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Abstract 

 

The profound Geographic repercussions of the SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) pandemic 

rapidly impacted everyone, everywhere in completely disparate ways. This paper explores 

the UK’s COVID-19 lockdown landscape, highlighting the intimate carceral consequences 

that the proliferation of the virus ensued. It draws together different aspects of carceral 

geographies academia as well as discussing the findings of 18 interviews to create an 

analytic and detailed geographic account of the pandemic and its tangible, everyday 

geographies of (bio)power, surveillance and the carceral. 

The three empirical chapters convey the innate (bio)power relations that underpinned 

COVID-19’s lockdown landscape, using the ‘everyday’ to explore the multi-faceted, 

intimate consequences of COVID-19. Under the press of pandemic emergency, this 

nuance of (bio)power provides a direct entry point for exploring the deployment of the 

everyday, mundane geographies of contemporary, digital surveillance as a disciplinary 

control mechanism of biopolitics, creating a ‘Pingdemic’. Surveillance as an apparatus of 

the carceral archipelago (Foucault, 1979) is then extended upon, mapping spaces of the 

carceral on to the everyday arena of the home to critically unpack the carceral tendencies 

particularly enabled by the lockdown landscape. This dissertation presents that 

fundamentally, the home is clearly not directly comparable to the prison in its simplest 

sense, instead it delimits some of the inherent carceral tendencies that the lockdown 

landscape emanated, contributing to discussions on the diffusion of carcerality beyond 

conventional carceral spaces, such as prisons.  
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

 

The aim for this project is as follows: 

• Aim: To explore and explain how the (bio)power relations of the COVID-19 lockdown 

landscape fed into the everyday-situated geographies of surveillance whilst 

simultaneously inducing diffusive carceral continuities which can be mapped onto the 

everyday arena of the home. 

The objectives for this research include: 

• Objective1 – By way of primary, qualitative research, formulate a geographical 

account that explores how this was a very real, palpable issue within everyday 

society. 

 

• Objective2 – Utilise the ‘everyday’ as a direct entry point for engaging with and 

unpacking the intimate consequences of COVID-19. 

 

• Objective3 – Build upon the recent and lacking geographical literature surrounding 

COVID-19 surveillance and its carceral geographies. 

 

There has been some interest in the recent SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) pandemic and its 

profound geographical nature by scholars (e.g., Barry, 2020; Chung, et al., 2020; Dodds, 

et al., 2020; Rose-Redwood, et al., 2020). However, COVID-19 and its complexities have 

yet to be critically unravelled by Geography academics, leaving many clear gaps in 

geographical knowledge and literature. With 3 COVID-19 ‘lockdowns’ occurring in the UK 

between March 2020 and July 2021, this novel piece of research aims to fill that void, 

providing a geographical account of the everyday experiences of (bio)power dynamics 

involved with the UK’s COVID-19 lockdown landscapes. This fed into matters of everyday 

situated surveillance and a landscape that leached carceral continuities (Gill, et al., 2018) 

across boundaries into the everyday arena of the home. A focus on the everyday within 

this analysis operates as a means for interrogating these intimate impacts of the 

pandemic which rapidly transgressed boundaries, spanning across all aspects of daily life 

(Rose-Redwood, et al., 2020). The 3 empirical chapters in this piece of research; 

‘(Bio)power’, ‘The ‘Pingdemic’ and ‘Compliance’, Coercion and the Carceral’ will extend 

upon each other, critically unpacking these issues through a qualitative study, focused 

mostly on Liverpool, UK and its peripheral region. What I wish to emphasise is that all of 

these chapters and respective ‘subthemes’ are inextricably tied to each other (Figure 1), 
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particularly enabled through the COVID-19 landscape, insofar that they all had knock on 

effects on each other and could therefore fit into any chapter. For example, the more 

people complied with the biopolitical decisions of the lockdown landscape, the more likely 

they complied with surveillance and the more they may have felt ‘incarcerated’ and vice 

versa. Effectively, by unpacking this in a nuanced way, focusing on everyday situated 

(bio)power relations and surveillance practices, I can delimit the aspects of lockdown 

which were inherently carceral. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 – Diagram Exemplifying Intertwined 

Nature of Dissertation & Chapters. 
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review  

 

