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Summary

Ecophobia has provided fertile ground for 
the birth and growth of COVID-19. � e 
relationships between ecophobia and the 
disease are complex and require nuanced 
analyses and description. While COVID-19 
is rooted in ecophobic relationships 
with the natural world, the disease 
itself also triggers ecophobic responses. 
Addressing the problem requires knowledge 
of what ecophobia is exactly and of how 
it is at the core of so many environmental 
crises. Understanding the problem will help 
to prevent future pandemics and to better 
deal with them when they arise. Failing to 
recognize how ecophobia patterns virtually 
all of our contacts and relationships with 
nature can only result in further crises 
and pandemics that lie further ahead on 
our current trajectory, and COVID-19 
may be only a taste of what is yet to 
come.  Addressing ecophobia through 
mainstream media is a big task, but we 
have begun similar tasks with sexism and 
racism. � e stakes couldn’t be higher, and 
our very existence now depends on how 
well (and on how broad a societal scale) we 
can address ecophobia.

COVID-19 and the Ecophobic Re� ex

Prof. Simon C. Estok

De� ning the Problem
 � e depth of the relationship between COVID-19 and ecophobia has become 
more and more pronounced as the disease has progressed. Comprehending 
the development of this relationship requires an understanding both of 
what ecophobia is and how events such as pandemics or climate change or 
pollution trigger ecophobic responses.

 Ecophobia is a spectrum condition of responses to the natural environment 
(or to Nature or “natural” things) that can manifest in several di� erent forms—
ranging from fear to lack of mindfulness, from outright contempt to blasé 
indi� erence.  Its opposite is, to some degree, biophilia, which Erich Fromm 
de� nes as a “passionate love of all that is alive” (Fromm 365). � e problem 
with the idea that we are biophilic and “love nature” is that it just does not 
explain the bad things that we do to the environment, bad things that have 
resulted both in our current climate crisis and in our current pandemic. To 
be sure, we love nature, love having plants in our houses, � owers on our 
bathroom tiles, and Hello Kitty on the sides of our airlines, and we hate to 
see puppies su� ering, dolphins being slaughtered, and forests burning; yet, 
puppies are su� ering (as are billions of animals in factory farms), dolphins 
are regularly being rounded up and slaughtered in Taiji Japan (while another 
300,000 die annually as bycatch), and increasingly expansive wild� res are 
burning up millions of acres of forest each year. 

In Seoul, McDonald’s has started delivering its environmentally-hostile 
food by electric scooters, hoodwinking people into thinking that the company 
has somehow gone green whilst continuing to sell and stoke the demand for 
meat (the production of which consumes more fresh water than any other 
human activity). None of this seems consonant with Edward O. Wilson’s 
position that the primary way humanity relates with the natural world is 
through an “innately emotional a�  liation of human beings to other living 
organisms” (“Biophilia and the Conservation Ethic” 31). 
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Wilson builds on Fromm’s notion of “biophilia” and 
de� nes it as “the innate tendency to focus on life and lifelike 
processes” (Biophilia 1), “the urge to a�  liate with other 
forms of life” (85), “the connections that human beings 
subconsciously seek with the rest of life” (Diversity 350). 
Yet, it is these very human beings that are causing the 
world to get hotter and dirtier and more dangerous. It is 
surely not biophilia that is driving climate change, meat-
based pandemics (most of our diseases have grown out of 
our chronically exploitative relationships with animals), 
our radical destruction of species diversity (such that 
we are now in what is o�  cially recognized as the sixth 
major extinction event of our planet), and deserti� cation. 
If we continue not to recognize the problems, and we 
continue to think that our relationships with nature are 
characterized by biophilia, then, really, we will have no 
hope for survival at all. What is urgently required at this 
point is a recognition that our behaviors toward nature 
are ecophobic. 

