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TOLD YOU SO:
A PERSONAL FOREWORD

The consequences of the virus pandemic in
2020 have caused great suffering, claimed nume-
rous victims and changed the world forever. There
is no doubt that the losses and cuts caused by the
Covid-19 disease, which impacts people every-
where, are severe and painful. However, as
devastating as the plague may be, it was certainly
not surprising — even it is uncommon and uncom-
fortable to say so. The real surprise about the
Corona Crisis was how surprised everyone was, and
how decision-makers and politicians seemed to be
overwhelmed by the situation. On the one hand, the
history of the 20th century has shown that an
increasingly intertwined, mobilized and globalized
world has a clear tendency for new types of patho-
gens to spread rapidly within it — impacting all
spheres of social coexistence. Just think of the still
ongoing HIV pandemic which is estimated to have
killed at least 35 million people. On the other hand,
experts from science and research have repeatedly
warned that it is only a matter of time before
mankind will have to deal with a serious pandemic
again.

These warnings, which were primarily
addressed to political decision-makers (who have
the means for disaster control and crisis manage-
ment) unfortunately went largely unheard. There is
no other explanation for the serious cuts in every-
day social life and, above all, the barely comprehen-
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sible economic collateral damage resulting from
Covid-19 pandemic management. Yet the costs of
adequate crisis prevention would have been only a
fraction of what now has to be provided in the form
of rescue packages, liquidity assistance and eco-
nomic stimulus packages. While it would feel more
comfortable to blame somebody for the pandemic,
it is neither possible nor desirable: even the experts
could not foresee the exact form, timing and extent
of the pandemic — they only knew that something
was coming. “The problem with most people is that
they don’t believe something can happen until it
already has. It’s not stupidity or weakness. It’s just
human nature,” explains a film character in World
War Z who had foreseen a zombie pandemic and
warned about it relentlessly, while the rest of the
audience unanimously hoped it wouldn’t be so bad
(World War Z 53).

As so often in pandemic movies and TV series,
one individual in this end-time thriller goes against
the prevailing opinion of the many who are unani-
mous that a global epidemic with fatal consequences
is too unlikely to be worth preparing for with the
same dedication as against other late modern risks.
In recent years, film and television have increasingly
taken over this ‘thankless’ role of swimming against
the current of appeasement and postponement: any-
one (not even talking about those with a weakness
for medicine, history or virology) who strays, but
who at least occasionally strays into the cinema,
zaps through television programs, or sporadically
uses new types of streaming services, must sooner or
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later have come across one of the now countless
warning pandemic scenarios that have been created
by popular film and television culture. Stories of
rapidly spreading diseases have always been an
attractive, spectacular topic for dramaturges and
directors from film and television (and have
therefore always been blessed with high viewer
numbers and have always been part of cultural
history). However, the abundance of such stories
since 2000, with a temporary peak not long before
the COVID-19 pandemic, is astonishing. Whether
almost documentary dramas such as Contagion,
martial blockbusters in the style of Outbreak, more
subtle art films a la Blindness, the endless series of
zombie films and series such as The Walking Dead —
nowadays it is hardly possible to escape the
countless virus narratives that have found their way
into contemporary culture in the most diverse forms
of presentation.

In principle, people consciously seek out cine-
mas and television couches for relaxation or enter-
tainment and for the sociability associated with it —
but at the same time, films and television series take
on other functions. The individual viewer does not
necessarily have to be aware of these functions, but
is nevertheless deliberately exposed to them: film
and television allow us to participate in otherwise
unknown or inaccessible times, places and milieus,
to negotiate individual, interpersonal and social re-
lationships and conflicts, and in this way, they draw
attention to new relevant contemporary discourses
and the challenges they pose. Films and fictional
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television speak out about what is currently hanging
in the social air without being expressed concretely,
thereby making collective hopes and fears speak for
themselves before they have even made their way
into the general linguistic discourse. In doing so,
they transfer confusing contexts into vivid, empa-
thetic, popular art forms. Climate change, for exam-
ple, is a topic that has been filling scientific con-
gresses and academic publications since the 1970s
and is increasingly occupying politicians. However,
the slow and not always concretely visible conse-
quences of climate change in everyday perception
are harder to grasp — which can partly explain the
hesitant intervention (and thus the loss of valuable
time) and possibly even the disturbing denials of
climate change. It is only with the advent of high-
profile cinema productions such as The Day After
Tomorrow (USA 2004), documentaries such as An
Inconvenient Truth (USA 2006) and the permanent
thematization in TV series of all genres that climate
change has not only been given a general hearing
but has also taken on a visible and thus vivid present
form. Only these ‘visual discourses’ generate a di-
rect confrontation, allowing society to debate how
to prepare for the future. Cinematic artefacts there-
by construct a certain reality and create a general
consensus about what is meaningful and what is not,
what makes sense and what is true. On the one
hand, this strong reality-founding function of all
media must always be questioned critically, on the
other hand, the social purpose with its incalculable
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importance for communication and the production
of meaning in society as a whole cannot be denied.

However, film and television make complex
social megatrends (e.g. the potential consequences
of the use of artificial intelligence, widespread
power blackouts, and interplanetary colonization as
well as very present problems, such as social in-
equalities and increasing social isolation) not only
perceptible by the senses and thus part of our
reality. Filmic forms actively intervene in the lively
discourses themselves like hardly any other art or
medium. They take a stand for or against certain
attitudes, and make proposals for overcoming un-
desirable developments. In doing so, film and TV
are imagining fantastic, but at the same time very
vivid, almost tangible ideas of a desirable counter-
world, in whose utopias the errors of the real pre-
sent have been overcome. Even if these narratives
are often imbued with a naive belief in progress,
which must not be accepted without questions, film
and television thus not only enable a sensitization to
future challenges and a macrosocial discourse on
how to deal with them. They also provide a (visual
and acoustic) perspective on a desirable vision of a
good life, which gives hope for change and thus
makes individual commitment to the specific, col-
lectively desirable goal attractive.