Although the literature on the pandemic is constantly evolving, situating the pertinence but 

also novelty of this dissertation within a relevant academic, geographical context is 

essential. The pandemic was clearly of a profound geographical nature (Rose-Redwood, 

et al., 2020), with a legacy as geographically encompassing as long-lasting (Castree, et 

al. 2020), insisting critical attention from geographers. The works of the likes of Foucault 

provide excellent foundation for unpacking some of the major power-focused themes 

around this topic. Collier (2009) provides a succinct review of Foucault’s shifting approach 

to ‘power’ in his work of the late 1970’s. Foucault’s original analyses of power, particularly 

observed in the familiar works of ‘Discipline and Punish’ (1975), consisted of a diagnostic 

focus on the ‘systematically, functional coherence and totalising reach of forms of power’ 

(Collier, 2009:79), where questions of the ‘disciplinary reach’ of power were asked via 

how it flows through the instrument of law (Foucault, 1979). Later approaches developed 

on this, employing more of a topological analysis considering the ‘configurations in which 

forms of power take shape and function’ (Collier, 2009:80). Foucault’s analyses remain 

pertinent to understanding how the COVID-19 pandemic shaped totalising and 

disciplinary forms of power, seen through the vigilante governance of contagion 

(Arabindoo, 2020). Moreover, this later shift in focus emerged alongside a greater 

consideration towards concepts of biopower and the biopolitics of human populations 

(Schliehe, et al., 2022) in envisaging ‘powers hold over life’ (Foucault, 2003: 239). 

Coinciding with Schliehe, et al., (2022: 881), my engagement with Foucault and COVID-

19 is intentionally light-touch, covering concepts ‘good to think with’ in relation to my 

empirical chapters, and is not meant to be an extensive working-through of Foucault’s 

work. However, this literature is key to this, and arguably any geographical study of the 

pandemic, in unpacking the (bio)power-dynamics involved with the governance and 

ultimate mitigation of COVID-19. 

Recent geographical academia has employed this Foucauldian lens to examine 

biopolitical responses to COVID-19. Hannah, et al., (2020) elaborate on Foucault’s 

position on biopower as addressing the wellbeing of a population through decisions on 

“making live” and “letting die”. They contend this has been justified within most state 

responses to COVID through a ‘re-biologisation’ of the population and an imperative to 

keep as many alive as possible (ibid.). This biopolitical concern is inextricably bounded to 

the work of Agamben (1998), who deployed the figure of the ‘Homo Sacer’ to envisage 

how sovereign power has the potential to strip life of its form, reducing it to ‘bare survival’ 

(Prosorov, 2021). This notion accompanies Mbembe’s (2003) conceptualisations of 
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necro-politics, the management of populations through exposure to death, which COVID 

has made unavoidable (Robertson & Travaglia, 2020). He argues how sovereign power 

not only ‘let’s die’ but has the power to expose people to conditions so detrimental to 

health that they will ultimately die (Mbembe, 2003). This has been analysed further with 

relation to COVID-19 by Sandset (2021), who highlights how necro-politics and the ‘slow 

violence’ of COVID have been driven by a ‘state of exception’, but also a necro-political 

‘state of acceptance’. This underlines that we have come to accept that through structured 

inequalities, racialised and poorer socio-economic communities live more precariously, 

and are ultimately more exposed to COVID-19 infection and death. This work highlights 

how whilst the crisis-emergency narrative of the COVID-19 pandemic is important, 

underlying, endemic disparities have stimulated so much extra suffering and death 

through the states right to decide on who ‘may’ live and who ‘must’ die (Robertson & 

Travaglia, 2020). 

Sarasin (2020) also utilises a biopolitical lens to claim how biopower shaped COVID 

governance via perceiving populations as pure ‘biomass’, arguing this was exploited to 

destroy democratic obstacles under the guise of public-health, even survival. This also 

alludes to Agamben’s (2005) work on the ‘state of exception’, where given the uncertain 

and exceptional nature of COVID-19, there has been an unusual suspension of legal 

norms and extension of power by governments (Prosorov, 2021). What’s more, these 

forms of ‘emergency’ power were enforced without checks for legitimacy (Kitchin, 2020), 

meaning the rights of everyday people were rejected in the process of claiming this 

(Couch, et al. 2020). Clear, paradigmatic instances of this were the emergency 

legislations, such as the emergency ‘Coronavirus Bill 2019-21’, fast-tracked through 

parliament (Owen, 2020). Not only did this bill increase the powers of the police, it also 

simultaneously removed safeguards on state surveillance (ibid.), arguably justifying a shift 

towards a more intense, normalised form of surveillance culture (Couch, et al., 2020). 

