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ABSTRACT 
 
From a Biological Entity To A Social Monster. A Semiotic Construction of the Coronavirus 
During the Covid-19 Pandemic 
 
During the first half of 2020, the novel coronavirus – a biological entity invisible to the human 
eye – was represented in multiple images, audiovisual products, descriptions, narratives and other 
modes of visual and verbal articulation. Many of these were developed by international 
organizations, governments and media outlets, amongst other social actors, with the aim of 
rendering the threat posed by the virus more tangible. At the same time, these representations 
also helped shape how people made sense of it in cognitive and emotional terms. Assuming that 
social reality is constructed in multiple and dynamic processes and interactions that imply the 
production, distribution and consumption of meaning at various levels, this article examines from 
a semiotic perspective one of the modes of representations of the coronavirus during the COVID-
19 pandemic: the one grounded on the overarching narrative that depicted the virus as an evil 
enemy that poses a threat to humanity and that, consequently, needs to be fought. The article 
organizes the study of a number of representations of the coronavirus in three levels – the iconic, 
the axiological and the narrative – and discusses how the discursive construction of an enemy 
involves a series of mechanisms of semiotic nature that, besides somehow representing it, also 
shape its social construction. 
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From a Biological Entity to a Social Monster. A Semiotic Construction 
of the Coronavirus during the Covid-19 Pandemic1

6HEDVWLiQ�0RUHQR�%DUUHQHFKH2 

1. Introduction

,Q�WKH�ÀUVW�KDOI�RI�������WKH�XQFRQWUROOHG�VSUHDG�RI�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�¶QRYHO�FRURQDYLUXV·�KDG�D�VWURQJ�LPSDFW�RQ�WKH�VDQLWDU\��
economic and political domains of several countries around the world. At the same time, it was also the source of a series 
RI�LQWHUHVWLQJ�GLVFXUVLYH�SKHQRPHQD��VXFK�DV�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�VSHFLÀF�QDUUDWLYHV�WR�PDNH�VHQVH�RI�WKH�VDQLWDU\�FULVLV��
WKH� ORFNGRZQ�PHDVXUHV�DQG�WKH�´QHZ�QRUPDOLW\µ�� WKH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�FROOHFWLYH�VRFLDO�DFWRUV�VXFK�DV�´WKH�KHDOWKFDUH�
ZRUNHUVµ�DQG�´WKH�PRVW�YXOQHUDEOHµ��HGW��7LPH���������WKH�SUROLIHUDWLRQ�RI�SRVLWLYH�VORJDQV�VXFK�DV�´andrà tutto beneµ��
WKH�DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI�VSHFLÀF�G\QDPLFV�RI�EODPH�DWWULEXWLRQ�VWUXFWXUHG�LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI�FDXVDO�VWRULHV��0RUHQR�%DUUHQHFKH��
����D���DQG�WKH�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�V\PEROLF�SUDFWLFHV��VXFK�DV�WKH�GDLO\�URXQGV�RI�DSSODXVH�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�HරRUWV�PDGH�
E\�´WKH�KHDOWKFDUH�ZRUNHUVµ��'XH�WR�WKHLU�GLVFXUVLYH�QDWXUH��WKHVH�SKHQRPHQD�FRQVWLWXWH�D�SHUWLQHQW�REMHFW�IRU�VHPLRWLFV��
WKH�GLVFLSOLQH�WKDW�VWXGLHV�PHDQLQJ�DQG�VLJQLÀFDWLRQ��3DUWLFXODUO\��WKH\�DUH�UHOHYDQW�WR�VRFLDO�VHPLRWLFV��WKH�EUDQFK�RI�WKH�
JHQHUDO�GLVFLSOLQH�ZKRVH�DLP�LV�WR�JUDVS�́ PHDQLQJ�LQ�DFWLRQµ��L�H���WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�SURFHVVHV�DQG�G\QDPLFV�E\�PHDQV�RI�
which the social realm is constructed, maintained and transformed (Verón, 1988; Landowski, 2014; van Leeuwen, 2005).

)RU�UHVHDUFKHUV�ZRUNLQJ�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�VRFLDO�VHPLRWLFV��SKHQRPHQD�VXFK�DV�WKH�G\QDPLFV�RI�LGHQWLW\�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�
that took place in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic are of utmost interest, as these constitute a way of accessing 
the complex ensemble of beliefs, imaginaries and discourses that are dominant in a given society, including the global 
society. For example, throughout the narratives that emerged worldwide to make sense of the pandemic, the collective 
DFWRU�RI�´WKH�KHDOWKFDUH�ZRUNHUVµ�SOD\HG�D�NH\�UROH��LWV�PHPEHUV�ZHUH�GHSLFWHG�DV�´KHURHVµ�WKDW�´IRXJKWµ�DQG�´ULVNHG�
WKHLU�OLYHVµ�E\�EHLQJ�´DW�WKH�IURQWOLQHµ�WR�SURWHFW�PDQNLQG�IURP�WKH�YLUXV��0RUHRYHU��WKH�FROOHFWLYH�DFWRUV�RI�´WKH�PRVW�
YXOQHUDEOHµ�DQG�́ WKH�LUUHVSRQVLEOHµ�²�L�H���WKRVH�ZKR�GLG�QRW�UHVSHFW�WKH�ORFNGRZQ�PHDVXUHV�EHFDXVH�WKH\�GLG�QRW�EHOLHYH�
HLWKHU�LQ�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�WKH�YLUXV�RU�LQ�LWV�KD]DUGRXV�HරHFWV�RQ�KXPDQ�KHDOWK��HGW��7KH�*XDUGLDQ��������²�DOVR�SOD\HG�D�
FHQWUDO�UROH�LQ�WKH�GLVFXUVLYH�DUWLFXODWLRQV�WULJJHUHG�E\�WKH�SDQGHPLF��/DVW�EXW�QRW�OHDVW��FROOHFWLYH�DFWRUV�OLQNHG�WR�VSHFLÀF�
QDWLRQDOLWLHV��VXFK�DV�´WKH�&KLQHVHµ��ZHUH�IUHTXHQWO\�XVHG�DV�VFDSHJRDWV�WR�EH�EODPHG�IRU�WKH�JOREDO�FDWDVWURSKH��&OHDUO\��
WKHVH�DUH�RYHUVLPSOLI\LQJ�GLVFXUVLYH�FRQVWUXFWLRQV�WKDW�GR�QRW�UHÁHFW�WKH�KHWHURJHQHLW\�DQG�GLYHUVLW\�WKDW�FDQ�EH�IRXQG�
within a given society or group – in each of these cases – a series of imagined collective groups of people were placed 
DV�XQLWDU\�DFWRUV�DVVXPLQJ�VSHFLÀF�UROHV�LQ�D�QDUUDWLYH�DUWLFXODWLRQ�LQ�RUGHU�WR�PDNH�VHQVH�RI�WKH�SDQGHPLF�

In addition to the construction of collective actors of human nature that was mentioned above, the Covid-19 pan-
demic also lead to the discursive construction of the coronavirus itself. If one accepts the analytical distinction between 
WKH�GRPDLQV�RI�´QDWXUHµ�DQG�´FXOWXUHµ��'HVFROD��������.RVFKRUNH���������LW�LV�FOHDU�WKDW��EHVLGHV�WKH�DFWV�RI�KXPDQ�LGHQ-
WLÀFDWLRQ��´WKHUH�LV�D�GLVWLQFW�YLUXV�ZLWK�VXFK�DQG�VXFK�SURSHUWLHV�DQG�HරHFWV�RQ�KXPDQ�KHDOWKµ��DQG�QDPLQJ��´WKDW�YLUXV�
ZLOO�EH�FDOOHG�;µ���YLUXVHV��EDFWHULD�DQG�RWKHU�PLFURRUJDQLVPV�EHORQJ�WR�WKH�IRUPHU��L�H���D�UHDOP�WKDW�H[LVWV�DQG�IXQFWLRQV�
independently from any human intervention. In spite of this non-cultural nature, a series of procedures of semiotic na-
WXUH�KHOSHG�WR�´FXOWXUDOL]Hµ�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�GXULQJ�WKH�SDQGHPLF��VKDSLQJ�WKH�PRGHV�LQ�ZKLFK�LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�FROOHFWLYH�
actors perceived and made sense of this biological entity. As a result, in the multiple narratives that circulated during the 
ÀUVW�KDOI�RI�������WKH�YLUXV�ZDV�FRQVWDQWO\�´EURXJKW�WR�OLIHµ�DV�D�FHQWUDO�DFWRU�ZLWK�SOD\LQJ�D�NH\�UROH�LQ�DOORZLQJ�D�FDXVDO�
H[SODQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�´QHZµ�VLWXDWLRQ�FDXVHG�E\�WKH�SDQGHPLF��

This process, which took place by means of several representations of discursive, narrative and (audio)visual natu-
re, posed a challenge from the point of view of enunciation. Due to their physiological constitution, viruses and similar 
biological entities are invisible to the human eye, making it hard for individuals to come up with a clear idea what these 
HQWLWLHV�ORRN�OLNH�DQG�KHQFH�ZKDW�WKH\�DUH��*LYHQ�WKDW�YLUXVHV�FDQQRW�EH�SHUFHLYHG�²�VHHQ��KHDUG��WRXFKHG��VPHOOHG�RU�
tasted – by humans in a direct manner, how can individuals gain access to this portion of reality in order to make sense 
of it? This article aims to analyze from a semiotic perspective how the novel coronavirus was represented and “brought 
WR�OLIHµ�WKURXJKRXW�VHYHUDO�DUWLFXODWLRQV�WKDW�LQYROYHG�WKH�PDQLSXODWLRQ�RI�VHPLRWLF�UHVRXUFHV��IUDPLQJ�LW�DV�VRPHWKLQJ�
WKDW�LV�GDQJHURXV�IRU�KXPDQV��%\�ORRNLQJ�DW�WKUHH�GLරHUHQW�OHYHOV�RI�GLVFXUVLYH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�²�WKH�
iconic, the axiological and the narrative level –, the article traces how the virus was represented by means of metaphors, 
frames and connotations that are culturally valued in a negative manner, such as being dangerous, evil, ugly, an enemy, 
a threat, a monster and something humanity is at war with. The hypothesis is that there was a mode of representation 
DQFKRUHG�RQ�WKLV�VSHFLÀF�IUDPH�

