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Conventional media theories, including mediatization theory, network theory and actor network
theory, are dominated by the idea that the emergence of information/communication
technologies are driven by human need and address global social problems. However, as is the
case with the use of interactive digital media platforms during the corona virus pandemic,
technologies turn illnesses into opportunities and introduce new logics of governmentality.

In Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault (1977 [1975]) writes on how the fight against
the plague has produced the raw material for disciplinary technologies. Likewise, it is not
difficult to imagine that the so-called war against the coronavirus will produce a range of truths,
discourses and, above all, technologies to govern individuals and the economies of desire.

For example, video conference technologies have long been in use; yet, the pandemic
enabled their latent possibilities to operate with a progressive, exponential increase of added
value. Zoom was launched in 2013; yet, as of March 2020, the business has thrived with a 380%
increase in the number of daily users and 77% increase in net worth.> Microsoft announced
Teams in 2017; then, in the week before the 23rd of March 2020, the company declared a 12
million increase in the number of daily users.? Thanks to digital communication technologies,
the demise of public life and the University (as universal city), online education and ‘zooming
into an art work’ has never been this legitimate (Pardo and Prato 2019).3

Technology is always at first seductive. Digital communication technologies have been
praised for being more agile and facilitating flat organizations. Soon after the spike in their
popularity, warnings began to circulate against breaches of privacy and ‘zoom fatigue’.* In a
very short time span, these technologies have engendered the collapse of the boundaries
between the public and the private and the reduction of different social roles (professional,
parent, domestic worker, care taker) to a single social, spatial context.

The pandemic has generalized the previously exceptional use of these technologies. It has
led companies to make permanent changes to people’s work conditions and virtual classrooms
are now considered as viable alternatives to face education. These changes, first introduced as
medical necessities and then generalized, are, in fact, political decisions.

In this context, the pandemic has had a significant impact on the interaction between
science and politics. The medical sciences can produce knowledge about the development,
effects and transformations of the virus and its surrounding habitat, but the necessities the

! https://vulcanpost.com/696170/zoom-founder-eric-yuan-net-worth-us7-8b/

2 https://data-economy.com/microsoft-sees-12-million-new-users-on-teams-as-remote-workers-
increase-during-covid-19-pandemic/

3 https://www.artworkarchive.com/blog/how-to-experience-art-culture-during-coronavirus

4 https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20200421-why-zoom-video-chats-are-so-exhausting
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science points out are always complemented with political action. In this interaction between
necessity and contingency, medicine increasingly becomes politicised while politics becomes
medicalised, which is the very background against which governmental logics proliferate in
modernity and particularly during the pandemic.

At a different level, the pandemic has had an impact on the interaction between cinema
and digital platforms. Films’ visual language and cultural impact have come under scrutiny in
the digital era (Rombes 2009, Elsaesser 2016). The experiments with the digital video cameras
and non-linear editing programmes have enabled personalized, non-commercial, low-cost
independent film making and its widespread distribution. After the pandemic, exception tends
to become the norm as the whole film industry is confronted with total digitalization. Films
emulate forms such as Youtube videos, web series, and Netflix series. There are debates on
digitalization spelling the death of cinema, which in the classic sense was the art of the masses;
that is, where art meets the masses. While the coronavirus pushes life into the private domain,
we witness the increasing containment of cinema within the private sphere. This is thought-
provoking, because cinema is notoriously defined as the most important mass art of late
modernity; one which demands a tremendous amount of collective administration in both its
production and consumption. Today, cinema reaches the masses but not as an art of the masses.
Rather, it is an extremely individualized art form which is consumed individually. This almost
dystopic privatization was hitherto unthinkable. Online film viewers are lonely in togetherness.

This togetherness in loneliness is the source of collective paranoias and hysterias in the
late modern society. One instance of this increasingly generalised mood is the production and
consumption of panic in the media. By re-contextualizing the film text in the Covid-19 agenda,
the inter-activity of digital platforms enables the creation of such paranoid, dystopic and
apocalyptic narratives.

In what follows, we illustrate this process on the basis of the film Contagion, particularly
the trailer spectatorship and filmic deliberation. Shortly after Covid-19 lockdowns, several
online publishers compiled outbreak-related movie lists (Crucchiola and Ebiri 2020, Goldsmith
2020). Steven Soderbergh’s 2011 blockbuster Contagion has appeared at the top of most of the
Covid-19 compilations. The trailer of the movie has been online on Youtube for almost 9 years
and viewed over 26 million times on the platform (Movieclips Trailers 2011).