Thus, the geographies of emergency (bio)power, as grounded in the works of the likes of 

Foucault and Agamben, foreground the implementation of surveillance as a measure to 

control and manage the COVID crisis (Lupton, 2021). 

Foucault argued that an intensification in disciplinary power corresponds with an increase 

in control through methods of surveillance and monitoring of populations (Sarasin, 2020). 

Consequently, surveillance has been at the forefront of conceptualisations of the 

architecture of biopolitics for decades, however, when it comes to COVID-19, little 

geographical work has been completed. Nonetheless, some significant and relevant 

geographical works have emerged from the surveillant nature of the pandemic and merit 

being drawn upon. Kitchin (2020) delineates the gap between public health and civil 



11 
 

liberties, disputing the efficacy of the witnessed range of surveillance technologies, again 

emphasising how civil liberties have been sacrificed due to a focus on surveillances’ 

rushed rollout. Pirone (2021) draws upon the ‘techno-politics’ of COVID-19 by unpacking 

the digital centralisation of surveillant, decision-making power that emerged, explaining 

how productions of decisions became driven by the same automated logics as the likes of 

platform capitalism. Dodds, et al., (2020) similarly examine the role of big data as a core 

feature of the pandemic, where algorithms, data analytics and automation were employed 

on behalf of public health and surveillance interventions. James, et al., (2020) explore 

these data-driven responses to COVID-19, specifically focusing on the Newcastle Urban 

Observatory, arguing that concerns over privacy and surveillance societies must be 

weighed against the potential value of transparent and well-governed big data analytics in 

understanding how smart cities can be used for social welfare and crisis management 

(ibid.). However, the smart city has the potential to easily overturn into the surveillance 

city (Pirone, 2021). Witnessed in China, Chen, et al., (2020) outline how COVID-19 led to 

a process of repurposing urban surveillance systems such as pairing CCTV, facial 

recognition and thermal imaging for biometrical screening, identifying those carrying 

coronavirus. This fusion of technologies is a clear case of a significant extension of 

biopolitical control that could arguably foreshadow a future of intimate, surveillant control 

over social movement, particularly in cities (ibid).  

Ultimately, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought into sharp relief how surveillance was 

implemented into the arena of everyday life, whereby the landscape of COVID-19 in the 

UK was aptly labelled the ‘Pingdemic’ (Rimmer, 2021; Pepper, et al., 2022). This creep of 

surveillance into the fabric of everyday life has been consistently drawn upon concurrent 

with the surge of ubiquitous, digital technology, which has become intrinsic to 

contemporary surveillance activities (Marwick, 2012). Dobson and Fisher (2007) explored 

the advances of surveillance technology into the everyday throughout history, with direct 

reference to Bentham’s ‘Panopticon’, Orwell’s ‘Big Brother’ and the electronic, GPS 

tracking services of the modern day. They emphasise each were designed to reduce 

costs, improve efficiency, and fundamentally, maintain the continuous action of 

surveillance (ibid.). This accords with Büchi, et al., (2022) who explain how the automated 

nature of ‘dataveillance’ appeals to government and businesses due to its lower cost per 

unit, remoteness and continuous real-time nature of practice. However, in line with work 

on the ‘state of exception’, the UK’s National Health service (NHS) COVID-19 ‘Test and 

Trace’ app and digital tracing system (DCT), along with other similar global surveillance 

systems, have been argued to have been implemented into society with a lack of 

transparency, safeguards, democratic debate and with little evidence of efficacy 
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(Algorithm Watch, 2021). Faraj, et al., (2021) further emphasise the challenges of 

everyday COVID digitalisation, for example, the uneven access to digital infrastructures 

and fundamental breaches of privacy through ‘panoptical surveillance’. Leszczynski & 

Crampton (2016) additionally explicate the anxieties of control involved with quotidian 

nature of spatial big-data collection, an essential element of the COVID DCT. 