In order to recognize this, we need, of course, to 
understand exactly what ecophobia is. I have stated 
elsewhere that 

� e ecophobic condition exists on a spectrum and 
can embody fear, contempt, indi� erence, or lack 
of mindfulness (or some combination of these) 
toward the natural environment. While its genetic 
origins have functioned, in part, to preserve our 
species (for instance, the � ght or � ight response), 
the ecophobic condition has also greatly serviced 
growth economies and ideological interests. O� en 
a product of behaviours serviceable in the past but 
destructive in the present, it is also sometimes a 
product of the perceived requirements of our 
seemingly exponential growth. . . . Ecophobia 
exists globally on both macro and micro levels, 
and its manifestation is at times directly apparent 
and obvious but is also o� en deeply obscured by 
the clutter of habit and ignorance. (� e Ecophobia 
Hypothesis 1)

Clim ate change and environmental crises are direct 
results of ecophobia. Among the many environmental crises 
that ecophobia has caused is the COVID-19 pandemic. 
As I explained in “Merchandizing Veganism,” one of the 
many things that has been missing from all of the news 
about the COVID-19 pandemic is the centrality of meat 
in the origins and initial spread of the pathogen. As with 
the swine � u and the avian � u (and their lethal subtypes), 
meat is the core origin of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
sine qua non of human vulnerability to the death and 
unprecedented changes that the pathogen o� ers. It is also 
important to remember that COVID-19, like the Black 
Death before it, is an environmental event. 
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In his Environmental History of Medieval Europe, 
Richard Ho� mann explains that the Black Death was “the 
largest ecological and demographic event in pre-modern 
European history” (289). Citing Ho� mann, medievalist 
Shawn Normandin argues that the social e� ects of the 
pandemic—the disappearance of villages, the collapse of 
economies, changes in agricultural practices, and so on—
had profound e� ects that we can, to some degree, chart in 
the literature of the time (see Normandin, esp. pp. 1-50). 
� e COVID-19 pandemic is a meat-based environmental 
catastrophe.  And yet, somehow, mainstream media and 
its personalities just do not seem to get it, just do not seem 
to register that the pathogen found its way to humans 
through merchants of live and dead animals in � lthy “wet 
markets.” Certainly, there has been some coverage of this in 
mainstream media, with articles recognizing “wet markets” 
as the source of COVID-19 (see Green� eld), understanding 
that zoonotic leaping of viruses from animals to humans 
will continue at such places (see Davies), and calling for 
bans on markets with wild animals (see Bosley). 
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South Korea’s Sunkyunkwan University Distinguished 
Chair Professor Jared Diamond has spoken directly to 
the topic and succinctly explains that “questions of the 
animal origins of human disease lie behind the broadest 
pattern of human history, and behind some of the most 
important issues in human health today” (197). For 
Diamond, disease is one of the prime movers of human 
society, along with war and industrialization—with which 
disease is intimately linked. Diamond reminds us that “the 
major killers of humanity throughout our recent history—
smallpox, � u, tuberculosis, malaria, plague, measles, and 
cholera—are infectious diseases that evolved from diseases 
of animals” (196-197).

� e COVID-19 pandemic thus has, in many ways, 
provided empirically satisfying data (in ways that droughts, 
wild� res, sea-level rises, hurricanes, and so on have not) 
of the dramatic e� ects of ecophobia.  We know exactly 
how many people have been infected globally, and we 
know the data as it changes minute-by-minute. Climate 
change discourse—unlike news about COVID-19—is 
riddled with paralyzing abstractions and an inability to 
produce a clear object against which to focus our energies. 
Disc ourse about COVID-19 has been nothing if not precise, 
clear, and focused; yet, deeply ingrained in our discourse 
about COVID-19 is the very thing that has led up to the 
pandemic: ecophobia.
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� e Data
As I argued in “At the Bottom of the Barrel,” when journalist 
Mary McKenna—in the Net� ix series Coronavirus Explained 
(April 26, 2020), “Episode 1: � is Pandemic”—states that 
“Mother Nature is the ultimate bioterrorist,” we need to 
understand two things: 1) Nature is neither male nor female, 

and calling it “Mother” is simultaneously both sexist and 
ecophobic, relying on the dual notion � rstly that people 
(men, actually) can and should control women and the 
environment and secondly that the environment is bad, 
something that humanity transcends, and 2) Nature is 
not a bioterrorist. Sexism and ecophobia may sell well but 
cannot yield up accurate descriptions of Nature.