The significance of the modern-day movie trailer lies not only in its promotional function,
relaying the first impression and attracting the audience into watching the full-length movie,
but also constituting a meeting and a deliberation hub for film viewers (Johnston et al. 2016:
23). Therefore, we harness the text data of the viewer comments posted under the trailer of
Contagion, considering it as a medium in itself. In order to determine the more representative
entry among many possible trailers of the movie, we ran a Youtube search with the parameters
‘Contagion 2011’ and selected the first result with a far higher view count. The comment data
was retrieved on 6 May 2020, utilizing the video info and comments module of Youtube Data
Tools (Rieder 2015), and covers a time span of almost 9 years from 14" July 2011 up to the data
collection date.
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In order to observe how Covid-19 agenda contextualizes trailer spectatorship and filmic
deliberation, we divided the collected comments into two uneven chronological groups. The
division cut-off is 1 January 2020, since the first coronavirus cases was reported in China on
31 December 2020 (WHO 2020). The text data was frequency-tagged through. Words with at
least three characters and minimum number of 10 appearances are included in the two wordlists
named ‘Pre-2020’ and ‘2020°.

At the final stage, we cleaned the data by removing stop words, words containing non-
Roman characters and words with lower-upper case differences. The words with no analytical
value such as conjunctions, pronouns, prepositions and interjections have also been removed.
The data cleaning ultimately yielded a 601-word pre-2020 shortlist and a 940-word 2020
shortlist.

Simple word frequency analysis, the most common technique of the manifest content
analysis (Neumann 2011: 364) was conducted over the final shortlists in order to gauge word
selection patterns before and during the Covid-19 pandemic. We manually coded Covid-19
related words as (terms, places, institutions and people) as popularized on the mass media. The
content analysis was conducted by qualitatively observing the mobility of the vocabulary across
the lists as well as their size of use frequency in the comments.

Simple word frequency analysis reveals a significant shift in the composition of the words
used in the user comments under the Youtube trailer of Contagion. The context, at
unprecedentedly global level this time, has seemingly determined the trailer viewer’s language
use and cultural agenda. While film-specific but general words dominate the Youtube users’
vocabulary in the posts in the first eight years (Figure 1), words related to Covid-19 pandemic
are prevalent in the comments posted only in five months between 1 January and 6 May 2020.
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Figure 1. Relative frequency size of top 1000 words used in user comments posted before 2020.

Drawing on the word-frequency results, it is safe to assert that, until the burst of the global
pandemic, the content of Contagion and collective knowledge on outbreaks conditioned the
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motives behind the language use in user comments. Apart from generic words such as movie,
film, people, world, trailer and names of the cast, the most frequent outbreak-related words
appear to be virus, flu, outbreak, Ebola, pandemic, disease, infected, plague and vaccine (Figure
2). These words, combined with their possible plural or inflicted forms, are used 1430 times by
commenting users in the aforementioned time range, amounting to 6.48% of the pre-2020 list
word frequencies.
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Figure 2. Relative frequency size of top 1000 words used in user comments posted in 2020.

@calyn Vs
=l Spread

million
YouTube

coincidence

trailer
outbreak

The 2020 wordlist, on the other hand, consists of 1.5 times more different words (N=941)
than the pre-2020 list (N=602). The most frequent outbreak-related words are virus, corona,
coronavirus, China, Covid-19, Wuhan, flu, outbreak, Chinese, infected and SARS, including
misspelled variants, lower and upper cases variants, plural forms and inflicted variants. These
words were used 6541 times in the comments, making up 15.46% of the overall word frequency
in the 2020 comments.

Non-existent in the pre-2020 wordlist, the words Corona, Coronavirus and Covid-19
entered the comments posted from 1 January 2020 and climbed up on the word frequency list.
Likewise, China and Wuhan, the first epicentre of the pandemic, and bat — in reference to the
popular theory that the first human transmission of the virus was from a bat — were among the
highest ranked words in the top 100 frequent list.

Many words appeared for the first time in the trailer’s comment section after the onset of
the pandemic. Among the Covid-19 pandemic related words are Corona, Coronavirus, Covid-
19, Wuhan, Covid, Chinese, case, lockdown, symptom, mask, Simpsons and Iran. The shift in
the audience’s vocabulary was both qualitative and quantitative. While certain Covid-19 words
appeared for the first time in the comments section under the movie Contagion, they, along
with others, ranked among the most frequent words.

As shown in the frequency-based content analysis above, the interactive digital media
allows for a reinterpretation and a recontextualization of the film text. The Covid-19 pandemic
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has been an unprecedented phenomenon in that a global scale pandemic took place for the first
time in history in a context where the global public is densely interconnected. Although limited
in scope, the content analysis conducted on a single case shows that the interactive nature of
digital platforms serves as a context in which individualized film-viewing experiences translate
into collective paranoias and dystopic visions.
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