Fundamentally, as Lupton (2021) highlights, the deployment of the aforementioned 

everyday-situated technologies during the pandemic, portray the ever-proliferating reach 

that surveillance by health and government authorities has into people’s day-to-day lives, 

and that this could undoubtedly continue well beyond the rationales of controlling COVID-

19. 

The choice of terminology; ‘Lockdown’, taken from the prison regime (Ahearne, 2021), 

has carceral connotations of confinement and incarceration. As Laketa & Fregonese 

(2022) argue, while lockdown has the potential to increase a sense of security, it also can 

act as an intensifier of fear, danger and vulnerability. They further examine the ‘militarism’ 

of responses to COVID-19 by states, including more than a language of fear, but a whole 

host of military and state infrastructures to support this, e.g., surveillance technologies, 

reaching far into the individual, intimate realm (ibid.). This further builds upon Foucault’s 

work on the development of the prison and surveillance, who deployed the ‘Carceral 

Archipelago’ as a metaphor to describe how carceral, disciplinary networks expanded to 

include a host of carceral, panoptic mechanisms, technologies, systems, and networks, 

as ‘mechanisms of normalisation’ of social control (Foucault, 1979). Thus, carceral 

practices, such as surveillance, operate through and upon a tangled and expansive web 

of relationships allowing for an expanded view of carceral space (Massaro & Boyce, 

2021). Under the press of pandemic emergency, surveillance technologies operated as a 

biopolitical actor of control, and thus aided the enablement of a carceral fix that operated 

beyond conventional carceral spaces (Moran, et al., 2018).  

As Moran, et al., (ibid.) argue, we live in a carceral age distinguished by fluidity between 

forms of confinement. This means carceral visualisations can extend beyond traditional 

institutions such as jails, prisons and detention centres to instead focus on carceral space 

in the likes of homes, schools and neighbourhoods (Massaro & Boyce, 2021). Carceral 

space can thus be defined as the relations of power which enable the control and 

confinement of people through structures of immobility and dispossession (Story, 2019). 

This can be applied to COVID, due to ‘lockdown’ restrictions on everyday behaviours 

(Finch, et al., 2022) where the role of confinement, aimed to keep things out (the virus)f, 

to protect the ability to keep those inside in (Moran, et al., 2018) and held securely 
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(Turner and Knight, 2020). These spaces of confinement leached into the everyday, 

‘banal counterpoint’ (Moran, et al., 2016) of the home, where most people’s ‘lockdown’ 

experience played out. As well as the spatial, the temporal is vital to carceral geographies 

(Moran, 2012) and the pandemic was inherently temporal in its short-lived nature. The 

prison boundary is a temporal process, including a before, after and an ongoing element 

(Turner, 2016). By using the concept of time, interesting analyses on how the carceral 

landscape changed over time, particularly adjacent to variations in the rules and 

compliance can be gained.  

Moran, et al.’s (2018) important work on the ‘carceral conditions’; detriment, spatiality and 

intention, will be employed to help guide this analysis in recognising that lockdown and 

spaces of the home were not intrinsically comparable to prison in their simplest sense 

(Turner & Knight, 2020). This instead allows for the delimitation of the aspects of 

lockdown which were inherently carceral, particularly for certain social groups, restaging 

the prison as a set of relationships dispersed across landscapes we don’t usually think of 

as carceral (Story, 2019: 6). This builds upon the work of Gill, et al., (2018) who refute the 

popular impression of prisons as disconnected from broader social systems, drawing on 

the carceral circulations that reach and connect across boundaries, interlinking the 

complex relations between society and spaces of incarceration (Turner, 2016). Thus, this 

research aims to provide towards a more enriched discussion of the carceral and its 

circumstantial and subjective nature (ibid.), pushing current literature in novel directions. 