Blaming “Nature” for the COVID-19 pandemic is 
part of a larger pattern of failing to take responsibility 
and of subsequent � nger-pointing. When I penned � e 
Ecophobia Hypothesis in 2018, I wrote about “compulsive 
hand sanitizing” (2) and about how it is a part of what 
Michael Pollan calls “germophobia” (Pollan 297), also known 
as “microbiophobia,” “Mysophobia,” “verminophobia,” 
“bacillophobia,” and “bacteriophobia” —all clearly falling 
under the rubric of ecophobia. While clearly necessary 
during a time such as COVID-19, obsessive hand sanitizing 
may, however, as I suggested, be harmful in the long run in 
that it kills organisms bene� cial to our survival (including 
intestinal � ora vital for digestion and microorganisms that 
regulate our immune system and reduce in� ammation). 
While this is not to suggest on any level that we discontinue 
hand sanitizing and good hygiene during a pandemic, it 
would be wise to remember that we need microbes to live, 
many of the very microbes we are killing with our hand 
sanitizing. Post -COVID-19 life will require us to revisit 
nature-denying behaviours that right now are helping us. 
Blaming microbes de� ects attention from our chronically 
exploitative relationship with animals. Blaming microbes 
is, to be sure, ecophobic, but in very di� erent ways than 
is our chronically exploitative relationship with animals.
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We are facing a serious loss—one that has nothing 
to do with personal liberties or social freedoms: before 
COVID-19, with the growth of the Anthropocene, we 
had already begun to face “the loss,” Margaret McFall-
Ngai explains, “of the complex microbial worlds both 
within and beyond organismal bodies—worlds that make 
nearly all life possible” (M51). � ese microbial worlds are 
absolutely essential for us, yet we are tearing into them 
willy-nilly with our sanitizing regimes. Again, this is not 
to argue on any level against the need for good hygiene 
in the COVID-19 era, but we need to know that there 
will be blood for this. Summarizing the work of Carl 
Woese, McFall-Ngai describes how, by the early 1990s, it 
had become clear that “the earth’s biological diversity is 
far more microbial than ever imagined” (M54) and that 
“microbes don’t just ‘rule’ the world: they make every 
life form possible, and they have been doing so since 
the beginning of evolutionary time” (M59). McFall-Ngai 
summarizes important arguments about how “bacteria 
matter not only in themselves but also in relation to other 
living beings, who depend on them for processes as basic 
as bodily development” (ibid). She spells it out so that even 
the most non-scienti� c of readers can clearly understand: 

Bacteria are not only changing the way our guts 
behave; their metabolic products interact with our 
entire bodies in complicated ways that we are just 
beginning to explore. For example, we are � nding 
out that gut bacteria have signi� cant impacts on 
our brains, a� ecting the ways we think and feel. 
(ibid, p. M64) 

Citing the work of Yan Wang and Lloyd H. Kaspar, 
McFall-Ngai contends that “there is growing evidence 
that the presence or absence of certain microbial strains 
is linked to depression, anxiety, and autism” (ibid). So why 
in the world is there no media attention to the possible 
harm that our anti-septic, anti-biotic, compulsive sanitizing 
might be doing to our future? At least part of the answer 
is quite simply that we do indeed su� er from that branch 
of ecophobia called Pollan called “germophobia.” 

We s hould make no mistake about it that our reactions 
to COVID-19 have been more phobic than rational. We 
should be equally clear, however, that these o� en phobic 
reactions have saved countless lives. Phobic reactions 
have served us well in our evolutionary history, but it is 
equally true that much of what we have had to be fearful 
about in our evolutionary history is now simply history. 
A few examples may clarify this issue. Children are o� en 
scared of the dark, and parents will tell them that there 
was nothing to be afraid of. It is a lesson we all learned 
as children (namely, that it is okay to turn the lights o�  
and go to sleep). � e reality, however, is that dark places 
have, in fact, been dangerous for diurnal animals in their 
evolutionary history, including us. Many young children 
are also afraid of bees and spider and dogs, and parents 
will implore them to listen to reason and to recognize that 
there is nothing to be afraid of. 
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Again, these parental comments are not entirely 
honest: our species has good evolutionary reasons to be 
fearful of bees and spiders and canines with sharp teeth. 
� ese fears have served us well by keeping our ancestors 
alive, but the threats themselves have become dormant 
to some degree. � e fears also become dormant as we 
grow up. What the COVID-19 pandemic has done is to 
awaken a lot of dormant fear—primarily about microbes 

17 May 2022 



5

17 May 2022 

but also about animals. It is not simply an awakening of 
these fears that we witness; the nature of the media that 
activates our survival instincts also activates our worst 
phobic responses, our irrational re� exes, and our fevered 
and untethered horror, anxiety, and panic.  Conspiracy 
theorists note this and claim that the whole thing is a 
hoax. Of course, it is not; even so, our responses are far 
from healthy.