The premise of what follows is grounded on, on the one hand, social constructivism, i.e., the account within the 
social sciences that poses that reality is to a great extent socially constructed by means of intersubjective processes of 
interpretation and negotiation of meaning (Berger, Luckmann, 1966; Onuf, 1989; Searle, 1995; Verón, 1981), and, on the 
RWKHU�KDQG��VHPLRWLFV��L�H���WKH�GLVFLSOLQH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�VWXG\LQJ�PHDQLQJ�DQG�VLJQLÀFDWLRQ��7KH�FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�WZR�
theoretical accounts, which are deeply intertwined in the theoretical project of social semiotics, will be the starting point 

1 5HFHLYHG�����-XQH�������5HYLVHG����6HSWHPEHU�������$FFHSWHG�����6HSWHPEHU������
2 Faculty of Management and Social Sciences, Universidad ORT Uruguay, Montevideo, Uruguay. (morenobarreneche@gmail.com) 
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of the discussion of how the coronavirus has been represented – or better, socially constructed – during the pandemic 
DV�DQ�HQHP\��WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�D�PRUH�JHQHUDO�DQDO\VLV�RI�KRZ�WKH�FDWHJRU\�RI�´WKH�HQHP\µ�VHHPV�WR�UHTXLUH�D�WDQJLEOH�
H[LVWHQFH�LQ�RUGHU�WR�EH�SURSHUO\�IHDUHG��WKHUHIRUH��WKLV�HQHP\�LV�UHSUHVHQWHG�E\�PHDQV�RI�VSHFLÀF�LPDJHV��GHVFULSWLRQV��
DQG�RWKHU�VHPLRWLF�GHYLFHV�WKDW�UHÁHFW�D�FOHDU�D[LRORJ\��$V�D�UHVXOW��EHVLGHV�VRPHKRZ�UHIHUULQJ�WR�DQ�REMHFWLYH�UHDOLW\�²�D�
virus that is hazardous to human health –, these representations also construct the virus as an enemy. 

2. Semiotics and the social construction of reality

The purpose of this section is to introduce semiotics in a general manner to a readership that might not be familiar with 
LWV�PRUH�UHFHQW�GHYHORSPHQWV��6SHFLÀFDOO\��LW�ZLOO�SUHVHQW�WKH�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�DFFRXQW�HPEUDFHG�E\�UHVHDUFKHUV�LQWHUHVWHG�
in the study of the social realm, together with one of the main hypothesis of cognitive semiotics – namely the one that 
suggests that human perception – and therefore also cognition– is articulated in narrative terms (Paolucci, 2012). In brief, 
IRU�VHPLRWLFLDQV��VRFLDO�UHDOLW\�UHVXOWV�IURP�FRPSOH[�DQG�KHWHURJHQHRXV�SURFHVVHV�RI�PHDQLQJ�PDNLQJ�DQG�VLJQLÀFDWLRQ�
that are intersubjective, i.e., they imply exchanges, agreements and a negotiation of meaning between social actors, both 
individual and collective. 

The status of semiotics as a relatively autonomous discipline is the product of a series of theoretical developments 
of the Twentieth century. In 2020, consensus still has not been achieved among its practitioners regarding the scope, 
SXUSRVH�DQG�PHWKRG�RI�VHPLRWLF�UHVHDUFK��ZKLOH�VRPH�DUJXH�WKDW�LW�VKRXOG�EH�D�GHVFULSWLYH�GLVFLSOLQH�ZLWK�D�VFLHQWLÀF�
character, others support its critical and deconstructive aim (Bitonte, 2008; Demaria, 2019, Landowski, 2019); while some 
believe that its focus should be set in sign systems and structures, others argue in favor of a more dynamic analysis of the 
processes of meaning-making (Landowski, 2014, op. cit.; Verón, 1988, op. cit.; van Leeuwen, 2005, op. cit.). It goes beyond 
the scope of this article to discuss the nature of semiotics as a theoretical project, as well as mapping the various tradi-
WLRQV�DQG�VFKRROV�WKDW�QRZDGD\V�FRH[LVW�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ÀHOG��7UDLQL��������9LROL���������7R�HQFRPSDVV�WKHP�LQ�D�IDLU�PDQQHU��
VHPLRWLFV�FRXOG�EH�JHQHUDOO\�GHÀQHG�DV�WKH�GLVFLSOLQH�RU�RXWORRN�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VRFLDO�VFLHQFHV�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�PHDQLQJ�PDNLQJ�
DQG�VLJQLÀFDWLRQ��D�WDVN�WKDW�LV�FHUWDLQO\�QRW�OLPLWHG�WR�WKH�VWXG\�RI�VLJQV�DQG�VLJQ�V\VWHPV��DV�LW�LV�XVXDOO\�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�
�(FR��������)DEEUL��������+HQiXOW��������YDQ�/HHXZHQ��������op. cit.).

:LWKLQ�WKLV�JHQHUDO�GHÀQLWLRQ��VRFLDO�VHPLRWLFV�FRXOG�EH�FRQFHLYHG�DV�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�WKH�SURGXFWLRQ��FLUFXODWLRQ�DQG�
consumption of meaning within the social realm. Therefore, it is empirically anchored and possesses an interdisciplinary 
scope – as van Leeuwen (2005, p. 1, op. cit.) argues, its practice «requires immersing oneself not just in semiotic concepts 
DQG�PHWKRGV�DV�VXFK�EXW�DOVR�LQ�VRPH�RWKHU�ÀHOG«��7KDW�LV�ZK\�LWV�UHVHDUFK�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�REMHFWV�DUH�XVXDOO\�FORVH�WR�
WKRVH�RI�DQWKURSRORJ\��/DQGRZVNL������D��*HHUW]��������DQG�VRFLDO�WKHRU\��YDQ�/HHXZHQ��������op. cit.). This is the case 
because its scope is set on artifacts of tangible nature, such as cultural products and objects, but also on phenomena of 
a more intangible nature, such as practices (Fontanille, 2008; Demuru, 2017), interactions (Landowski, 1997; 2014, op. cit.; 
����E��DQG�´IRUPV�RI�OLIHµ��)RQWDQLOOH������D������E���

Social semiotics is then the branch of semiotics interested in grasping meaning in action, situated, in vivo, i.e., lo-
cated in the interactions and practices that constitute the social realm (Landowski, 1997, op. cit.; 2014, op. cit.), such as 
the representations and social imaginaries linked to the Covid-19 pandemic. These, while referring to a phenomenon 
WKDW�LV�QDWXUDO��DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�ZHUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�IRU�WKH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�SDQGHPLF�DV�D�VLWXDWLRQ�WKDW�LV�PHDQLQJIXO��
7KH�JHQHUDO�LGHD�EHKLQG�D�VHPLRWLF�IRUP�RI�HQTXLU\�LV�WKDW��E\�VWXG\LQJ�VSHFLÀF�FXOWXUDO�SURGXFWV��LPDJHV��WH[WV��REMHFWV��
practices, interactions, etc.), one can have access to the productive processes and ideologies that make them possible 
�9HUyQ���������,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��E\�H[DPLQLQJ�WKH�GLPHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�H[SUHVVLRQ�²�WH[WV��ÀJXUDWLYH�DUWLFXODWLRQV��VHPLRWLF�
REMHFWV��HWF�²��WKH�UHVHDUFKHU�FDQ�DFFHVV�WKH�GLPHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�FRQWHQW��LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�GHHS�VWUXFWXUHV�WKDW�PDNH�VLJQLÀFD-
tion possible can be found. That is why, as a project interested in the study of social reality, social semiotics relies on a 
constructivist premise which suggests that reality is not anything given o pre-social, but constructed in the many inte-
ractions that take place in multiple contexts, as well as by the media (Landowski, 2014, op. cit.; Verón, 1981).

Therefore the social imaginaries, hegemonic discourses, emerging narratives and forms of representation that have 
been used during the Covid-19 pandemic to make sense of the coronavirus, and the changes in the domain of everyday 
life that took place since February 2020 constitute an interesting object of study for social semiotics. In light of the object 
RI�VWXG\�RI�WKLV�DUWLFOH��E\�H[DPLQLQJ�VSHFLÀF�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV��RQH�FRXOG�KDYH�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�XQGHU-
lying discursive and imaginary forces, i.e., those that make the representations not only possible, but also meaningful. 
As van Leeuwen (2005, op. cit., p. 26) argues, «studying how things came into being is a key to understanding why they 
are the way they are». In this sense, even if the coronavirus is an entity with an existence that is independent of human 
action, what societies understand from coronavirus as well as how they make sense of this segmented portion of reali-
ty, is heavily loaded with discourses, representations and connotations resulting from contingent historical events and 
FXOWXUDO�VHWWLQJV��$V�PHQWLRQHG�DERYH��DOO�WKHVH�KDYH�D�VWURQJ�LPSDFW�RQ�WKH�FRJQLWLYH�DQG�DරHFWLYH�GLPHQVLRQV��ERWK�DW�
the individual and the collective level. In brief, this demonstrates clearly that the cognition and perception of the natural 
realm is strongly mediated – and therefore shaped – by cultural elements that are of a discursive nature. In the age of 
social media, this principle seems to be extreme: the beliefs regarding the virus, the pandemic and how to behave are 
VWURQJO\�PHGLDWHG�DQG�VKDSHG�E\�LPDJHV��GHVFULSWLRQV��QDUUDWLYHV��IUDPHV�DQG�RWKHU�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�WKDW�ÁRZ�LQ�WKHVH�
digital platforms without any type of control.