This research is limited in its nature due to the lack of what has been Geographically 

published on the pandemic. My aim and objectives intend to hit this gap in literature, 

emphasising the critical role geographers have to play in analysing the inherent 

geographical effects of COVID-19 and its prevailing landscape. 
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Chapter 3 - Methodology  

 

This piece of research was conducted within the prevailing landscape of COVID-19, in 

Liverpool and its peripheral, North-West UK region. This is an important location of focus 

for this study, as a large, diverse city that regularly became the forefront for COVID. Many 

of the UK governments COVID-19 pilot and research schemes took place here, for 

instance, an enhanced version of local contact tracing (Local Government Association, 

2020), Liverpool SMART (Systematic Meaningful Asymptomatic Repeated Testing) pilot 

(GOV.UK, 2020) and the pilot nightclub and music festival events coming out of lockdown 

(BBC News, 2021a). However, the ubiquitous impact of the pandemic provided the unique 

opportunity to speak to people outside of Liverpool, to people in other parts of the UK and 

in some cases, the world. This allowed for important relative perspectives, ensuring my 

results from Liverpool were consistent with other perspectives and experiences of the 

pandemic, whilst not affecting the local quality of the majority of my results. 

The sample-size of this research was 21 participants, including a diverse range of people 

and perspectives on the matter (Appendix A). 18 in-depth interviews were completed 

(Longhurst, 2016), in the form of a semi-structured interview, including the use of 1 elite 

interview (Rice, 2010) and 3 group interviews. These lasted approximately 30-40 minutes 

and were mostly based around a set of 13 questions (Appendix B). It is imperative to 

justify the use of interviews for this piece of research (Hitchings & Latham, 2019). As 

Kitchin and Tate (1999) emphasise, a good interview is one that asks ‘good questions’, 

thus it was ensured the interview questions were clear, concise and easy to understand at 

all times. The type of interview chosen also allowed for my questions to be employed as a 

foreground for further conversation. This ensured a fluid and relational discussion could 

take place, where I could follow-up with further relevant and personalised questions or 

pointers, for example, specific to job roles. This enabled me to develop authentic 

individual responses to potentially unique circumstances (Valentine, 2005a), for example, 

the elite interviews ‘privileged knowledge’ of COVID (Rice, 2010). I also subtly 

encouraged further elaboration through small cues such as nods and smiles, meaning 

active and empathic listening could occur. Ultimately, this meant the interviews were 

flexible enough to allow individuality and personality, where a structured interview 

wouldn’t easily make space for this. 

Apart from a small autoethnography, interviews were solely the choice of qualitative 

method for this piece of research. This decision was taken based on the desire for a clear, 

consistent and accurate collection of data, where I felt a mixture of methods would make 
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my data less poignant. I therefore coincide with Dowling, et al (2016) who argue that the 

interview persists as the dominant means of geographical understanding. The interviews 

provided a rich, in-depth collection of data about individual experiences of the pandemic 

which allowed for meticulous engagement with the data which for example, the 

representative use of questionnaires, would not achieve (Valentine, 2005b). Moreover, 

discussions of the pandemic were at risk of being extremely sensitive. I believe the use of 

a questionnaire would not have been fit for purpose in considering this, bearing quite an 

artificial interaction with the participant. Therefore, the interview allowed for a more 

emotional but also thorough examination of experiences, feelings and opinions of the 

pandemic that a questionnaire’s closed questions would be unable to capture (Kitchin & 

Tate, 1999).  

As Proctor (1998) describes, ethics involves reflection upon the moral questions that may 

arise in research meaning it is obligatory researchers remain accountable for the moral 

dimensions of their actions (Zhang, 2017). The context of the interviews therefore needs 

to be justified (Crang, 2002). Although selecting a site to conduct an interview may, at 

face value, seem relatively straightforward, it is in fact a complex decision which can have 

wide reaching implications on the power and positionality of participants (Elwood & 

Martin, 2000). These contextual decisions then are highly intertwined with the relations of 

power between the ‘researcher’ and ‘researched’, the interview site providing a space for 

the construction and enactment of these power relations (ibid.). In apprehension of this, 

the interviews were assured to take place in a mutually agreed space, where both the 

participant and researcher felt comfortable and there was little to no distraction. In 

preparation for the interviews, participants were asked to sign a consent form and read a 

participant information form and privacy notice (Appendix C), to ensure they knew what to 

expect. Prior to the interview starting, the participants were double-checked on whether 

they were still comfortable with the recording process. The interviews were then recorded 

using 2 separate encrypted devices, to ensure safety and accuracy in data collection. 

