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“It is the great irony of human progress that as humanity has increased its control of nature 

it has become immeasurably more vulnerable to the power and products of human thought 

itself.Despite our technological mastery of disease, hunger and hostile environments, our 

technologies threaten species, habitats, cultures and, through nuclear weapons, the entire 

world.Our social gains have been equivocal: enlightenment and egalitarianism have 

failed,thus far, to achieve a rational, just and fulfilling world”.[1] 

Post-quarantine world will certainly look different, but it is hard to visualise it yet. The ‘new 

normal’ will transform itself into a ‘newer normal’. What would life look like in a post-

COVID-19 world? How much stronger do we aim to come back as individuals and 

communities? Designing a future starts with critical thinking and reflection, on the past, as a 

dialectical process, to better analyse and understand human actions driven by ideologies that 

shaped and nurtured it, as “ideologies are symbolic, affective, behavioural, and relational”[2]. 

Critical thinking is a tool for civic engagement and self-reliance[3]. The conscious reflection 

on the past experiences and actions give us the power to reconstitute our social life and assist 

in strengthening our future social actions. The reflection on the pandemic times needs to be 

captured in some form, systematically and employing multidisciplinary lenses to produce the 

counter-hegemonic narrative to create tools for social change[4][5]. The future is complex and 

specific disciplinary paradigms cannot provide the solution to construct new modes of social 

operations. COVID-19 has yet again taught us the relevance of participatory, collaborative 

and emancipatory action research [6][7][8] as we face and examine the problematic situation[7]. 

Action research, however, have been often linked to cognitive models with minimal emphasis 

on the human emotions as neurobiological activity. According to Izard[9]cognition and 

emotion are “interactive and integrated”. One of the seven principles[9] by states, 
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“Basic emotion feelings help organize and motivate rapid (and often more-or-less 

automatic though malleable) actions that are critical for adaptive responses to 

immediate challenges to survival or wellbeing.” 

The pandemic teaches us that by exploring the accounts of ways in which communities, 

families and social contacts have developed digitally enabled community resilience, 

emotional resilience, patterns of adaptability, continuity and change, and the 

interrelationships between the mental health and the digital sociality of the community, 

demands immediate action research. By employing the emancipatory research paradigm, the 

model crucial to survival and well-being, can be developed, that promotes self-care, self-

empowerment and self-efficacy within the community and does not prescribe, dictate or 

patronise, rather empowers communities. The lenses of our belief system play an important 

role based on our own experiences in life. Perception is situational, subjective, selective and 

unique to individuals. During these unprecedented times, the communities have come 

together to create their own subjective reality inspired by arts and music that may assist us to 

visualise pathways to resilience[10]. We want to consider those multiple perspectives, without 

negating, to build a representative picture of community resilience.Amidst all the adversities, 

the world is singing together to express gratitude. The terms like compassion, empathy, 

surfacing more on the public domain. Life has certainly become purposeful and meaningful, 

with unprecedented human costs. Whether we are civilised enough to hold on to these 

precious human values or revert back to the chase, is a question to be answered in the future.  

We are adapting to a new situation. There is a huge potential to learn life lessons, if we can 

cultivate the practice of critical reflection (social, emotional, mental, physical, spiritual). 

Being critically reflective is an attitude that can be developed through continuous practice. In 

a time of global instability and uncertainty, ‘disorientations and re-orientations’[11] are the 

new normal that affects the way we think. Thoughts do have an impact on our actions and 

behaviours[12]. It is very much like, when we get a teaching frame institutionally imposed 

without much possibilities for change, then it affects our motivation and lowers 

productivity[12]. Freedom is therefore one of the crucial conditions for self-reflection [3].   

Without a concrete direction and clarity, we are exposed to the uncertain thoughts, that can be 

emotionally uncomfortable and blurs our vision of the future. Being critically reflective, 

enhances the chance of recovery, by connecting us to our fundamental values, and teaching 

us to manage internal and external conflicts, even if we cannot resolve them. Critical 

reflection is an important component that has the power to affect our mental wellbeing. In 



3                                                                                            Journal of Mental Health Education I Special Edition: COVID-19 and Mental Health I MAY 2020 

 
 

difficult times, keeping a record, either in a digital-journals or a diary, depending on 

individual preferences, can influence our individual strategies for survival and empower 

individuals with ways to remain resilient during change. For example, social innovation 

signals social transformation and in a way, can be therapeutic[13] [14][15]. Social innovation 

demands co-production and co-creation, that “can mediate livelihood improvement and 

community empowerment[15]. During these trying times, we have noticed that communities 

have created digital networks collaboratively to facilitate interactions, share concerns, play 

games, support each-other to stay strong. The digital networks have been used to collect 

prescriptions, shopping for people who are shielding. These are all examples of social 

innovations co-created, co-produced and co-designed by communities, for communities, that 

have contributed towards the social capacity building exercise. 

