
COVID has been a profound catalyst for xenophobia. Spiking 
demand for medical equipment necessary to save lives, the 
perception of manufacturers holding back supply, the inability 
to communicate effectively and the visibility of already colliding 
ideological views has created a storm of dissent echoing across 
borders. Countless examples of the resulting phenomena exist, 
as politicians take to the new world stage of social media to 
express grievances with other nations.

In May 2020, a senior ranking Brazilian official ridiculed China in 
a tweet suggesting the pandemic was the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) “plan for world domination”, refusing to back down 
from his claims until “they sell us 1,000 ventilators” (France-
Presse, 2020). For their part, China hit back, branding them 
“absurd” and “despicable”. 

A similar “war of words” was noted between China and Canada 
with tensions worsening as a multi-million-dollar collaboration 
for a made-in-Canada vaccine fell apart (Scott Anderson, 2021). 
Not to be outdone, former US President Trump engaged in anti-
China rhetoric, altering speeches by crossing out mentions of 
“Corona” to replace them with “Chinese”, hence using the phrase 
“Chinese virus” over 20 times between 16 and 30 March (Jérôme 
Viala-Gaudefroy, 2020). International collaboration slipped 
further as China slapped tariffs on Australian imports of up to 
200 per cent in retaliation for Australian attempts to investigate 
the origins of COVID-19 (Sullivan, 2020).

As United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres attests, 
the pandemic “continues to unleash a tsunami of hate and 
xenophobia” (Human Rights Watch, 2020). 

“The virus has, and continues to, deepen 
ideological rifts and xenophobic tendencies  
within nations and the global community.”
Drastically reduced cooperation should therefore come as little 
surprise.

Contrasting globally concerted efforts of the Global Financial 
Crisis and the fallout it caused for financial systems, COVID-19 
has been characterised by piecemeal policy as individual 
countries implement measures to the contempt and alarm of 
conflicting national policies. COVID-19 has enshrined the political 
intransigence of the modern world. 

In comparing various strategies used for COVID-19 containment 
between economies with pre-existing strong social, trade and 
political links, this becomes apparent. Israel, a democratically 
run developed country characterised by economically and 
socially conservative leaders (BBC, 2021) akin to the US, entered 
lockdown in September 2020. The lockdown was, relative to 
global action; severe (BBC, 2020). A one kilometre radius from 
homes was enacted, and masks were universally mandated 
(Waitzberg, 2020). By December 2020, the Israeli government 
was vaccinating, becoming world forerunners in vaccination 
rates, to inoculate 80 per cent of adults by May 2020.  

This is entirely contrasted by other democracies like the United 
States and Australia, in which vastly different policies were 
enacted, as economies take distinct approaches.

Continued divergence from collaborative efforts is characterised 
by the University of Oxford’s “stringency index”, which compares 
the severity of government reactions to COVID. Israel produced 
a stringency index of 85 to 100, while the US was considerably 
lower at 50. For comparison, Australia had an index of 75. Most 
significantly these variations from 50, to 85 to 100, accounted 
for the range of readings (Steven Bernard, 2021). It thus 
becomes apparent that despite similar methods of governance 
or close links, economies have become highly polarised in their 
policymaking. 

This is perhaps most starkly seen in the divide between Australia 
and the US, in which considerable debate has occurred that 
encapsulates a global intransigence. On 18 October 2021, 
Chief Minister for the Northern Territory Michael Gunner 
responded to criticism of Australian lockdowns posted on 
Twitter by US Senator Ted Cruz, in which the latter made the 
comment that “The Covid tyranny of their (Australian) current 
government is disgraceful & sad”. Cruz provides us with strong 
evidence of international recalcitrance, but Gunner’s response 
entrenches it, declaring “We don’t need your lectures”, “You 
know nothing about us” and “you sure as hell don’t stand with 
Australia”. International social harmony of policy has broken, 
with one country’s “draconian measures” being met with 
another’s “inconsistency, chaos and championing of insularity” 
(Friedersdorf, 2021) (Doherty, 2020). 

“COVID-19 has been one of the great tests of human 
spirit, endurance and capacity to bounce back.” 
We have shown our ability to withstand adversity, but in doing so 
our often strong belief in our own groups has come at the cost 
of global cooperation. We have accelerated polarisation not only 
intra-nationally, but internationally. Ideological differences that 
have previously separated us such as issues of free speech and 
methods of governance have become increasingly pronounced 
as foreign populations’ actions become irreconcilable with the 
domestic vision. COVID has shown us the extent to which this 
unwillingness and incapacity has taken root as divisions spring 
up along international foreign axes in the form of xenophobia. 
Indeed, even between similarly economically, socially and 
politically inclined nations like Israel-US and Australia-US ties, 
cooperation in methodically containing the spread of the virus 
has been minute, if not non-existent.

Moving into the future, reharmonisation of nations must take 
precedence to contain events of COVID’s magnitude. We have 
proven ourselves capable in the past, but if we are to move 
forward collectively, the future must belong to globalists, not 
nationalists.

Alex McArdle, Year 12 2021

The Coronavirus pandemic that has plagued the globe since late 2019 has been a key 
event of the past century. It has shown humanity’s capacity for resilience, mental fortitude, 
but propensity for nationalistic insularity. Through splitting our world along ideological 
axes, the polarisation of Western beliefs has accelerated levels of societal fragmentation 
unseen since World War II (Warren Strobel, 2021). This has not been characterised by 
historically precedential violence, but rather the lack of collaboration, cooperation, and 
communication. Xenophobia has disseminated rapidly as political parties diverge into 
hyper-partisanship and have embraced nationalist policy. COVID-19 has been a key 
instrument of change as societies have become more cognisant of the power of the 
human spirit, but has also inadvertently widened global political, social and economic rifts.
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“Writing the Global Scholar’s essay proved a fun and interesting challenge. It gave me insight 
into various reactions towards COVID-19, and the clashing ideologies behind them enabling me to 
form a more holistic picture of issues we face. I believe in our current society, split along so many 
axes, a well-formed picture is more important than ever to push humanity in the right direction. 
I am extremely happy to have won this award but more importantly, I am happy to have had the 
opportunity to investigate my world and enrich my understanding.”  Alex McArdle
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