The same can be said about the fictional pan-
demic scenarios. They surprisingly early on rec-
ognized one of the most important challenges of life
in late modernity, brought it into the general dis-
course and provided it with its own connotations.

11
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Although the spread of Covid-19 was not associated
with an anarchic zombie apocalypse, as we know it
from The Walking Dead, television viewers and
casual cineasts alike intuitively understand very well
that, behind the superficially banal phenomena of
popular culture, which outwardly serve above all to
amuse and distract, there is a multi-layered, com-
plex thicket of meanings that cannot be easily
unraveled. Everybody needs to somehow make it
through the dense undergrowth of exaggerations
and stereotyping, production calculations and in-
gratiation with target groups, simplification and
pomposity — but after that, we can see the potential
of these important art forms of late modernism to
point out social trends and imbalances with a critical
gesture, long before they become part of public and
political discussion.

In the case of pandemic films, which has been
celebrating a sustained boom for several years now,
one could almost speak of a prophetic potential of
the medium: film and television have not only
warned of the devastating consequences of such a
scenario by over-thematizing a possible dangerous
outbreak of a new type of infectious disease. They
have also taken a stand and, in some cases, made
astonishingly concrete recommendations for action
on how to orient oneself in unknown threatening
situations, i.e. how to deal with the short, medium
and long-term consequences. Of course, entertain-
ment formats such as Designated Survivor or so-
phisticated dramas such as Children of Men do not
have any universally applicable ‘patent solutions’

12
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for all the problems associated with pandemics that
could simply be transferred into everyday life, and
that is neither their task nor feasible. However, film
and television, hidden among their aesthetically
encoded appearances, contain a vast store of knowl-
edge that can be harnessed to better manage chal-
lenging situations. But cinematic phenomena as art
forms do not directly release this knowledge, and it
can even be scattered between narrative-aesthetic
contradictions, conflicting interests and problematic
connotations, an attentive and critical reading, anal-
ysis and contextualization is necessary, since stag-
ing, dramaturgy and figure drawing make attribu-
tions that first have to be decoded.

Typically, this ‘decryption’ happens quite
naturally at the moment of the film and television
experience. This compact book tries to ‘speed up’
this complex and time-consuming individual pro-
cess with the goal to make the arts’ important
knowledge useful for the current situation as well as
for possible future pandemic crises: What kind of
scenarios regarding the causes, developments, and
consequences of pandemics does the genre develop?
Which fields of action and conflict emerge and how
are they evaluated? And what kind of concrete be-
havioral proposals do film and television make to
meet the challenges of a pandemic? Film and
television do not reveal this valuable information on
their own: as experienced cinemagoers and tele-
vision viewers, we have learned to extract from
filmic experiences those behavioral fragments that
seem potentially meaningful and useful for everyday

13
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life. From childhood on, we intuitively know how
to do that. As a ‘watching’ society, we understand
the fictional scenarios as offers (which we always
may refuse) of how to behave appropriately in a
society. Anyone who has watched a few apocalypse
films may well admit that the official recom-
menddation from national disaster control and civil
protection agencies to keep a food supply for at least
two weeks can at least not be harmful. At the same
time, every art form thrives on exaggerations, inner
contradictions, and conscious distortions in order to
condense complex relationships, but also to main-
tain our reception interest through tension arcs and
the production of affect, which promises both
immaterial and commercial success. The film and
television industry, like any other business, is subject
to certain materialistic and ideological constraints
which can affect production conditions and
narratives and thus lead to distortions of what one
hopes to take from a film or television series as a
supposed ‘meaning.” Filmmakers and television
makers are not free from narcissistic interests,
economic pressures, and human errors — but the
collective mode of production, the effort to attract
a large interested (and thus potentially paying)
audience, and a healthy degree of shyness in the face
of possible scandals caused by embarrassing mis-
takes, creates an astonishing trustworthiness of this
art form — and we have been proving our trust in
films for more than a century now. By not simply
accepting and imitating what we see without ques-
tion as a supposed ‘truth,’ but rather understanding

14
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it as a concrete construction of possible realities, we
have come to know cinema and television as two of
many sources that can help us recognize and work
on the most pressing contemporary questions and
find answers for a good life in the risky, opaque and
lonely 21st century.

The present book is intended to enable inter-
ested readers to become acquainted with thema-
tizations, staging, and recommendations in pande-
mic films and series, so that they can use them for
their own conscious, reflected, and considered
actions during the current health and social crisis,
without having to deal with all the subtleties of
media, film, and television theory or having
necessarily seen all the works discussed in this book.
At the same time, the offered interpretations can
lend a new dimension of meaning to an early
reception experience and further enrich one’s own
cinematic wealth of experience. Since the urgent
social, political, and economic issues raised by the
current Covid-19 pandemic are likely to remain in
the limelight for some time to come, this book is
intended to contribute to initiating and conducting
a dialogue on how we as a global community can
jointly master the challenges of such health and
social crises, rather too early than too late. The
following text was originally intended for
publication in a highly specialized circle of media
experts. I apologize to the reader that this resulted
in the jargon and structure of the text, which was
tolerated in order to make the findings quickly
accessible through a speedy publication. At the same
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