Misinformation and Society

During the end of 2019, the novel coronavirus was a trending news item for most
of the countries in the world except for China. It seemed like a localized epidemic that
had befallen upon a small region of a country and the concept of lockdown was a reality
for only a small region, but not for us. By spring of 2020, lockdown was suddenly a
global reality. The mere thought of lockdown caused by a global pandemic sent shivers
down the spine for the common man, who for the first time in life was forced to stay
home and refrain from work. As the reality of ‘no work, no pay’ sank in, fear amplified

into a threat and this threat caused immense panic among the masses.

As a nursing professional, | was at the epicentre of where the reality called
COVID-19 unfolded — the hospital. As the disease spread through densely populated
urban areas, hospitals in these areas witnessed a surge of masses desperate for a cure
(Freyer, 2020). The pandemic was not just making the affected people desperate; those
who remained healthy and at home also had a lot of mental trauma to deal with. The
primary reason for this was misinformation and astute over-emphasis of the corona
crisis in the media (The Economist, 2020). The media instilled a deep fear in the minds
of people as well as aroused insecurity among masses that were battling the

psychological challenges posed by the lockdown (Brahmi et al., 2020).

In most cases, this fear was instilled by political groups that wanted to benefit
through communalism. For instance, in UK, the public witnessed a prolific amount of
posts on Twitter and Facebook which inspired anti-foreigner sentiments in many regions
(Chadwick, 2020). The Chinese population was targeted as coronavirus is known to
have originated in Wuhan. Anti-semitic and anti-muslim sentiments were also inspired
through social media (Macguire, 2020). In India, the mainstream media clearly sided
with the government to push the agenda that turned the public attention away from real
and pressing concerns. For example, during April and May, the Indian media villified the
nation’s Muslim community and held them responsible for the rapid spread of COVID-19
in the country (Vetticad, 2020). It gave the government a smoke-screen, thus enabling
them to sidestep their accountability towards crises like massive movement of

immigrant population and the hard-hitting economic conditions caused by the



government’s bad policies and imposition of a very harsh and crippling lockdown in the

country.

The pattern across the world is that governments have been trying to shirk their
responsibility of being accountable to people by inciting adversity among various ethnic
groups (Raju, 2020). However, the society at large strives for the common good. People
prefer tolerance over spite and civil harmony over groupism. Thus, on social media,
sentiments of hate have been countered with sentiments of brotherhood, empathy, and
overwhelming concern for fellow human beings. An example of this is the ‘Black Lives
Matter’ movement which was triggered by the unfortunate killing of George Floyd in an
act of racism-inspired bias (Buchanan et al., 2020). This movement was widely
supported by the American public comprising of all ethnicities who called for an end to
racial bias by authorities (Magbool, 2020). It is interesting to note that racial bias is
commonly propagated by right-wing politicians. However, the collective conscience of

the society restores the equilibrium of tolerance, harmony, and brotherhood.

It has been observed that educated people such as lawyers, artists, and IT
professionals play a pivotal role in countering negative propaganda, hate speech, and
communal tension. Through their education, such people are empowered to see
through blatant propaganda and identify the attempt at social mind programming
through which politicians or groups strive to shift the dynamics of the society. The
educated people enable the common denominator to understand the trap of
propaganda and they make the society aware of what is really happening (Press Trust
of India, 2020).

In conclusion, the COVID pandemic situation has been a period of time where
deliberate misinformation has been propagated to bring about social unrest. But the
general nature of the society rests on firm grounds of equality, tolerance, and concern.
Thus, the society always swings back into equilibrium and the educated class of the

society always tends to take a leadership position in bringing about this change.
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