The idea that perception is mediated by cultural codes is particularly interesting for cognitive semiotics, the branch 
of the discipline dealing with meaning-making in cognitive terms (Paolucci, 2012; 2020, op. cit.). A central tenet of this 
ÀHOG�RI�UHVHDUFK�LV�DQ�DVVXPHG�´SULQFLSOH�RI�QDUUDWLYLW\µ��FRQFHLYHG�DV�ªD�GHHS�VWUXFWXUH�WKDW�FDQ�EH�IRXQG�LQ�HYHU\�GL-
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scourse» (Paolucci, 2012, op. cit.��S�������DQG�WKDW�KDV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�LQÁXHQFH�LQ�KRZ�WKRXJKW�LV�VWUXFWXUHG��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�
WKLV�K\SRWKHVLV��LW�LV�RQO\�WKURXJK�D�QDUUDWLYH�FRQÀJXUDWLRQ�RI�HYHQWV�WKDW�WKRXJKW�FDQ�EHFRPH�PHDQLQJIXO��%DVHG�RQ�
VRPH�ZHOO�NQRZQ�SULQFLSOHV�RI�QDUUDWLYH�VWXGLHV��WKH�LGHD�LPSOLHV�WKDW�WKH�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI�GLVWLQFW�DFWRUV�WKDW�DUH�LPDJL-
ned as being involved in a given plot becomes crucial in order for meaning to emerge. At the same time, this narrative 
mediation of perception constructs the social reality that is being perceived as something meaningful. With regards to 
the object of study of this article, i.e. the representation of the coronavirus as an evil monster that is an enemy to huma-
QLW\��WKH�IRFXV�OLHV�RQ�KRZ�WKH�YLUXV�ZDV�UHSUHVHQWHG��QRW�DV�DQ�LQYLVLEOH�ELRORJLFDO�HQWLW\��EXW�DV�D�VSHFLÀF�FKDUDFWHU�ZLWK�
D�VSHFLÀF�UROH�WKDW�LV�HPEHGGHG�LQ�D�VSHFLÀF�VWRU\�

3. From a biological entity to an evil monster: bringing the coronavirus to life 

Having set the scope of this article, it is now time to track the semiotic mechanisms and resources by means of which the 
coronavirus has been brought to life as an evil character during the pandemic. The corpus employed for the subsequent 
DQDO\VLV�LV�FRQVWLWXWHG�E\�WKH�PDQ\�WH[WXDO�FUHDWLRQV�WKDW�GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�KDOI�RI������FLUFXODWHG�LQ�WKH�PHGLD�ODQGVFDSHV�
²�PRVW�QRWDEO\��DOEHLW�QRW�OLPLWHG�WR��VRFLDO�PHGLD²�DQG�RලLQH��ZKLFK�ZHUH�WKH�SURGXFW�RI�DFWLYH�SURFHVVHV�RI�HQXQFLD-
WLRQ�E\�JRYHUQPHQWDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV��LQWHUQDWLRQDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��VFLHQWLÀF�LQVWLWXWLRQV�DQG�LQGLYLGXDO�XVHUV�VXFK�DV�JUDSKLF�
GHVLJQHUV�DQG�LQÁXHQFHUV��$OO�WKHVH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�ZHUH�FUHDWHG�E\�VRPHRQH��ZKLFK�FDQ�EH�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�RU�FROOHFWLYH�
HQXQFLDWRU��IROORZLQJ�VSHFLÀF�FRGHV��ZKLFK�JUDQWHG�WKDW�WKH�VHPLRWLF�SURGXFWV�FRXOG�EH�LQWHUSUHWHG�DV�UHIHUULQJ�WR�WKH�
coronavirus. 

Before proceeding to the analysis, it is wise to think how a virus could be represented in the context of a global pan-
demic. One of the answers to the question regarding how humans could have cognitive access to a virus – a portion of 
the world that is not directly perceivable– is based on the use of technologies such as the microscope. This tool improves 
the reach of human perception by surpassing its natural limits and by allowing observers to see the virus directly, even if 
WKLV�LV�RQO\�DFKLHYHG�E\�XVLQJ�D�GHYLFH��7KH�LPDJHV�WKDW�UHVXOW�IURP�WKLV�SURFHGXUH�FRQVWLWXWH�D�ÀUVW�VHW�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�
of the virus that somehow bring it to life by rendering it visible to the human eye. Another way of making sense of what a 
virus is and what dangers it represents by using descriptions regarding its genetic constitution, its reproductive dynamics 
RU�LWV�HරHFWV�RQ�KXPDQ�KHDOWK��WKH�VDQLWDU\�V\VWHP�RU�D�FRXQWU\·V�HFRQRP\��7KHVH�WZR�PRGHV�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�²�WKH�
IRUPHU�YLVXDO��WKH�ODWWHU�QDUUDWLYH�²�DUH�RI�VFLHQWLÀF�QDWXUH��L�H���WKH\�DUH�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�DVVXPSWLRQ�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�VXFK�WKLQJ�
DV�D�́ UHDOLW\µ�H[WHUQDO�DQG�LQGHSHQGHQW�RI�ODQJXDJH�WKDW�FDQ�EH�REMHFWLYHO\�UHSUHVHQWHG�E\�PHDQV�RI�WKH�XVH�RI�YLVXDO�DQG�
linguistic resources that can describe it as faithfully as possible, following a code of correspondence in which an image 
RU�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�WKH�YLUXV�UHÁHFWV�UHDOLW\��*LYHQ�WKDW�WKLV�W\SH�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�LV�D�VWDQGDUG�RI�VFLHQFH�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ��
it was one of the most common ways in which the coronavirus was represented, as will be argued when discussing the 
level of the iconic representations.

1HYHUWKHOHVV��DV�ZLOO�EH�DUJXHG�EHORZ��GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�KDOI�RI������� WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�ZDV�DOVR�EURXJKW�WR� OLIH�E\�
PHDQV�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�WKDW�ZHUH�EH\RQG�WKH�VFLHQWLÀF�GRPDLQ��PXOWLSOH�LPDJHV��GHVFULSWLRQV��QDUUDWLYHV��DQG�RWKHU�
articulations were developed by multiple enunciators to help people visualize the threat of the coronavirus. During the 
&RYLG����SDQGHPLF�� WKHQ��EHVLGHV� WKH�QHFHVVDU\�PRGHV�RI�VFLHQWLÀF�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�� WKHUH�ZHUH�DOVR�PRGHV�RI�VRFLDO�
FRQVWUXFWLRQ�WKDW��GHVSLWH�WKHLU�QRQ�VFLHQWLÀF�FKDUDFWHU��VWLOO�KDG�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�LPSDFW�LQ�VKDSLQJ�KRZ�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�KDV�
been (and still is) perceived, both on an individual and a collective level: individually, because these representations have 
D�FRJQLWLYH�DQG�DරHFWLYH�LPSDFW�RQ�KRZ�SHRSOH�PDNH�VHQVH�RI�LW��FROOHFWLYHO\��EHFDXVH�WKHVH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�ZHUH�WKH�
EDVLV�IRU�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�MXVWLÀFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�SROLWLFDO�PHDVXUHV�WDNHQ�E\�JRYHUQPHQWV�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�WKH�SDQGHPLF��

To conduct the analysis of how the virus has been brought to life as an enemy in an ordered manner, the study will 
EH�VWUXFWXUHG�DURXQG�WKUHH�OHYHOV������WKH�LFRQLF�GLPHQVLRQ��GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�KRZ�VSHFLÀF�VFLHQWLÀF�LPDJHV�RI�WKH�YLUXV�ZHUH�
created, (2) the axiological dimension, consisting of normative and value-loaded representations, mainly by using me-
taphors and connotations that are culturally valued in a negative manner, and (3) the narrative dimension, focusing on 
the discursive articulations used to make sense of the virus as a threat to humanity by using stories and frames.

3.1 The iconic dimension

´)LJXUDWLYL]DWLRQµ�LV�D�WHFKQLFDO�WHUP�RI�WKH�WRROER[�RI�VHPLRWLFV�XVHG�WR�UHIHU�WR�WKH�RSHUDWLRQ�WKDW�FRQVLVWV�RI�UHQGHULQJ�
discourse concrete, tangible and recognizable by the readers based on their encyclopedic competences. An image that 
LV�FRQVLGHUHG�DV�ÀJXUDWLYH�LV�RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�DEVWUDFW��7KH�FHQWUDO�SRLQW�RI�*UHLPDV�DQG�&RXUWqV��������GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�À-
JXUDWLYL]DWLRQ�LQ�WKHLU�ZHOO�NQRZQ�'LFWLRQQDLUH�LV�WKDW�WKH�GHÀQLQJ�IHDWXUH�RI�ÀJXUDWLYL]DWLRQ�FRQVLVWV�RI�DQ�DUWLFXODWLRQ�
RI�WKH�GLPHQVLRQ�RI�H[SUHVVLRQ�WKDW�WKH�UHDGHU�FDQ�UHFRJQL]H�DV�D�VSHFLÀF�ÀJXUH��7KLV�UHFRJQLWLRQ�LV�JURXQGHG�RQ�DQ�
interpretation, which is culturally shaped. 

,Q�WKLV�FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQ��3HLUFH·V�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�LFRQV��LQGH[HV�DQG�V\PEROV�DV�WKUHH�GLරHUHQW�W\SHV�RI�VLJQV�
SOD\V�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�UROH��7KHVH�FDWHJRULHV�UHIHU�WR�GLරHUHQW�ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�D�VLJQ�UHODWHV�WR�ZKDW�LW�UHSUHVHQWV��,Q�WKH�FDVH�
RI�VFLHQWLÀF�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�WKH�QDWXUDO�ZRUOG��RI�VSHFLÀF�UHOHYDQFH�DUH�LFRQV��L�H���VLJQV�WKDW�KDYH�VRPH�NLQG�RI�UHVHP-
EODQFH�ZLWK�ZKDW�WKH\�DUH�UHSUHVHQWLQJ��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��WKLV�PHDQV�WKDW�WKH�VLJQLÀHU�ªORRNV�LQ�VRPH�UHVSHFW�RU�WR�VRPH�
GHJUHH�OLNH�WKH�VLJQLÀHG��LQ�WKH�ZD\�WKDW�D�SLFWXUH�RI�D�WUHH�ORRNV�OLNH�D�WUHH«��YDQ�/HHXZHQ��������op. cit., p. 49). Similarly, 
*UHLPDV��������S�������VD\V�RI�LFRQLF�V\VWHPV�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�XVXDOO\�GHVFULEHG�DV�ªGLරHUHQW�IURP�RWKHUV�
because the recognizable relation they establish between the two modes of ‘reality’ is not arbitrary but ‘motivated’, 
EHFDXVH�WKH\�SUHVXSSRVH�D�FHUWDLQ�LGHQWLW\��WRWDO�RU�SDUWLDO��EHWZHHQ�WKH�IHDWXUHV�DQG�ÀJXUHV�RI�WKH�UHSUHVHQWHG�DQG�
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the representing». Within semiotic theory, the idea of iconism has been extensively criticized, most notably by Umberto 
Eco (1976, op. cit.���,Q�RUGHU�WR�DYRLG�WKH�FRPSOH[�GLVFXVVLRQ�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�VSHFLÀF�PRGH�RI�VLJQ�SURGXFWLRQ�LQYROYHG�
in iconism, the term is used here to refer to a mode of representation in which there is some kind of recognizable link 
between the content and the expression, as it usually happens in representations aiming to produce some objective 
knowledge of the natural world. 