Next Steps
In what we perceive through an ecophobic re� exive 
understanding as a threat to our individuality is a chance 
to re-envision ourselves and our relationships with the 
world. A large part of this whole issue has to do with our 
in� ated sense of the supremacy of our own individuality. 
To come back to the work of McFall-Ngai, we might 
do well to listen to the argument for the need to see 
“bacteria [less] as disease-causing invaders . . . than [as] 
potential symbiotic partners” (M65), something that 
is not happening in microbiology circles: “Human bodies 
can no longer be seen as fortresses to defend against 
microbial onslaught but must be re-envisioned as nested 
ecosystems” (ibid). Moreover, given that “individuals are 
ecosystems,” it becomes clear “that the loss of a single 
species probably entails the loss of many kinds, not just 
one. Attention to microbial life raises the specter that 
our extinction crisis may be even more serious than we 
thought” (M66). McFall-Ngai concludes powerfully that 

“in the era of the Anthropocene, noticing microbial worlds 
seems more important than ever” (M66-M67). A sense 
of embeddedness must replace our sense of individual 
privilege and exceptionalism. It is vital to recognize that 
our vulnerabilities reveal our a�  nities. Like other animals, 
we are susceptible to disease—even extinction, and one 
of the interesting things about COVID-19 is how it has 
revealed our “animalistic” responses and thus called into 
question our sense of our own exceptionalism—and our 
responses to danger are natural.

Pand emics in some ways level the � eld, reminding us 
that we are not so di� erent from the rest of the animal 
world. When danger appears, a � ock of birds takes � ight, 
a school of � sh � ees, a colony of mudskippers retreat to 
their holes, and people stay at home—we are not all that 
di� erent from other animals. In retreating, we leave nature 
(and this is the truly terrifying part for us) to take over: 
“the theme of nature taking up the spaces abandoned by 
the human being,” Roberto Marchesini explains, “in line 
with the descriptions of the ecological transformations that 
took place in Chernobyl, returns in many videos shared 
on social media showing deer, badgers, wolves and bears 
walking peacefully through the city streets” (15). Belonging 
to the larger “the world without us” or “life a� er people” 
genre (Figures 1 and 2 above show nature’s resilience 
and swi�  ability to reclaim spaces and things that were 
ours), the images Marchesini describes are part of what I 
described in � e Ecophobia Hypothesis as an “ecophobic 
vision of Nature that will � nally conquer humanity, reclaim 

Figure 1: Car Engulfed by Vegetation on Surak Mountain, Gyeong-
gi Province, South Korea, July 2022. Copyright: Simon C. Estok.

Figure 2: Trees Reclaiming Ta Prohm Temple, Angkor Wat.  Copy-
right: sihasakprachum, Getty Images.
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all of the world, and remain long a� er we are gone” (66). 
� is is the real fear that prompts us to document through 
word and image the shocking emptiness that we began to 
witness in early 2020. � ese documents surely will be a 
warning to future generations, as pandemic literature of 
the past should surely have been a warning to us. 
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� e next steps are critical ones. Seeing the ecophobic 

bases of COVID-19 (and of all of the anthropogenic 
environmental problems we have created) is essential to 
the direction that these steps will follow. We are living in 
an age of post-truth (the OED word of the year for 2016). 
Lee McIntyre explains in his compelling little book of the 
same title that by giving equal time to contesting opinions, 
“the media only succeeded in creating ‘false equivalence’ 
between two sides of an issue even when there were not 
really two credible sides” (77). Given that “media structure 
how things are in the world and how things are known 
in the world” (Parikka 1), as Finnish media theorist Jussi 
Parikka has argued, the rei� cation of post-truth populism in 
mainstream media has had deeply disturbing global e� ects. 
One of the results is that we now live in an age when some 
Western leaders seem to have entirely abandoned evidentiary 
standards and when “alternative facts” and raw opinions 
vie for supremacy in the production of knowledge. It is not 
only Mr. Trump and his misled followers who “have had 
enough of experts” (Zakaria 75). 

