplified by governments that failed to act to slow
the outbreak. The effect of the pandemic thus interacts with, and reinforces, the gendered structure
of labor markets as well as the gendered nature of state power. In the search for a visible enemy to
explain the pandemic’s disruption of normal life, (mainly female) nurses and doctors have been
targeted by disinformation and physical abuse. In Mexico, risk of infection is compounded by
violence as nurses and doctors have been accused of spreading the virus and even attacked in the
street (Nufio 2020). British NHS nurses and emergency workers suffered about 50 attacks per day,
including being spat and coughed on, motivated by claims that they were spreading the virus.
Similar attacks have been reported in the USA, India, the Philippines, Australia, and China (The
Economist 2020).

Comparing and Projecting Normality Online

As suggested by the discussion above, foreign policy extends into everyday life through war rhetoric,
gendered practices, and articulations of historical or great power status. Even in unsettled times,
people need to maintain their everyday foreign policy routines: tweeting with and about the nation,
identifying enemies and allies, asserting their country’s status in the world, having long discussions
on social media about which preposition to use with the country of Ukraine in Russian'’, ordering a
“rossiano” instead of an americano in Russia, or eating “freedom fries” instead of French fries in the
USA. Given that (international) structures are in flux, everyday practices are meant to rediscover
them. Like settled times when structures are fixed and practices are prompted by them, people need
a sense of certainty that routines can offer. In times of social isolation, and with the inability to
participate in conventional nation-building exercises such as parades and public commemoration,
the need for ontological security that these rituals offer is greater, and projecting a state identity is an
integral part of it. Particularly in the context of the pandemic, when many routines have been
disrupted, it is not surprising that social networks serve as platforms for establishing the friend-foe
dichotomy and performing familiar state identities.

When things are unsettled, other countries may provide examples of what constitutes normal. In
online debates, people are usually split on whether their country needs to maintain its great power
status by providing humanitarian aid to other countries. Similarly, many discussions have been
devoted to whether China has replaced the USA as a global hegemon, given that it has provided
shipments of medical equipment to Italy. On Russian social media, patriotic groups devote much
attention to reports on how Russia is helping out Italy or the USA and how some countries cannot
survive a pandemic without Russia’s help, thus reproducing the soft power narrative offered by the
government. In this sense, everyday discursive practices are a creative engagement with the
governmental rhetoric, sometimes challenging and sometimes amplifying a governmental stance
to an extreme. For instance, the USA is frequently mocked, where users point out that the country’s
behavior does not correspond to its movie image.

One of the groups on Russian social media is vehemently anti-Ukrainian and pro-Crimea
annexation. The meme from their group (figure 5) reflects the disconnect between the great power
projection most people are used to around the world. At the same time, in the USA, social media
users lament the fact that their country is unable to provide world leadership during the pandemic
and has ceded its status as world hegemon to China (Tharoor 2020).
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Figure 5. “Come on, save the world, like in the movies.” (Originally posted by Pavel Ptitsyn [@paulisru], Photo on VK, May
8, 2020, 10:06 p.m., https://m.vk.com/wall-41232698 _5213011.)

Conclusion: Everyday Nationalism and Unsettled Futures

The community of the nation provides a safe harbor for many in the turbulent storms kicked up by
unsettled times. We have argued that in unsettled times, such as those surrounding the outbreak of
COVID-19, ontological insecurity drives people to seek stability and comfort in the social practices
that create solidarity out of routines and restoring the familiar. As we note, despite the virus’ impact
as a truly global crisis, people often call for national solutions and cling hard to practices that sustain
a sense of normalcy by invoking national bonds when all other sources of order appear to have
broken down. Unsettled times may lead to calls for national unity and communal effort to overcome
shared challenges and restore normal order. Calls for all citizens to wear protective gear, refrain
from hoarding food, or make symbolic displays of support may be seen as extraordinary measures
undertaken by all in order to safeguard and preserve a perceived national way of life. In other cases,
people build solidarities through radical actions that seek to enforce normalcy by reinforcing
hierarchies of dominance or excluding those labeled as outsiders, who violate their conceptions of
what national normality ought to be.

In suggesting that the everyday nationalism of unsettled times seeks a return to a stable status quo,
our conclusion departs from established theory in the field of social movements that suggests
unsettled times produce mandates for broad change. Charles Tilly (1981) argues that times of crisis
give rise to new forms of solidarity and association that transform systems. Such transformations
arise when crisis broadens opportunities for mobilization around altering the status quo. While
ordinary time provides micro-windows for systemic change, periods of crisis open macro-windows,
enlarging opportunities for dramatic paradigm shifts. These studies suggest that the urgency and fear
produced by unsettled times discredits those in charge and creates an environment “uniquely
conducive to the passage of reform” (Keeler 1993, 441). Importantly, these studies theorize that
disruptions to quotidian routines are especially effective in mobilizing collective action. In moments
where the structure of social control and the status quo fracture, the prospect of loss leads ordinary
people to seek more risk in attempts to enact change that minimize harm (Snow et al. 1998). Social
movement theory suggests that the macro-windows for policy change opened by unsettled times
present opportunities for political actors to exploit popular dissatisfaction with the status quo in order
to enact their own political agendas (Kingdon 2003; Boin, ’t Hart, and McConnell 2009). Fringe
political actors may seize these moments where crisis presents opportunity to push extreme ideas into
mainstream discourse (Koopmans and Olzak 2004; Rovny 2013). Rather than seeking a return to
normalcy, unsettled times motivate actors to upend the perceived normal and enact change.
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We suggest that in the context of unsettled times, the desire to assert a sense of normality
becomes itself a radical demand. As ordinary people attempt to find ontological security in their
appeals to the community of the nation, ideas concerning what is normal and who is included in
normality become normative assertions of the nation as these participants believe it ought to be, or
should have been if not for the intervening crisis. In asserting such prescriptive notions of what the
nation encompasses, those calling for normality assert a vision of radical stability.