How was the coronavirus represented by means of visual imagery of iconic nature? What were the steps of this 
VHPLRWLF�RSHUDWLRQ"�7KH�ÀUVW�VWHS�FRQVLVWV�RI�DQ�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�VHJPHQWDWLRQ�RI�UHDOLW\�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�VRPH�DUELWUDU\�
SDUDPHWHUV��7KH�VFLHQWLÀF�FRPPXQLW\� LGHQWLÀHG�D�YLUXV�ZLWK�VSHFLÀF�SURSHUWLHV� WKDW�PDGH� LW�D�JRRG�FDQGLGDWH� IRU�D�
VSHFLÀF�QDPH�WKDW�FRXOG�DOORZ�LWV�GLVWLQFWLRQ�IURP�RWKHU�YLUXVHV��PRVW�QRWDEOH��RWKHU�W\SHV�RI�FRURQDYLUXV��7KHQ��WR�KHOS�
WKH�JHQHUDO�SXEOLF�EHFRPH�DZDUH�RI�WKH�VSHFLÀFLW\�RI�WKLV�SDUWLFXODU�VWUDQG�RI�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�DQG�LWV�GDQJHUV��FRPPX-
nication and outreach materials such as images, brochures and audiovisual animations were developed. In this general 
communications system, the fact that the coronavirus is an entity invisible to the human eye posed a major challenge. 
+HQFH��WKH�ÀUVW�QHFHVVDU\�VWHS�FRQVLVWHG�RI�JLYLQJ�LW�VRPH�NLQG�RI�PDWHULDO�DQFKRUDJH�RU�FRQÀJXUDWLRQ��%LWRQWH��������
op. cit.), i.e., to make it somehow visible and recognizable. The starting point in order to achieve this goal consisted of 
examining the virus through the microscope (Figure 1).

Figure 1 - Microscopic image of the coronavirus 
(Source: https://erc.europa.eu/news-events/magazine/
coronavirus-what-s-beyond-science-frontier)

,PDJHV�OLNH�)LJXUH���FRQVWLWXWH�D�ÀUVW�YL-
sual representation of the coronavirus as a 
distinct entity. While these images might dif-
IHU�LQ�VL]H��FRORU�DQG�GHÀQLWLRQ��ZKDW�UHPDLQV�
unchanged is the shape of the cells that are 
represented. This is precisely where the name 
of the type of virus comes from: the use of 
WKH�SUHÀ[�´FRURQD�µ�LV�WKH�UHVXOW�RI�D�WUDQVOD-
tion into the linguistic domain – a word – of a 
property that belongs to the topological do-
main – a shape –. If there is something that 
immediately helps an observer to make sense of an image as being a representation of the coronavirus, that is precisely 
its shape. This principle is the one underlying also the visual creations shown in Figures 2, 3 and 4. In these, by an ancho-
UDJH�RQ�WKLV�WRSRORJLFDO�DVSHFW�WKDW�JLYHV�D�GLරHUHQWLDO�LGHQWLW\�WR�WKH�YLUXV��WKH�PRGH�RI�UHSUHVHQWLQJ�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�
consists of a circle with spikes around it.

Figure 2 - Iconic representation of the virus used by the European Commission on its website

(Source: europa.eu) 

Figure 3 - Logo created by Uruguay´s Ministry of Public Health to identify its national plan against the 
spread of the coronavirus

(Source: https://www.gub.uy/ministerio-salud-publica/coronavirus)

Figure 4 - Logo created by the United Nations to identify the global response to Covid-19
(Source: https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus)
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Figure 2 is an image of a clear iconic nature used by the European Commission on its website. Figure 3 is the logo 
created by Uruguay’s Ministry of Public Health to identify the National Plan to deal with the pandemic. In it, the refe-
rence to the virus is done by employing a trace that mimics its shape as seen through the microscope. Figure 4 is the 
logo created by the United Nations to identify its global response to the pandemic, a scope that might have triggered 
WKH�LQFOXVLRQ�RI�D�PDS�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�LQ�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�FLUFOH��(YHQ�WKRXJK�HDFK�RI�WKHVH�LPDJHV�KDV�D�VSHFLÀF�LGHQWLW\�
WKDW�GLරHUHQWLDWHV�LW�IURP�RWKHU�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV��WKH\�DUH�DOO�JURXQGHG�RQ�D�SULQFLSOH�RI�UHVHPEODQFH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�YLVXDO�
designs and the actual shape of the virus according to what can be seen through the microscope. It is here where the 
LFRQLF�PRGH�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�FDQ�EH�FOHDUO\�LGHQWLÀHG��WKHUH�DUH�FXOWXUDOO\�VKDSHG�PHQWDO�LPDJHV�UHJDUGLQJ�ZKDW�WKH�
coronavirus looks like, and these serve as the reference for the creation of graphic design items such as logos. 

:LWKLQ�WKH�UHDOP�RI�LFRQLF�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�VFLHQWLÀF�QDWXUH��LI�WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�D�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�YLUXV�WKDW��
to a big extent due to its vast circulation on social media, has become an icon of the pandemic, it is the one created in 
-DQXDU\������E\�$OOLVD�(FNHUW��D�PHGLFDO�LOOXVWUDWRU�DW�WKH�8�6��&HQWHUV�IRU�'LVHDVH�&RQWURO�DQG�3UHYHQWLRQ��)LJXUH����

Figure 5 – U.S. CDC’s visual representation of the coronavirus

�6RXUFH��*LDLPR�������

)ROORZLQJ�WKH�UHTXHVW�WR�FRPH�XS�ZLWK�´DQ�LGHQWLW\µ�
for the virus, Eckert and her team designed the well-k-
QRZQ� �'� LPDJH� �*LDLPR�� ������ 7DOERW�� ������� ZKLFK�
constitutes a typical example of what is called “science 
YLVXDOL]DWLRQVµ� �+RPHU� DQG� 3ODVV�� ������� L�H��� YLVXDO� UH-
SUHVHQWDWLRQV� WKDW� KDYH� D� VFLHQWLÀF� YDOXH� DQG� WKDW�� DV�
VXFK�� QHHG� WR� ´UHÁHFWµ� UHDOLW\� DV� IDLWKIXOO\� DV� SRVVLEOH��
given that the communicative purpose of the semiotic 
FUHDWLRQ�LV�WR�FRQYH\�D�W\SH�RI�VFLHQWLÀF�PHDQLQJ��:KHQ�
GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�WKLV�W\SH�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�YLUXVHV��WHFKQLFDO�GHVLJQHUV�FDQ�SURFHHG�LQ�GLරHUHQW�ZD\V��ZKLOH�RQH�RSWLRQ�
would be to focus on their vectors – as Eckert’s team did when asked to bring the Zika virus to life (the focus was set 
on the mosquito) –, another could be to focus on the symptoms of the disease, as the CDC did when representing the 
(EROD��7KLV�VKRZV�KRZ�YLUXVHV�DQG�RWKHU�ELRORJLFDO�HQWLWLHV�FDQ�EH�´EURXJKW�WR�OLIHµ�LQ�GLරHUHQW�PDQQHUV��HYHQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�
GRPDLQ�RI�VFLHQWLÀF�W\SHV�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�

Of special interest for social semiotics are the mechanisms by means of which the coronavirus has been represented 
and hence constructed as a distinct object having a name and being (or ideally be) somehow meaningful to people. 
In this process, the mechanisms attributed to iconic representation are clearly visible, as the shape that anyone would 
come up with nowadays when asked to draw the coronavirus – in a game such as Pictionary, for example – would have 
D�FOHDUO\�YLVLEOH�QDWXUDO�UHVHPEODQFH�ZLWK�WKH�YLUXV�LWVHOI�²�DW�OHDVW�VHHQ�WKURXJK�WKH�OHQVHV�RI�D�PLFURVFRSH��7KDW�VSHFLÀF�
W\SH�RI�LPDJH��RI�SXUH�VFLHQWLÀF�QDWXUH�DQG�YDOXH��KDV�EHFRPH�WKH�EDVLV�IRU�RWKHU�PRGHV�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�DQG�KDV�OHG�
WR�GLරHUHQW�ZD\V�RI�SURYLGLQJ�WKH�YLUXV�ZLWK�D�VKDSH�DQG�WKXV�D�GHOLPLWHG�LGHQWLW\��7KH�LGHD�RI�´SK\VLFDO�UHVHPEODQFHµ�
that is at the core of the iconic mode of representation, seems to be central in this particular case.

3.2 The axiological dimension

The hypothesis of this article is that one mode of representing the coronavirus depicted it as an evil monster. These, 
ZKLFK�OLH�EH\RQG�VFLHQWLÀF�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�DQG�KDYH�D�FOHDU�D[LRORJL]DWLRQ��FRQWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�JHQHUDO�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�
YLUXV�DV�DQ�HQHP\�DQG��KHQFH��DV�D�WKUHDW��,Q�VHPLRWLFV��D[LRORJL]DWLRQ�LV�GHÀQHG�DV�D�SURFHVV�LQ�ZKLFK�D�VSHFLÀF�YDOXH��
which can be positive or negative, is attributed to a portion of discourse (Hénault, 2012, op. cit.��*UHLPDV�DQG�&RXUWqV��
1979, op. cit.���,Q�ÀFWLRQDO�VWRULHV��FKDUDFWHUV�DUH�QRW�RQO\�GHVFULEHG�REMHFWLYHO\��EXW�DUH�DOVR�PDUNHG�ZLWK�DGMHFWLYHV��GH-
scriptions of evaluative nature and other connotative marks, which help the reader to place them in an axis that oscilla-
WHV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�FDWHJRULHV�RI�´JRRGµ�DQG�´HYLOµ��,W�LV�QRW�E\�FKDQFH�WKDW�ZLWFKHV�DUH�XVXDOO\�UHSUHVHQWHG�DV�ZHDULQJ�ROG�
clothes and having physical features that are culturally linked with ugliness. The coronavirus was no exception in this 
VHPLRWLF�PHFKDQLVP��LW�KDV�EHHQ�LQYHVWHG�ZLWK�D�FOHDU�QHJDWLYH�YDOXH�GHULYHG�IURP�LWV�KDUPIXO�HරHFWV�RQ�KXPDQ�KHDOWK��
:KLOH�WKH�YLUXV�FRXOG�KDYH�SHUIHFWO\�EHHQ�UHSUHVHQWHG��IRU�H[DPSOH��DV�D�´QLFHµ�DQG�´FXWHµ�HQWLW\�WKDW�LV�VRPHKRZ�ORVW�LQ�
´WKH�ZRUOG�RI�KXPDQVµ��QHYHUWKHOHVV��VXFK�D�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�ZRXOG�KDYH�QRW�FRQWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�JHQHUDO�FRPPXQLFDWLYH�
aim of the public health information strategy, i.e., creating a social imaginary regarding the dangers of the virus. Such an 
objective clearly requires people to be scared by the consequences of the virus, and hence by the virus itself. This means 
that, from a semiotic point of view, a negative axiology needs to be employed in the representations.