We are anxious, tensed, stressed, but we are capturing the beauty of the nature to share with 

our friends and family. Confinement has taught us the value of hugs, human touch. The chairs 

and tables are empty in the cafeteria, although we have embraced gladly the virtual 

transitions with homemade fair-trade coffees and teas. Zooming to stay connected is not new, 

however zooming to build community resilience is a novel approach. Digitally connected 

individuals, and communities, are using the digital space to co-exist globally. As part of our 

primary digital ethnography study, findings suggest symbolic convergence perspective is one 

of the potential contributing factors to strengthen emotional resilience. The shared principles, 

narratives, ideas, agreements, disagreements, acceptances, rejections, all of these have 

cultural influences on how we perceive it and they impact our emotions. Those emotions then 

get shared within the ‘common belief islands’ that are formed and preserved by telling the 

stories[11]. The common belief islands are pockets that are nurtured based on shared beliefs 

but can have complex cultural catalysts or sanctioning agents to pursue or impose it on a 

broader societal level. The pandemic situation, training us everyday to cross those virtual 

barriers and deconstruct the complex cultural narratives to co-create and co-produce 

intercultural spaces. The language matters least when the existence of human beings is 

threatened, in a way reminding us of the core principles of life[16]. Hence, naturally we have 

embedded certain practices like meditation, reflection, appreciation etc. in our daily lives. We 

are tuned to feel secure and stay in our comfort zones. The insecurities spiralled out of the 

pandemic showered some blessings, amidst the crisis, reminding us of the rhetorical vision, 

that is powerful in creating emotional and community resilience.  
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For many of us, who continue to work, have our own office space reserved on the floor with 

cushions, or on a fancy desk. We continue to prove our capabilities and competencies by 

thriving in lockdown conditions. Each day we come out strong by flexibly adapting to novel 

challenges. The real struggle is to stay grounded in a confined life. The important point to 

remember here, we are not stranded alone but the world is stranded together, and we owe to 

the Zooming culture that has helped us to stay connected. Although, this brings to the surface 

another two important issues around digital haves and have-nots, and digital literacy. Staying 

digitally connected does not always bring happiness, rather sometimes compounds tensions. 

There are many research findings that suggest, social, economic and cultural capital can 

‘affect mental wellbeing’ at individual levels[17]. The stigma around mental health in societies 

(degrees can vary depending on the place) are historically rooted in cultural generalisations 

affected by external contingencies. There are certain stereotypical visual and narrative 

patterns that have been used in various forms of media, to reinforce the stigma within 

societies. The exigencies of the current social situation demand some unlearning exercise to 

produce the counter narrative. In a world engulfed by insecurities, and so less under our 

control, we need to focus more on positives and develop some community models globally 

on cost-effective, digitally mediated survival techniques. Based on story fidelity, it is possible 

to decipher the positive ‘hang-out’ narratives from the negatives and identify the strengths to 

construct the powerful tools for mental wellbeing and mental wellness. For example, over the 

last few locked down months, the musical and visual art aesthetics contributed immensely to 

shape beliefs, thoughts and behaviours. We need empirical evidence to confirm any claims, 

but as a visual ethnographer, observations suggest, the conversations around mental 

wellbeing on the digital public sphere has been reassuring. The stigma has been challenged. 

The lockdown has taught us to forgive, resist the ‘pathological need to be right always[18], 

radiate happiness, position ourselves as a witness to the facts and look beyond any subjective 

interpretations. We need to remember “one who obsesses over always being right ends up 

suffering two ruthless side effects: isolation and the loss of health[19]. 

We need very less to live and remain physically and mentally wealthy. Cultivating the art of 

living in a personalised way, gives us the power to appreciate others and focus on our core 

desires. On the contrary, fear obstructs our vision for change and limits our ability to create 

the pathways to success in terms of physical and mental wellbeing. Happiness[20], also known 

as subjective wellbeing[11], can be long and short term. Our positive and negative emotions 

triggered by thoughts, fluctuates daily. We still have access to the basic human needs and not 
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in a Castaway situation. Lockdown experience has reframed happiness at social and 

individual levels. Lockdown has helped us reflect on “little things” to “open dialogue”[21]. 

The situation demands us to reflect back on our contextual factors, like social, family, 

professional relationships, deeds etc and to harness the positives and unhitch the negatives. 

Practicing minimalism and appreciating our daily lives[22], can sound spiritual, but has a 

deeper connection with mental wellbeing [23][24]. 

For reflection, think about the time when you brought a houseplant or a garden plant that has 

now grown or blooming. How do you feel? Now think of a situation where you are 

commuting amidst smoke and noise. Traditional and contemporary media, politicians, policy 

makers, to some extent, have normalised ‘million deaths’, the question to reflect is how does 

that affect you? Now as a last exercise, think about how you have consciously or 

subconsciously engaged with your passions during lockdown and did you feel connected? 

Capture the answers in some tangible forms as we will need those to find answers in the 

future. The above contemplations should help individuals to craft strategies to stay resilient in 

lockdown times.  

“(If) you have an eye, look with your own eye: do not look through the eye of an 

ignorant fool. (If) you have an ear, hearken with your own ear: why be dependent on 

the ears of blockheads? Make a practice of seeing (for yourself) without blindly 

following any authority: think in accordance with the view of your own reason.”- 

Rumi[25] 
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