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Pandemic deepens social and political cleavages 

by Peter Hall and Rosemary Taylor on 22nd June 2020 

The coronavirus crisis has inflamed cleavages in democratic societies which will be 

difficult to heal. 

 

As Richard Evans observed in his studies of cholera in Europe during the 1800s, 

epidemics tend to intensify the faultlines in society, and that is certainly true of this new 

coronavirus. The most obvious lies between the generally well-educated who can retain 

their jobs and work remotely, while sheltering at home, and the workers who cannot 

afford to do so. The latter must labour, often for relatively low wages, at cashiers’ desks 

in grocery stores or pharmacies and drive trains or buses—and deliver the goods 

consumed by those at home. 

To some extent, this faultline mirrors the cleavage, deepening for some time, between 

those with the college education which confers cosmopolitan dispositions and market 

power in a globalised economy and those with less education who often hold more 

traditional values in jobs increasingly threatened by outsourcing and global competition. 

Members of the two groups are dying at very different rates. 

In Britain, where the majority of middle-class employees have been able to work from 

home, as against only one in five among the working class, men in low-skilled jobs 

have been four times as likely to die from the virus than those in professional positions. 

It is one thing to feel ‘left behind’ and yet another to feel left behind to die. At some 

point, there will be a reckoning. 

Across the advanced democracies, the pandemic is also being used to deepen a political 

faultline between centrist parties, whose voters generally favour a sustained lockdown 

to prevent virus transmission, and potential supporters of radical-right populist 

politicians, who are using the economic distress to urge ‘liberation’ from lockdowns and 

resumption of activity. After weeks of political agitation, 78 per cent of American 

Democrats support stay-at-home orders, while only 45 per cent of Republicans do, and 

similar rifts are visible between centrist governments and the populist right in European 

nations such as Germany and Spain. 
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