This negative axiologization can be clearly seen in the many representations such as drawings, animations, cartoons 
and comic stripes in which the virus has been depicted with human traits, like for example, a face (Figures 6, 7 and 8). 
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Figure 6 – Representation of the coronavirus
(Source: Foster, 2020)

Figure 7 – Representation of the coronavirus
(Source: https://tinyurl.com/y4wcxvl4 )

Figure 8 – Representation of the coronavirus
(Source : https://tinyurl.com/yxjqrnkl )

In these images – again, the reader might think of many more similar images that are somehow equivalent since 
they express the same content – there are a number of interesting aspects. Firstly, it is clear that the aim of the semiotic 
SURGXFWLRQ�JRHV�EH\RQG�PHUH�VFLHQWLÀF�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ��DV�WKHUH�VHHPV�WR�EH�D�OHVV�QHXWUDO�XQGHUO\LQJ�FRPPXQLFDWLYH�
intention. Secondly, in every single case the virus has kept its shape as a distinctive feature, which is a key element for 
LWV�UHFRJQLWLRQ�DQG�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�E\�WKH�UHDGHU��LQ�)LJXUH����LW�DOVR�ZHDUV�D�FURZQ�²�corona –, as an isotopic resource to 
reinforce its name). Finally, the virus has been represented with visual signs that do not match its nature and that so-
PHKRZ�DFWLYDWH�WKH�PHDQLQJV�OLQNHG�WR�WKH�´HYLOµ�VLGH�RI�WKH�PRUDO�FRQWLQXXP�PHQWLRQHG�EHIRUH��VXFK�DV�WKH�IURZQLQJ�
of the eyebrows – usually employed to represent villains in cartoons and animated movies – and the mouth with a shape 
that suggests a malicious smile (Figure 6), anger (Figure 7) or a readiness to bite (Figure 8). Signs like these immediately 
DFWLYDWH�DQ�HPRWLRQDO�OD\HU�RI�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�WKDW�JRHV�EH\RQG�WKH�PHUH�IXQFWLRQ�RI�UHFRJQLWLRQ�DQG�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ��LW�
invests the coronavirus, a biological entity without neither moral intentions nor emotions, with human features that are 
HDVLO\�UHFRJQL]DEOH�E\�LQGLYLGXDOV�DQG�WKDW�KHOS�WKHP�SHUFHLYH�LW�LQ�D�VSHFLÀF��D[LRORJL]HG�ZD\�

$QRWKHU�LQWHUHVWLQJ�H[DPSOH�RI�WKLV�PRGH�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ��LQ�WKLV�FDVH�EHORQJLQJ�WR�WKH�RලLQH�ZRUOG�DQG�YDOXDEOH�
in showing that the representation of the virus is not a phenomenon only limited to the media landscapes, is the pro-
duction in Latin America of the traditional piñatas (Figures 9 and 10). 
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Figure 9 – Example of a coronavirus-themed piñata
(Source: https://politica.expansion.mx/cdmx/2020/04/03/enfotos-el-coro-
navirus-se-propaga-en-forma-de-pinata#pid=slide-0)

Figure 10 - Example of a coronavirus-themed piñata
(Source: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/646125877778828622/)

-XVW�OLNH�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�FDUWRRQV��)LJXUHV������DQG�����
the piñatas (Figures 9 and 10) have also been designed with 
unfriendly faces, which were created by the employment of 
conventional codes that are easily recognizable as opposed 
WR�ZKDW�LV�´JRRGµ��VXFK�DV�DQ�LQYHUWHG�VPLOH��VKDUS�WHHWK�DQG�
a position of the eyebrows that convey anger. In all these 
representations, the logic seems to be the following: given 
that the coronavirus is harmful to humans, it is evil, and hen-
ce it should be represented as an ugly creature. Two opera-
tions of semiotic nature are involved here: on the one hand, 
the creation of representations based on a moral axis that 
RVFLOODWHV�EHWZHHQ�´JRRGµ�DQG�´HYLOµ��SODFLQJ�WKH�FRURQDYL-
rus on the latter; on the other hand, an implicit association 
EHWZHHQ�´HYLOQHVVµ�DQG�´XJOLQHVVµ��7KLV�VHFRQG�RSHUDWLRQ�UHODWHV�ZLWK�8PEHUWR�(FR·V�UHÁHFWLRQV�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�LQYHQWLRQ�
RI�WKH�HQHP\��ZKHUH�KH�LGHQWLÀHV�WKLV�DVVRFLDWLRQ�DV�RQH�RI�WKH�FRQVWLWXWLYH�PHFKDQLVPV�RI�WKLV�SURFHVV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�
Eco (2012, p. 5), 

ª7KH�HQHP\�PXVW�EH�XJO\�EHFDXVH�EHDXW\�LV�LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�JRRG��NDORNDJDWKLD���DQG�RQH�RI�WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�FKDUDFWH-
ristics of beauty has always been what the Middle Ages called integritas (in other words, having all that is required to be 
an average representative of a species; by this standard those humans missing a limb or an eye, or having lower-than-a-
YHUDJH�VWDWXUH�RU�´LQKXPDQµ�FRORU�ZHUH�FRQVLGHUHG�XJO\�«�

7KLV�OLQN�EHWZHHQ�WKH�HQHP\�DQG�WKH�XJOLQHVV�FDQ�EH�FOHDUO\�VHHQ�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�D[LRORJL]HG��QRQ�VFLHQWLÀF�UH-
SUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV��ZKLFK�GRXEWOHVVO\�KDYH�SOD\HG�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�UROH�LQ�KRZ�WKH�YLUXV�KDV�EHHQ�LPDJLQHG�
E\�LQGLYLGXDOV�DQG�VRFLHWLHV��$V�LW�FDQ�EH�VHHQ��WKHVH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�LQFOXGH�FUHDWXUHV�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�PRQ-
VWHUV��D�FDWHJRU\�RI�PHDQLQJ�DOUHDG\�NQRZQ�E\�WKH�DXGLHQFHV�DQG�WKDW��GHVSLWH�WKH�HYLGHQW�FXOWXUDO�GLරHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�
WKHVH�PHQWDO�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�DQG�LPDJLQDULHV��KHOSV�WKHP�PDNLQJ�VHQVH�RI�WKH�QHZ�WKUHDW��,Q�WKLV�VHQVH��WKH�ÀYH�LPDJHV�
discussed in this subsection could, for instance, easily be confused with Pokémons by someone who is not familiar with 
the characters of the franchise. Representations of the coronavirus as a monster, an alien or another evil, angry, ugly and 
non-human creature were also used in audiovisual media contexts such as news shows (Andacht, 2020) or the press (edt. 
The Economist, 2020). But they also can be seen in creative expressions like the one shown in Figure 11. The fact that 
WKH�GUDZLQJ�ZDV�SURGXFHG�E\�NLGV�VRPHKRZ�VHHPV�WR�FRQÀUP�WKH�K\SRWKHVLV�RI�D�PHGLDWHG�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�XQNQRZQ�
UHDOLW\�E\�PHDQV�RI�WKH�FDWHJRULHV�DOUHDG\�NQRZQ��VXFK�DV�WKDW�RI�´WKH�PRQVWHUµ�
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Figure 11 – Drawing of the coronavirus, shared by 
Sara Rollof
(Source: https://historia-europa.ep.eu/en/hi-
story-making-documenting-covid?fbclid=IwAR-
1mUNyzwB6k0RuKEQn7Q3fRd6-m8k-gXNhNT2aL-
bm0uvlw5A4b-4U-9yNI )

3.3 The narrative dimension

Finally, another way in which the coronavirus has been brought to life in 2020 consisted of the deployment of descrip-
WLRQV�DQG�QDUUDWLYHV�RI�PHWDSKRULF�QDWXUH�LQ�ZKLFK�LW�IXOÀOOHG�D�VSHFLÀF�UROH��,Q�)LJXUH�����IRU�H[DPSOH��EHVLGHV�WKH�UH-
SUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�DV�D�PRQVWHU��WKHUH�LV�DOVR�D�QDUUDWLYH�IUDPLQJ�DQFKRUHG�LQ�WKH�LGHD�RI�D�ÀJKW��ZKLFK�LV�
D�PHWDSKRU�IUHTXHQWO\�XVHG�LQ�HYHU\GD\�OLIH�WR�GHVFULEH�KRZ�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�GHDOV�ZLWK�D�GLVHDVH��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�/DNRර�DQG�
-RKQVRQ��������S��������PHWDSKRUV�DUH�ªRQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�EDVLF�PHFKDQLVPV�ZH�KDYH�IRU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�H[SHULHQFH«��L�H���
they have a cognitive value, as they help approaching phenomena through existing knowledge, based on a transfer of 
meaning. 