These audio files were securely saved, to be accurately and neatly transcribed and then 

coded (Appendix D). As my participants emotionally described their experiences of the 

pandemic, pseudonyms are given to each participant in my analysis for both anonymity’s 

sake but also to ensure the participant and their emotional experiences were not 

dehumanised into a simple quantification or statistic. 

The importance of accurate transcription and arduous analysis of transcripts has been 

widely demonstrated in Geographical scholarship. As Jackson (2001) accentuates, 

qualitative data is of little to no use until it has been transcribed, coded and analysed. 

Following Ryan and Bernard’s (2003:85) method for analysing text, my transcripts were: 
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1. Coded to discover themes and subthemes, 2. Culled down to a manageable few 

themes, 3. Built into hierarchies of themes and 4. The themes were linked into theoretical 

models. Coding the transcripts involved identifying themes through highlighting in different 

colours, comments made, and emphases made on body language to help make sense of 

the data (Ryan and Bernard, 2003). Each interview took around 3-4 hours each to 

accurately transcribe, code and analyse. Having coded the transcripts, taking inspiration 

from the work of Kitchin and Tate (1999) a hierarchical model was built to categorise and 

visualise the themes and subthemes located within the data (Figure 2). This allowed me 

to build my data around my chapters and create links between each section. However, 

the aforementioned interconnected nature of my chapters, and therefore themes, meant 

the coding process became more difficult, with data able to ‘fit’ within any theme. This has 

been used proactively, allowing for flexibility within my analysis, such as the rejection of 

the use of ‘sub-chapters’, maximising flow and fluidity within and between each section. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 – Themes Derived from Coding of 

Interviews, Adapted from Kitchin and Tate (1999) 
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An autoethnography has also been deployed in this piece of research, as I was harshly 

affected by the pandemic. Although this research primarily focuses on other people’s 

experiences of the pandemic, my own experiences as a student are relevant in 

developing the analysis and can be used as further evidence for experiences of the 

pandemic. In this sense, I have situated my knowledge (Rose, 1997) and reflexively 

reworked my own positionality, providing potential for greater depth and understanding of 

the investigation (Butz & Besio, 2009; Liggins, et al., 2013). This is a relatively untapped 

geographical research technique which has the potential to be incorporated into other 

studies about lived, everyday geographical phenomena, such as the pandemic, that we all 

unavoidably experienced. This also demands reflexivity, feeding into understanding my 

own felt embeddedness and ensuring that my inevitable emotions and bias did not 

negatively affect the way the piece of research was carried out (Widdowfield, 2002; 

Catungal, 2017).  

An internet ‘meme’ has also been implemented as a vignette for each empirical chapter, 

providing a platform to delve deeper into the cultural currents of political effects (Johnson, 

2007). Memes are beneficial in analysing the trivial elements of popular culture discourse 

(ibid.) and visualise how social media is contemporarily becoming part of ‘the field’ (Luh 

Sin, 2015). The internet can thus be seen as a tool for enriching fieldwork rather than 

rendering fieldwork obsolete (ibid.). Despite their uncertain truth-value (Johnson, 2007), 

memes were persistently seen within popular culture discourse to convey mixed reactions 

towards the pandemic, labelled ‘Coronaviral’ (Harmon, 2020), whilst also acting as a form 

of escapism, sometimes juxtaposing the severity of the pandemic. Although this is a 

novel, contested method, I believe it is important to subtly deploy as memes become the 

everyday symbols of contemporary culture rhetoric, whilst also matching with findings 

from this study. All of the aforementioned primary and secondary methods were therefore 

utilised to the most effective manner possible and maintained to a high standard to ensure 

consistent and accurate data persisted, allowing for a critical unpacking of the themes that 

arose. 
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Chapter 4 – (Bio)power?  

 

 

 

 

By focusing on the pandemic through a biopolitical lens, some of the underlying intentions 

behind the lockdown landscape can be critically untangled. Biopolitics relates to the 

politics of governmentality of human life, and how the technologies of control involved with 

this act to ‘ensure, sustain, and multiply life – to put life in order’ (Foucault, 1998:138), 

viewing society as one grand body to enforce regulations over (Hubbard, 2021). Thus, the 

theme of biopolitics feeds into geography, how environments shape human life, and how 

they might be altered to enhance and administer or compromise and threaten that life 

(ibid.). Based on my substantiative findings, the theme of (bio)power is one that became 

prevalent, providing a direct entry point for engaging with the tangible, localised effects of 

the structures of power that directly or indirectly controlled and maintained participants 

lives during the COVID-19 pandemic. This will then be taken further to foreground 

questions of how this intensification in biopolitical, disciplinary power corresponds with an 

increase in biopolitical technologies of control, such as surveillance (Sarasin, 2020), and 

how this induced certain carceral tendencies during COVID-19.  