Many world leaders encouraged a distrust in authority 
and a support of populism and individualism, as Fareed 
Zacharia has documented well in his Ten Lessons for a Post-
Pandemic World. Indeed, Zakaria himself, and CNN, the 

organization for which he is a journalist, have come under 
� re (without evidence) of providing “fake news.” McIntyre 
notes (citing the OED) that post-truth is “the idea that 
feelings sometimes matter more than facts” (13), and he 
observes that this “undermines the idea that some things 
are true irrespective of how we feel about them” (11), adding 
that “what seems new in the post-truth era is a challenge 
not just to the idea of knowing reality but to the existence 
of reality itself ” (10—all italics in original). Moreover, the 
sheer volume of media representations in e� ect produces 
“knowledge.” A hint from a corrupt leader such as Donald 
Trump about the possibility of this or that garners attention 
and traction until utter nonsense becomes plausible fact. 
Again, it is not just Trump and his “senior counselor” 
Kellyanne Conway and her “alternative facts”: the very 
way in which news becomes a kind of entertainment in 
the 21st century (possibly in part the e� ect of the blurring 
of virtual and actual worlds) is itself a problem.*

� e reality, however, is that the actual world is not
� lled with demons and ghoulies, evil diseases, or Mother 
Nature. � e actual world is amoral and gender neutral. 
A brick falling out of a window toward your head is a 
thing to be feared, to be sure.  So too is COVID-19—
and for the exact same reason: it can hurt or kill you. 
But there nothing devious or calculated about a brick 
falling (assuming that no one pushed it aiming for you), 
and there is nothing devious or calculated about a virus. 
Understanding how the current pandemic has evoked 
ecophobic responses (and keeping in mind that the 
pandemic itself is the direct result of ecophobic relations 
with the environment) is critical for how the remainder 
of this pandemic plays out and for how we can deal better 
with the next one.  For these understandings to happen, 
mainstream media needs to address ecophobia and how 
it patterns virtually all of our contacts and relationships 
with nature. Mainstream media have begun such massive 
alignments already—for instance, in addressing racism and 
sexism and their entanglements. Now it is time to bring 
into these discussions ecophobia and its entanglements. 
If we don’t, then we really do not have any chance at all 
to escape our current deadly trajectory, the ends of which 
COVID-19 is but a small sample.

* � is paragraph appears in slightly di� erent form in “Intermedial 
Apocalypticism and the Growing Anthropocene Crises.”
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Imagining A Common Horizon
for Humanity and the Planet 

The world is passing through an extremely troubled period in 
its history, with a seemingly new challenge encountered at every 
turn. Serious economic, social, cultural, environmental and 
political crises at a global level are exacerbated by those being 
felt in individual countries. The challenges we are facing take 
a variety of forms, from financial collapses to climate change, 
from international terrorism to regional conflicts, and from the 
refugee problem to xenophobia.
All of these crises are being aggravated by the impact of 
the pandemic, revealing the inability of humanity to tackle 
them collectively, and invalidating the romantic discourse of 
globalization. As history continues its march, we are reminded 
that the answer to the common problems of humanity cannot be 
found by becoming more introverted, polarized or prejudiced. 
No matter how severe our problems, our destiny should not 
be seen as unchangeable. The problems we experience are 
primarily a result of human activity, and can be overcome only 
through human effort, but we should remain aware that there 
are many different hurdles to be passed if we are to rid ourselves 
of the crises being experienced in many parts of the world.
Only through conscious, patient and collective effort can 
we overcome the problems of humanity. Now is the time for 
dignified people from the different cultures and geographies of 
the world to come together in solidarity. It is time to speak with 
full respect of human dignity, setting aside the importance we 
place in our individual identities. An alliance of people who 
see truth and justice as the major pillars of our kind, will be 
able to open the door to a new era of solidarity for humanity. 
A dignified future is possible. We believe that Turkey holds a 
special, if not privileged, position, based on its geographical, 
historical and cultural characteristics, and can serve as a host to 
this joint effort of humanity.
Our goal within the scope of this project is to bring together 
the leading thinkers of the world, to create an international 
intellectual platform that draws its strength from human dignity, 
and that aims to build for the future of humanity and the planet 
with a holistic synergy with a view to offering humanity a 
common horizon. As Cappadocia University, our vision in this 
regard is to provide an academic platform from where esteemed 
intellectuals from around the world can share their visions for 
a common future of humanity and our planet, and to comment 
on the challenges and opportunities they envisage.
You can find detailed information about the Project at https://
commonhorizon.kapadokya.edu.tr/en/

Cappadocia University (https://kapadokya.
edu.tr/en/) is a young foundation (private) 
university in central Turkey, Cappadocia. 
The main goal of the university is to raise 
generations of opinion leaders who can read 
the 21st century realistically, and whose views 
therefore carry weight and significance – go-to 
men and women who are highly knowledgeable 
in their fields, who are happy to share their 
knowledge, and who will thus be respected 
and trusted by others. Cappadocia University 
is home to a highly successful dual-pronged 
system of academic and vocational programs 
that act in support of each other.
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