One of the metaphors that was used to make sense of the Covid-19 pandemic was the idea of the virus as an enemy 
that humanity is at war with (Battistelli, 2020; Cassandro, 2020). As already mentioned, there were no narratives depicting 
WKH�YLUXV�DV�DQ�LQQRFHQW�RU�IULHQGO\�SDUDVLWH�HQWLW\�ÀJKWLQJ�IRU�LWV�OLIH�WKDW�QHHGV�WKH�KXPDQ�V\VWHP�WR�UHSURGXFH�LWVHOI�
DQG�WR�DFKLHYH�D�´KDSSLO\�HYHU�DIWHU�VWDWHµ��,Q�WKH�KHJHPRQLF�QDUUDWLYH��LW�KDV�EHHQ�UHSUHVHQWHG�DV�D�VRUW�RI�XQZDQWHG�
invader – similarly to the plot of the Ridley Scott’s movie Alien (Andacht, 2020, op. cit.) – that humanity, depicted as a 
KRPRJHQHRXV�DQG�XQLÀHG�FROOHFWLYH�DFWRU��QHHGV�WR�ÀJKW�DQG�GHIHDW��-XVW�WR�PHQWLRQ�DQ�H[DPSOH��WKH�8UXJXD\DQ�FRPLF�
book Coco and Fran against the Coronavirus��SURGXFHG�E\�1LFROiV�3HUX]]R�DQG�$OHMDQGUR�5RGUtJXH]�-XHOH3  and targeting 
children, tells the story of the virus’ attempt of invading the human realm. Metaphors and imagery related to invasions 
DQG�ZDU�OHDG�WR�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�D�VHW�RI�RWKHU�UHODWHG�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV��VXFK�DV�WKH�LGHD�RI�´KHURHVµ�WKDW�´ÀJKW�WKH�
HQHP\µ�DW�´WKH�IURQW�OLQHµ��HGW��7LPH���������%XW�WKLV�ZDU�LV�QRW�D�VWDQGDUG�ZDU�DJDLQVW�RWKHU�KXPDQV�²�LW�LV�DJDLQVW�DQ�
ugly, evil, monster-like creature.

6RPH�VWXGLHV�VKRZ�WKDW� WKH�XVH�RI�PLOLWDU\�PHWDSKRUV� WR�PDNH�VHQVH�RI�GLVHDVHV�PLJKW�KDYH�XQZDQWHG�HරHFWV�
(Hauser, Schwarz, 2019; Sontag, 1978). In an article that discusses if it is appropriate to use the metaphor of war to make 
sense of the pandemic, Testa (2020) points out the need to be careful when choosing words to refer to things. For Testa, 
ZKHQ�8�6��3UHVLGHQW�'RQDOG�7UXPS�GHOLEHUDWHO\�FKRVH�WR�XVH�WKH�H[SUHVVLRQ�´&KLQHVH�YLUXVµ�LQVWHDG�RI�´FRURQDYLUXVµ��KH�
made a choice regarding how the virus will be perceived by the audience he was addressing. Semiotic operations of this 
type have the power of shaping the meaning attributed by observers to things, events and phenomena. As van Leeuwen 
(2005, op. cit., p. 32) argues, «all metaphors tend to highlight some aspects of their domain of application and obscure 
RWKHUV«��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�7HVWD���������WKH�XVH�RI�WKH�PHWDSKRU�RI�ZDU�KDV�VSHFLÀF�FRQQRWDWLRQV�OLQNHG�ZLWK�VSHFLÀF�PHDQLQ-
gs that are not aligned with those of a pandemic: while the essence of war is structured around the concept of division, 
that of a pandemic is – or should be – structured around the idea of solidarity. Furthermore, Testa (2020) argues that the 
Covid-19 pandemic was not a war because there was not an enemy, given that, as a parasite biological entity, «the virus 
doesn’t hate us. It doesn’t even know that we exist. In fact, it does not know anything neither about us, nor about itself». 
)RU�WKH�DXWKRU��WKH�GDQJHU�RI�XVLQJ�WKH�PHWDSKRU�RI�ZDU�LV�WKDW�LW�PLJKW�RSHQ�XS�WKH�ÀHOG�IRU�DXWKRULWDULDQ�DFWLRQV��7KLV�
SUHFDXWLRQ�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�LGHQWLÀHG�DOVR�E\�(FR��������op. cit., p. 18), who wrote that «a government cannot even 
establish its own sphere of legitimacy without the contrasting presence of war». 

*LYHQ�WKDW�WKH�IUDPH�RI�D�ZDU�UHTXLUHV�DQ�HQHP\��LQ�WKH�KHJHPRQLF�QDUUDWLYH�RI�WKH�&RYLG����SDQGHPLF�DV�D�ZDU�
WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�D�SURFHVV�RI�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�DV�WKH�HQHP\��E\�LGHQWLI\LQJ�LW�ZLWK�DQ�´2WKHUµ��L�H���D�´QRQ�
8Vµ��WKDW�LV�D�WKUHDW��,I�LGHQWLWLHV�DUH�UHODWLRQDO��L�H���FRQVWUXFWHG�E\�PHDQV�RI�WKH�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�ERXQGDULHV�DQG�IURQ-
WLHUV�EHWZHHQ�XQLWV�RI�PHDQLQJ�WKDW�DUH�FRQVLGHUHG�GLVWLQFW��$UIXFK��������0RXරH���������WKHQ��LQ�QDUUDWLYH�WHUPV��WKH�
coronavirus has been brought to life by highlighting the dangers that this entity poses to the wellbeing and normality of 
KXPDQ�OLIH�DQG��WKURXJK�WKH�PHGLDWLRQ�RI�WKH�PHWDSKRU�RI�ZDU��UHSUHVHQWHG�DV�DQ�HQHP\�WKDW�́ :H��KXPDQVµ�DUH�ÀJKWLQJ��
3 https://www.comicbacterias.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Coco-y-Fran-contra-el-Coronavirus.pdf



113

$V�DOUHDG\�PHQWLRQHG��WKH�XVH�RI�WKLV�PHWDSKRU�OHDG�WR�RWKHU�UROHV�DQG�LPDJHV�VXFK�DV�´WKH�IURQWOLQHµ�DQG�´WKH�KHURHVµ��
which can be clearly seen in creations of semiotic nature such as the mural depicted in Figure 12.

Figure 12 – Mural depicting the healthcare workers in 
Lisbon, Portugal
(Source: https://www.publico.pt/2020/06/19/p3/
QRWLFLD�HLV�PXUDO�YKLOV�KRVSLWDO�VDR�MRDR�SURÀVVLR-
nais-saude-tambem-precisam-cuidados-1921173)

4. A semiotic approach to the discursive construction of the enemy

According to some key principles of narrative studies, every story includes a number of standard roles such as “the 
KHURµ��´WKH�YLOODLQµ�DQG�´WKH�GRQRUµ��3URSS���������)RU�VHPLRWLFLDQV�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKH�VWXG\�RI�WKH�VRFLDO�UHDOP��WKH�UROH�RI�
´WKH�HQHP\µ��L�H���DQ�´2WKHUµ�WKDW�LV�UHSUHVHQWHG�DQG�GHSLFWHG�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�D�´:Hµ�DQG��KHQFH��FRQVLGHUHG�D�WKUHDW�LV�
especially interesting. 

,Q�DQ�HVVD\�HQWLWOHG�´,QYHQWLQJ�WKH�(QHP\µ��8PEHUWR�(FR�WUDFHV�KRZ�´WKH�HQHP\µ�KDV�EHHQ�UHSUHVHQWHG�LQ�D�QXPEHU�
RI�KLVWRULFDO�FDVHV�DQG�SRLQWV�RXW�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�´VRPHWKLQJµ�WKDW�LV�SHUFHLYHG�DV�´DQ�HQHP\µ�LQ�
RUGHU�WR�FRQVWUXFW�WKH�YHU\�LGHD�RI�D�´:Hµ��)RU�(FR��������op. cit.��S������ªKDYLQJ�DQ�HQHP\�LV�LPSRUWDQW�QRW�RQO\�WR�GHÀQH�
our identity, but also to provide us with an obstacle against which to measure our system of values». That is why the 
author (ibidem��S������EHOLHYHV�WKDW�ªWKH�ÀJXUH�RI�WKH�HQHP\�FDQQRW�EH�DEROLVKHG�IURP�WKH�SURFHVVHV�RI�FLYLOL]DWLRQ«��,Q�
RWKHU�ZRUGV��KXPDQV�VHHP�WR�QHHG�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�EHLQJV�WKDW�QHHG�DQ�HQHP\�LQ�RUGHU�WR�GHÀQH�WKHLU�RZQ�
collective identity.

7ZR�GLPHQVLRQV�DUH�LQ�SOD\�LQ�WKLV�SKHQRPHQRQ��RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG��ZKDW�(FR�FDOOV�WKH�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI�DQ�HQHP\�WKDW�
UHSUHVHQWV�VRPH�VRUW�RI�WKUHDW��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��LWV�GLVFXUVLYH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�DQG�´GHPRQL]DWLRQµ��%RWK�DUH�SURFHVVHV�
RI�DQ�LQKHUHQW�VHPLRWLF�QDWXUH��DOEHLW�ZLWK�GLරHUHQFHV�LQ�WKHLU�EDVLF�PHFKDQLVPV��ZKLOH�WKH�IRUPHU�LV�PRUH�GHQRWDWLYH��
L�H���LW�UHODWHV�WR�WKH�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�VHJPHQWDWLRQ�RI�UHDOLW\�LQ�VPDOOHU�XQLWV�E\�PHDQV�RI�DQ�DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI�FROOHFWLYH�
DFWRUV�DQFKRUHG�RQ�WKH�SURQRXQV�´:Hµ�DQG�´7KHPµ��WKH�ODWWHU�LV�PRUH�FRQQRWDWLYH��WKDW�LV��LW�LV�DQ�DFWLYH�DQG�LQWHQWLRQDO�
process of representation and, at the same time, of semiotic construction, more related to values and emotions, as the 
HQHP\�LV�QRW�RQO\�PHDQW�WR�EH�LGHQWLÀHG�DQG�UHFRJQL]HG��EXW�DOVR�WR�EH�IHDUHG��$V�VKRZQ�LQ�WKH�SUHYLRXV�VHFWLRQ��WKH�
social construction of the coronavirus included these two processes.

5HJDUGLQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�SURFHVV��WKH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�́ WKH�2WKHUµ�DV�DQ�DFWRU�WKDW�LV�GLරHUHQW�IURP�́ 8Vµ�UHTXLUHV�WKH�HVWDEOL-
shment of a frontier or boundary that separates these two portions of reality as distinct units of meaning. In the case of 
QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLWLHV��WKH�DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI�GLVFRXUVHV�DURXQG�WKH�VLJQLÀHU�´:Hµ�RQO\�PDNHV�VHQVH�LI�WKHUH�DUH�RWKHU�LGHQWLWLHV�
LGHQWLÀHG��UHFRJQL]HG�DQG�SHUFHLYHG�DV�GLරHUHQW�IURP�RXUV��7KLV�UHÁHFWV�D�PHFKDQLVP�WKDW�KDV�EHHQ�ZLGHO\�GLVFXVVHG�
LQ�WKH�SROLWLFDO�ÀHOG�E\�0RXරH��������op. cit.), who argues that (political) identities are always constructed discursively 
DURXQG�DQ�D[LV�WKDW�RSSRVHV�DQ�´8Vµ�DQG�D�´7KHPµ�DQG�WKDW�PDUNV�WKH�LQHVFDSDEOH�FRQÁLFWLYH�DQG�SROHPLF�FKDUDFWHU�RI�
the political domain, leading to the creation of imagined collective identities whose discursive articulation is based on a 
limited set of properties regarded as common to all the individual members of that imagined group. The discursive and 
LPDJLQDU\�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�´WKH�2WKHUµ�LV�WKHQ�D�SURFHVV�RI�DQ�LQKHUHQW�VHPLRWLF�QDWXUH��FRQVLVWLQJ�RI�D�VHJPHQWDWLRQ�RI�
the perceived world in distinct meaningful units (Hjelmslev, 1943; Eco, 1976, op. cit.) which are subsequently “brought to 
OLIHµ�WKURXJK�RI�D�VHW�RI�G\QDPLFV��LQFOXGLQJ�RI�VHPLRWLF�QDWXUH��WKDW�LPSO\�FUHDWLQJ�WH[WV�DQG�GLVFRXUVHV�EDVHG�RQ�VSHFLÀF�
FXOWXUDO�FRGHV��RI�ERWK�HWKLF�DQG�DHVWKHWLF�QDWXUH��,Q�WKLV�VHFRQG�SKDVH��WKHUH�LV�DQ�DWWULEXWLRQ�RI�PHDQLQJ�RQ�GLරHUHQW�OH-
YHOV�WR�WKH�XQLWV�LGHQWLÀHG�GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�SKDVH��UHVXOWLQJ�LQ�WKH�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�VSHFLÀF�FRQQRWDWLRQV��PHWDSKRUV�DQG�
RWKHU�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV��QRUPDOO\�VWUXFWXUHG�DURXQG�DQ�D[LV�WKDW�RVFLOODWHV�EHWZHHQ�´JRRGµ�DQG�´EDGµ��0RXරH��������op. 
cit.���$V�WKHVH�SURFHVVHV�RI�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�HQHP\�DUH�VWURQJO\�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�FXOWXUDO�FRGHV��LPDJLQDULHV�DQG�QRUPV��
it seems to be the case that, as Eco (2012, op. cit., p. 3) argues, «rather than a real threat highlighting the ways in which 
WKHVH�HQHPLHV�DUH�GLරHUHQW�IURP�XV��WKH�GLරHUHQFH�LWVHOI�EHFRPHV�D�V\PERO�RI�ZKDW�ZH�ÀQG�WKUHDWHQLQJ«��

(YHQ�LI�(FR�DQDO\]HV�KLVWRULFDO�H[DPSOHV�LQ�ZKLFK�KXPDQ�EHLQJV�DUH�LPDJLQHG�DQG�UHSUHVHQWHG�DV�´WKH�HQHP\µ�E\�
PHDQV�RI�VSHFLÀF�GHVFULSWLRQV��FRQQRWDWLRQV�DQG�DVVRFLDWLRQV��KLV�UHÁHFWLRQV�UHVW�RQ�D�VHW�RI�PHFKDQLVPV�RI�VHPLRWLF�
nature that could also serve to understand the construction of other type of enemies, such as the coronavirus. In his 
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essay, Eco (ibidem, p. 17) writes that, in certain cases, «the image of the enemy is simply shifted from a human object to 
a natural or social force that in some way threatens us and has to be defeated, whether it be capitalistic exploitation, en-
vironmental pollution, or third-world hunger». Processes of construction of non-human enemies take place, for example, 
ZKHQ�QDWXUDO�FDWDVWURSKHV�VXFK�DV�HDUWKTXDNHV�RU�WVXQDPLV�LPSDFW�D�VSHFLÀF�FLW\��FRXQWU\�RU�UHJLRQ��,Q�WKHVH�FDVHV��LW�LV�
not strange to witness the emergence of narratives articulated around the idea of Nature or Mother Earth being angry. 
As argued in the previous pages, Eco’s list could also include viruses and other biological entities having an impact on 
human health. 

From a semiotic perspective, then, once that the role of the enemy has been constructed based on a process of seg-
PHQWDWLRQ�DQG�GLරHUHQWLDWLRQ��´WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�LV�GLරHUHQW�IURP�RWKHU�YLUXVHVµ��DQG�SODFHG�ZLWKLQ�D�QDUUDWLYH�VWUXFWXUH�
�´WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�LV�D�PDMRU�WKUHDW�IRU�KXPDQ�KHDOWKµ���LW�QHHGV�WR�EH�´EURXJKW�WR�OLIHµ�LQ�GLVFXUVLYH��QDUUDWLYH�DQG�YLVXDO�
WHUPV�WKURXJK�GLරHUHQW�PHFKDQLVPV��7KLV�KDSSHQV�ZKHQ�FUHDWLQJ�FKDUDFWHUV�LQ�ÀFWLRQDO�VWRULHV��ZKHQ�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�FRO-
OHFWLYH�LGHQWLWLHV�UHODWHG�WR�´UHDOµ�LQGLYLGXDOV�WKDW�DUH�SHUFHLYHG�DV�WKUHDWV�²�VXFK�DV�´WKH�LPPLJUDQWVµ��0RUHQR�%DUUHQH-
che, 2020b) –, and, as shown in the previous section, when dealing with enemies that belong to the natural realm, such 
as the coronavirus.

5. Concluding remarks

In his book Kant and the Platypus, Umberto Eco (1999, p. 57) writes that «often, when faced with an unknown pheno-
menon, we react by approximation: we seek that scrap of content, already present in our encyclopedia, which for better 
or worse seems to account for the new fact». To illustrate this principle, the Italian semiotician refers to the time when 
0DUFR�3ROR�VDZ�D�UKLQRFHURV�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�LQ�-DYD�DQG�PDGH�VHQVH�RI�LW�E\�WKLQNLQJ�LW�ZDV�D�XQLFRUQ��7KH�VSHFLÀF�FDVH�
of how humanity has made sense of the coronavirus – an invisible biological creature that has been having devastating 
consequences around the world – does not seem to be the exception: as it was shown here, the already known cate-
JRULHV�RI�´PRQVWHUµ�DQG�´ZDUµ�ZHUH�PHWDSKRUV�XVHG�WR�DWWULEXWH�PHDQLQJ�WR�VRPHWKLQJ�XQNQRZQ�XQWLO�WKH�PRPHQW�RI�
appearance of the virus.

The purpose of this paper was to discuss from a semiotic perspective the representations that during the Covid-19 
SDQGHPLF�GHSLFWHG�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV� LQ�D�QHJDWLYH�PDQQHU��DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�DV�DQ�HQHP\�RI�KXPDQLW\��7KH�XQGHUO\LQJ�
premise of this research interest is that representations play a key role in how imaginaries and social perceptions are 
VKDSHG��D�SURFHVV�WKDW�WDNHV�WKH�IRUP�RI�VSHFLÀF�QDUUDWLYHV�LQ�ZKLFK�DFWRUV�DUH�FUHDWHG�LQ�GLVFRXUVH�DQG�VSHFLÀF�UROHV�
DUH�IXOÀOOHG�E\�WKHP��&OHDUO\��WKH�PRGH�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�VWXGLHG�LQ�WKHVH�SDJHV�UHÁHFWV�D�VHW�RI�VWURQJO\�D[LRORJL]HG�
imaginaries and discourses that were quite extended during the pandemic. As such, these allow establishing a distinction 
EHWZHHQ�WZR�JHQHUDO�PRGHV�RI�UHSUHVHQWLQJ�WKH�QDWXUDO�UHDOP��RQH�PRUH�VFLHQWLÀF��WKH�RWKHU�PRUH�FUHDWLYH�

0RUH�VSHFLÀF�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�FRXOG�EH�DGGHG�WR�WKH�RQHV�WKDW�ZHUH�DUELWUDULO\�VHOHFWHG�IRU�WKH�DQDO\VLV�FRQGXFWHG�LQ�
the previous pages. However, given that the scope of semiotic research is interpretative – rather than quantitative – and 
VHW�RQ�KRZ�PHDQLQJ�HPHUJHV�IURP�VSHFLÀF�XQGHUO\LQJ�VWUXFWXUHV�WKDW�DUH�H[SUHVVHG�E\�WKH�XVH�RI�VHPLRWLF�UHVRXUFHV��WKH�
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�GLVFXVVHG�LQ�WKHVH�SDJHV�VHHP�WR�EH�VX඼FLHQW�WR�SRVWXODWH�D�JHQHUDO�PRGH�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FR-
ronavirus as an evil monster that is an enemy of humanity. Of course, this constitutes only one mode of representation, 
WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�RWKHUV�WKDW�VHW�WKH�IRFXV�RQ�GLරHUHQW�DVSHFWV�RI�WKH�SDQGHPLF��VXFK�DV�WKH�FRQVSLUDF\�WKHRULHV�WKDW�OLQNHG�
LW�ZLWK�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH��*�WHFKQRORJ\�RU�WR�VSHFLÀF�SROLWLFDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�VWUDWHJLHV�� ,Q�RWKHU�
words, it is not taken for granted that the mode of representing and constructing the coronavirus that was discussed in 
WKLV�DUWLFOH�LV�WKH�GRPLQDQW�RQH�²�WKDW�W\SH�RI�VWDWHPHQW�ZRXOG�UHTXLUH�D�GLරHUHQW�PHWKRGRORJLFDO�DSSURDFK��RQH�WKDW�LV�
out of the scope and interest of semiotic research.

