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Abstract

Under the socially critical situations, an individual’s personality pathologies
tracing back to their origins a long time ago are usually exacerbated, and
hidden group mentality of society as a whole is manifested. The COVID-19
outbreak, which has brought about an extremely high level of crisis all over
the world, provides us with an opportunity to observe pathologies of society
in addition to those of an individual more vividly, helping us understand the
meanings of the pathologies. In this study, attitudes and behavioral reactions
of Japanese individuals and society as a whole caused by the COVID-19 out-
break were discussed. Psychoanalytic and social psychology theories as well as
self-determination theory were applied for discussing some behavioral phe-
nomena, such as addiction behaviors and crude criticism and/or discrimina-
tion towards some particular category of people. After proposing some hy-
potheses regarding these attitudes and behaviors, I finally mentioned tasks
with which COVID-19 challenges human society. I refer to the increased
need for clinical psychiatry and psychology in contributing to society to
achieve the tasks.
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1. Introduction

In addition to the power of the virus, the restriction of freedom and adaptation
to a new lifestyle has become cause of people’s stress, anxiety, and fear, which
manifest a variety of visible behavioral reactions among society as a whole. I
would like to discuss the reaction of people in society provoked by COVID-19,
both reported by media and that which I observed and experienced as a clinician
as well as a faculty member of a university in Japan, using some theories of psy-

chology.
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2. Discussion

From the viewpoint of public health, the infected individual was quarantined,
and the source and route of transmission were examined. The number of in-
fected people daily reported by the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare brings
about people’s anxiety or temporary relief. Each individual is required to coope-
rate with strict and sometimes compulsive self-control: frequent hand-washing
and disinfection, avoidance of close contact with others, refrainment from tra-
velling, etc. Nature of motivation to cooperate depends on the individual. More
than half would be willing to cooperate autonomously wishing for public
well-being [integrated regulation (Deci, 1996)]. On the other hand, some people
would cooperate from fear of becoming a target of criticism by and elimination
from society [external regulation (Deci, 1996)]. Indeed, not only people who do
not adhere to public requirements, but some infected people are also criticized
and discriminated, in particular, on the social networking sites. Unfortunately,
medical staff and their family members are also discriminated when receiving
public services. These are deviated from our original real task: defense against or,
though yet impossible, elimination of the virus. The group mentality manifested
by these deviated attitudes is what Bion calls the fight-flight basic assumption
group [Baff] (Bion, 1961). Ruthless harassment by so called “lock-down police”
attempting to close restaurants has attacked owners although they are not re-
quired by their local government to close. These actions can be regarded as not
only explosions of frustration or aggression, which had been smoldering before
COVID-19, but were intensified in order to sweep away anxiety caused by
COVID-19. For those who united as “lock-down police” needed scapegoats
which they identified as “social evils”. The hypomanic message to society en-
couraging people to unite, and not succumb to the virus (as commonly seen
during natural disasters), comes with the risk of excluding an individual who are
discouraged.

One of my patients gained weight during the period of the local government’s
request to stay inside. COVID-19 enhanced his feeling of loneliness, which
plunged him to oral stage (Freud, 1905). Overeating, however, was one of the
commonly seen behavioral reactions under the COVID-19 outbreak. It is proba-
ble that other behaviors of addiction, such as abuse of alcohol, caffeine, and ni-
cotine also have been triggered or worsened among those with high needs for
interpersonal dependency.

Maladaptive usage of internet and mobile phone text-message services also
has been a psychological and psychiatric focus for its addiction-related behaviors
(Li, Hou, Yang, Jian, & Wang, 2019; Hong, Liu, Ding, Sheng, & Zhen, 2020;
Chun, Har, Yan, Kuen, Yan, Man et al., 2020). On the other hand, internet and
mobile phones enabled remote classes and provided social support, etc. My uni-
versity students had to attend online classes individually at home. Their oppor-
tunities to see classmates were taken away. Some students, those with high ego

function (Bellack, Hurvich, & Gediman, 1973), were able to keep working on
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their own real task even under this critical situation, and utilize mutual support
using email and/or mobile phone when necessary. They are autonomous and
undaunted to the anxiety of aloneness.

Other objects for addiction such as alcohol or exercise (Christo, Jones, Hay-
lett, Stephenson, Lefever, & Lefever, 2003) also are not problematic themselves.
It depends on the individual whether the above objects are utilized adequately or
not. In particular, while society requires social-distancing, the internet and mo-
bile phones are part of our lives. Therefore, it is expected that future epidemio-
logical research targeting not only general population but also patient popula-
tion, will clarify the characteristics of individuals who fall into addiction beha-
viors. Psychotherapies and/or social therapies for those with addiction behaviors
also remain to be established.

In order for people to be mentally healthy, it goes without saying that the so-
cial system has to allow them to exercise their autonomy. Under socially critical
situations where the social system restricts people’s autonomy, the need for clin-
ical psychiatry to provide psychological interventions will increase for people
who present various prototypes of maladaptive behavioral manifestations in-
cluding addiction behaviors, which probably had their origin far before the
COVID-19.

3. Conclusion

Behavioral reactions observed among Japanese people as well as those of society
as a whole are regarded as manifestations of pathologies which had existed be-
fore the COVID-19 outbreak. COVID-19 merely revealed those pathologies. The
pathway from aloneness brought about by the COVID-19 outbreak to addiction
behaviors seems to be intermediated by individual personality pathologies. Even
under this critical situation, autonomous individuals are not susceptible to the
pathologies of other people and society, and are able to keep working on their
real task. However, COVID-19 is still a threatening challenge for human society.
COVID-19 appeared to test ego functions of not only individuals but also those
of society as a whole, i.e. adaptability, flexibility, integration, autonomy, and
cooperativeness, etc. Expectations are anticipated for society to increase its ma-
turity through the COVID-19 outbreak. For individuals who are trapped in
self-destructive addiction behaviors due to his/her inability to bear with the an-
xiety of aloneness, psycho-social intervention is necessary. Clinical psychiatry

and psychology should deliberate on how to contribute to completing this task.
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