Moreover, we contend that observations of unsettled times allow us to more fully understand
how the nation is reproduced and how ordinary people determine what the nation is, and what it is
not. Looking to unsettled times explores the everyday at what Jon Fox refers to as “the edges of the
nation,” defined as those “places, times and contexts where the nation is on the periphery” (2017,
33). We propose that because the disruption of unsettled times heightens the salience of what may,
under ordinary circumstances, have been tacit or taken for granted practices that reproduce or
invoke the nation, they act as a large-scale breaching experiment. For instance, examinations of
national practices enacted in the midst of crisis may provide opportunities to understand whether
mass publics accept the official representations of the nation—often expressed in inclusive, or
multicultural, terms—or offer alternative and more exclusory understandings of who is included in
solidarity. Studying the way in which the nation is reproduced in times of crisis illuminates ordinary
citizens’ perception of the function of the nation and the capacities possessed by the national
community to address instability. In this sense we may hope to learn more about why, when faced
with global problems, solutions frequently take national forms.

These conclusions suggest new ways to understand everyday nationalism as a transnational
phenomenon. Much of the scholarship in the discipline rests on ethnographic examination of single
cases. As our examination of the everyday response to COVID-19 has shown, in unsettled times
ordinary people seek national solutions to global problems. We have also shown that the everyday
practices of the nation undertaken by ordinary people also encompass understandings of foreign
policy and international engagement. We propose that examinations of the everyday amid noisy or
unsettled times provides opportunities to understand how nationalizing frames diffuse across
borders even on an everyday level.

Looking beyond the context of COVID-19, we note that examinations of responses to the virus
present lessons for how we might observe other, slower-moving challenges that likewise threaten
notions of stability and daily practices of national significance. The growing threats posed by
climate change present one example. Activists and scholars alike maintain that climate change
presents universal challenges and requires solutions on a global scale (Conversi 2020). However,
much like COVID-19, solutions to climate change largely involve implementation of policy on a
national level. While a great deal of the collective action surrounding climate change aims to
encourage action by national governments, activists also suggest that prevailing over climate change
will require dramatic alterations to daily life. The lessons learned through observations of everyday
nationalism during the response to COVID-19 provide a framework through which we might
interpret responses to the climate crisis.

Though the foundational works in the field initially sought to understand how ordinary people
interacted with the nation in times of low salience, where national identity fades into the
background of ordinary life, the noisy moments of unsettled times still benefit from a close
examination of the everyday. After all, even during great calamity, daily life not only persists but
becomes a powerful call to action.

Disclosure. Authors have nothing to disclose.

Notes

1 Banal nationalism, most often associated with Michael Billig’s (1995) landmark work, focuses on
the ways that the nation is reproduced in citizens’ daily lives mainly by way of the state and the
media. Everyday nationalism (Fox and Miller-Idriss 2008; Goode and Stroup 2015) focuses on
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citizens’ agency not just in reproducing national repertoires and narratives but also in manip-
ulating and challenging them. Increasingly, scholars have focused on the interaction between
banal and everyday nationalism (Skey and Antonsich 2017; Goode 2020a).

2 Victor Petrov (@VictorPPetrov), “Academic news: Eric Hobsbawm’s new volume ‘The Age of
Eternity: March 2020-March 2020’ is coming out soon,” Twitter, April 1,2020, 2:23 a.m., https://
twitter.com/VictorPPetrov/status/1245159893226717184.

3 See Ichijo (2020) for an exhaustive review of the literature on food and nationalism.

4 Depictions of panic buying in other nations via traditional and social media also reinforced a
normal sense of international order by highlighting the distinctive items that national Others
were hoarding, while eliding cases that appeared less characteristic. Hence, international media
coverage of Americans’” hoarding of firearms neglected to mention a related surge in gun sales in
Canada (Schwartz 2020).

5 See, for example, “World War Two Foods that Changed the Way We Eat,” BBC, n.d., https://
www.bbc.co.uk/food/articles/world_war_two_foods.

6 A similar verb, hamsteren, was common in the Netherlands.

7 BBC Breakfast, “A message to people who are panic buying,” Video on Facebook, March
20, 2020, https://www.facebook.com/bbcbreakfast/videos/209680826924299/.

8 See Yablokov (2018) for an authoritative account of the role of conspiracy theories in contem-
porary Russia.

9 It is notable that nobody noticed or seemed concerned by the flyers’ lack of any attributable
source, despite their being widely circulated through regular mail and on social media. Their
content appears to have been coordinated by the VE Day 75 Pageantmaster (https://www.
veday75.org/programme/), though the flyer does not appear on its website. In this fashion, the
flyer seemed to emerge as a spontaneous, organic, and unquestioned expression of national
belonging.

10 In the Russian language, one who uses the preposition na instead of v in relation to Ukraine is
more likely to be perceived to harbor anti-Ukrainian views and support the annexation of Crimea.
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