)XUWKHU�UHVHDUFK�LQ�WKLV�ÀHOG�FRXOG�GHHSHQ�WKH�LQVLJKWV�JDLQHG�IURP�WKLV�DUWLFOH��IRU�H[DPSOH�E\�FRQGXFWLQJ�D�V\VWH-
PLF�PDSSLQJ�RI�WKH�GLරHUHQW�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�WKDW�FLUFXODWHG�ERWK�RQOLQH�DQG�RලLQH�GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�
half of 2020 in order to compare and relate them to each other. Moreover, cases of divergent representation could be 
tracked and analyzed from a semiotic perspective. Some guiding questions could be the following: How has the virus 
EHHQ�UHSUHVHQWHG�LQ�GLරHUHQW�FRXQWULHV�DQG�E\�GLරHUHQW�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�DFWRUV"�&DQ�WKHVH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�EH�UHDG�LQ�OLJKW�
of the ideological and/or political interests of their enunciators? The aim of semiotics, and particularly of social semiotics, 
LV�WR�VRPHKRZ�UHQGHU�YLVLEOH�ZKDW�LV�LQYLVLEOH��L�H���WR�WUDFN�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�VLJQLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�PHDQLQJ�PD-
NLQJ�E\�DQDO\]LQJ�VSHFLÀF�SURGXFWV�WKDW�DUH�VRPHKRZ�PHDQLQJIXO�WR�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�RU�D�JURXS��7KLV�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�SXUSRVH�
RI�WKLV�DUWLFOH��VSHFLÀFDOO\�E\�H[DPLQLQJ�KRZ�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV�ZDV�PDGH�VHQVH�RI�E\�XVLQJ�WKH�PHWDSKRU�RI�DQ�HYLO�PRQVWHU�
that humanity is at war with.

References
Andacht, F. (2020). El nada discreto desencanto de la unanimidad. eXtramuros. 06/06/2020. Retrieved from https://extramurosrevista.
org/el-nada-discreto-desencanto-de-la-unanimidad/ (last access: 30/09/2020).
Arfuch, L. (Ed.) (2005). Identidades, sujetos, subjetividades. Buenos Aires: Prometeo.
Battistelli, F. (2020). Coronavirus: metafore di guerra e confusione di concetti. MicroMega. Retrieved from http://temi.repubblica.it/
micromega-online/coronavirus-metafore-di-guerra-e-confusione-di-concetti/ (last access: 30/09/2020).
Berger, P. and Luckmann, T. (1966). The Social Construction of Reality. London: Penguin.
%LWRQWH��0�(����������/D�VRFLR�VHPLyWLFD�FRPR�IRUPD�GH�SHQVDPLHQWR�FUtWLFR��'H�OD�WHRUtD�DO�WUDEDMR�VREUH�FRQÀJXUDFLRQHV�PDWHULDOHV��
Perspectivas de la comunicación, 1(2), pp. 59-71.



115

Cassandro, D. (2020). Siamo in guerra! Il coronavirus e le sue metafore. Internazionale, 22/03/2020. Retrieved from https://www.inter-
nazionale.it/opinione/daniele-cassandro/2020/03/22/coronavirus-metafore-guerra (last access: 30/09/2020).
Demaria, C. (2019). Teoria di genere. Femminismi e semiotica. Milan: Bompiani.
Demuru, P. (2017). Praticas de vida. Entre semiótica, comunicação e política. Estudos semióticos, 13(1), pp. 28-39.
Descola, P. (2005). Par-delà nature et culture��3DULV��*DOOLPDUG�
Eco, U. (1976). A Theory of Semiotics. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
Eco, U. (1999). Kant and the Platypus��%RVWRQ�1HZ�<RUN��+RXJKWRQ��0LලLQ�DQG�+DUFRXUW�
Eco, U. (2012). Inventing the Enemy and Other Occasional Writings��%RVWRQ�1HZ�<RUN��+RXJKWRQ��0LලLQ�DQG�+DUFRXUW�
Fabbri, P. (1998). La svolta semiotica. Rome/Bari: Laterza.
)RQWDQLOOH��-����������Pratiques sémiotiques. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France.
)RQWDQLOOH��-�������D���)RUPHV�GH�YLH��GHV�MHX[�GH�ODQJDJH�j�OD�SKpQRPpQRORJLH�GHV�FXOWXUHV��Metodo. International Studies in Pheno-
menology and Philosophy, 3(1), pp. 21-40.
)RQWDQLOOH��-�������E���Formes de vie. Liège: Presses Universitaires de Liège.
Forster, V. (2020). There Is A Coronavirus Coloring Book Designed To Help Children Cope With The Pandemic. Forbes. 20/04/2020. Re-
trieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/victoriaforster/2020/04/02/there-is-a-coronavirus-coloring-book-designed-to-help-chil-
dren-cope-with-the-pandemic/#2d1676333ca5 (last access: 30/09/2020).
*HHUW]��&����������The Interpretation of Cultures��1HZ�<RUN��%DVLF�%RRNV�
*LDLPR��&�� ��������7KH�6SLN\�%ORE�6HHQ�$URXQG�WKH�:RUOG��The New York Times, 01/04/2020. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.
com/2020/04/01/health/coronavirus-illustration-cdc.html (last access: 30/09/2020).
*UHLPDV��$��-����������)LJXUDWLYH�6HPLRWLFV�DQG�WKH�6HPLRWLFV�RI�WKH�3ODVWLF�$UWV��New Literary History, 20(3), pp. 627-649.
*UHLPDV��$�-��&RXUWqV��-����������Sémiotique. Dictionnaire raisonné de la théorie du langage. Paris: Hachette.
+DXVHU��'�-���6FKZDU]��1����������7KH�:DU�RQ�3UHYHQWLRQ�,,��%DWWOH�0HWDSKRUV�8QGHUPLQH�&DQFHU�7UHDWPHQW�DQG�3UHYHQWLRQ�DQG�'R�1RW�
Increase Vigilance. Health Communication. DOI: 10.1080/10410236.2019.1663465 
Hénault, A. (2012). Les enjeux de la sémiotique. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France.
Hjelmslev, L. (1943). Prolegomena to a Theory of Language. Madison: Wisconsin University Press.
+RPHU��%�'��DQG�3ODVV��-��/����������([SHUWLVH�UHYHUVDO�IRU�LFRQLF�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�LQ�VFLHQFH�YLVXDOL]DWLRQV��Instructional Science, 38, pp. 
256-276. 
.RVFKRUNH��$����������=XU�(SLVWHPRORJLH�GHU�1DWXU�.XOWXU�*UHQ]H�XQG�]X�LKUHQ�GLV]LSOLQlUHQ�)ROJHQ��Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift für 
Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschicte, 83(1), pp. 9-25.
/DNRර��*��DQG�-RKQVRQ��0����������Metaphors We Live By. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Landowski, E. (1997). Présences de l’autre. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France.
Landowski, E. (2014). Sociossemiótica: uma teoria geral do sentido. Galáxia, 27, pp. 10-20.
Landowski, E. (2016a). A prueba del otro. Contratexto, 26, pp. 13-29.
Landowski, E. (2016b). Interacciones arriesgadas. Lima: Fondo Editorial de la Universidad de Lima.
Landowski, E. (2019). Politiques de la sémiotique. 5LYLVWD�,WDOLDQD�GL�)LORVRÀD�GHO�/LQJXDJJLR, 13(2), pp. 6-25.
Moreno Barreneche, S. (2020a). Somebody to Blame. On the Construction of the Other in the Context of the Covid-19. Society Register, 
4(2), pp. 19-32.
0RUHQR�%DUUHQHFKH��6�������E���0LJUDFLyQ�\�´FXOWXUD�GHO�PLHGRµ��HVWXGLR�VRFLRVHPLyWLFR��Estudios, 43, pp. 65-82.
0RXරH��&����������On the Political. London: Routledge.
Onuf, N. (1989). A World of Our Making. Columbia: University of South Carolina Press.
Paolucci, C. (2012). Sens et cognition. La narrativité entre sémiotique et sciences cognitive. Signata, 3, pp. 299-316.
Paolucci, C. (2020). Cognitive Semiotics. Integrating Signs, Minds, Meaning and Cognition��%HUOLQ�1HZ�<RUN��6SULQJHU�
Propp, V. (1968). Morphology of the Folktale. Austin: University of Texas Press. 
6HDUOH��-����������The Construction of Social Reality. London: Penguin.
Sontag, S. (1978). Illness as Metaphor��1HZ�<RUN��)DUUDU��6WUDXV�DQG�*LURX[��
Talbot, N. (2020). Corona Diaries: Branding the Spiky Blob. Medium.com, 10/04/2020. Retrieved from https://medium.com/@niccital-
bot/corona-diaries-branding-the-spiky-blob-b2942df2906b (last access: 30/09/2020).
Testa, A. (2020). Smettiamo di dire che è una guerra. Internazionale, 30/03/2020. Retrieved from https://www.internazionale.it/opinio-
ne/annamaria-testa/2020/03/30/metafora-guerra-coronavirus (last access: 30/09/2020).
The Economist (2020). The aliens among us. How viruses shape the world. 22/08/2020. Retrieved from https://www.economist.com/
leaders/2020/08/22/how-viruses-shape-the-world (last access: 30/09/2020).
7KH�*XDUGLDQ� �������� ¶,I� ,�JHW�FRURQD�� ,�JHW�FRURQD·�� WKH�$PHULFDQV�ZKR�ZLVK�WKH\·G�WDNHQ�&RYLG����VHULRXVO\��������������5HWULH-
ved from https://www.theguard¬ian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/mar/28/americans-who-dont-take-coronavirus-seri¬ously (last access: 
30/09/2020).
Time (2020). Heroes of the Front Lines. Stories of the Courageous Workers Risking their Own Lives to Save Ours. Retrie-
ved from https://time.com/collection/coronavirus-heroes/ (last access: 30/09/2020).
Traini, S. (2006). Le due vie della semiotica. Teorie strutturali e interpretative. Milan: Bompiani.
Van Leeuwen, T. (2005). Introducing Social Semiotics. London: Routledge.
Verón, E. (1981). Construir el acontecimiento��%DUFHORQD��*HGLVD�
Verón, E. (1988). La semiosis social��%DUFHORQD��*HGLVD�
9LROL��3����������'XH�YLH�SHU�OD�VHPLRWLFD�R�XQ�LQFURFLR�GL�VJXDUGL"�$OJLUGDV�*UHLPDV�H�8PEHUWR�(FR�D�FRQIURQWR��Entornos, 
30(1), pp. 25-33.