Figure 3 depicts a meme, which gained popularity within the lockdown landscape in 

response to the UK government’s official guidance of ‘Stay Alert – Control the Virus – 

Save Lives’. These government visuals were widely defaced and recreated, both 

mimicking and questioning the efficacy of these terms. This became a popular, 

‘coronaviral meme’ (Harmon, 2020), providing a snapshot of the popular culture discourse 

(Johnson, 2007) in response to the UK governments guidance at the time. This discourse 

Figure 3 - Official Government Guidance Graphic 

(Left) vs Guidance Graphic meme (Right) (Know 

Your Meme, 2020) 
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is supported by my findings, whereby many participants drew, with mixed feelings, upon 

the efficacy of the rules and guidance imposed within the lockdown landscape and how 

this temporally differed. For instance, Gabby, who had strong views on the rules, stated 

that they were ‘a complex labyrinth’ and the law and guidance ‘were deliberately 

conflated’. Alex similarly expressed that he felt parts of lockdown, particularly later on 

‘were just pathetic and laughable’. On the other hand, some participants, who explained 

how they were or had worked within a business-related background, emphasised how 

they mostly understood the nature of the governments COVID-19 decisions. Both Dan 

and Damian recognised how they would be forgiving of the sometimes-inconsistent nature 

of the rules, as Damian suggests, in business ‘when shit hits the fan, you’ve gotta do 

something. With hindsight there’s always a better way of doing it, but at the time you don’t 

know that’ and that therefore ‘it is very easy for people to have a pop and say you got it 

wrong’ and ‘It’s like well, you try better!’. These general mixed attitudes to the decisions 

made by the UK government during COVID not only represents the said inconsistent 

nature of the rules, but also the inconsistent nature of opinion on the rules. 

The critical work of Agamben (2005) provides ground for unpacking how the 

implementation of the rules fit within a broader biopolitical ‘state of exception’. The logic of 

exception, based on the milieu of securitisation, utilises emergency powers and the 

suspension of law in the face of overwhelming consensus about the good of securing 

populations from potential dangers and harms (Barnett, 2015). Noah expressed how he 

had concerns with the aforementioned emergency ‘authoritarian powers that were brought 

in’ during this state of exception, especially handing ‘extra powers to the police’. Given the 

uncertain and genuinely exceptional nature of the virus, this also meant the rules were 

constantly changing, occurring 64 times by January 2021 from March 2020 (Syal, 2021) 

and much more after this. This unclear and inconsistent nature of rules was a clear 

tension strung from interviews, with the mixed attitudes of participants drawing upon 

multiple different points in the pandemic where they felt this was the case.  

For example, Robert and Tina, who described how they respectively suffered with asthma 

and Type 2 diabetes, both drew upon the unclear nature of the rules surrounding 

‘vulnerabilities’ (NHS, n.d.). They stated that ‘it was never clear whether we were 

vulnerable or not’ and they weren’t sure if they ‘should be more scared’. Similarly, Noah 

said he felt like he ‘fell between a few cracks’ suffering with ‘super bad’ asthma. This lived 

liminal state of vulnerability raises fundamental questions of who was prioritised, 

accentuating the biopolitical balance between societal health vs societal control, where 

there have been calls to acknowledge the democratic promise inherent in the care for the 

vulnerable (Hannah, et al., 2020). This falls within a larger debate about the 
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medicalisation of politics, where the rule of the scientific experts behind COVID-19 has 

been frequently invoked as an unquestioned authority whose advice the government is 

following (ibid.). I would not dispute the efficacy of the medicalisation of politics in the face 

of the unknown SARS-CoV-2 virus, with reliable scientific word at the forefront of 

government decision making. However, this inherently ties into the necro-political 

acceptance of differential vulnerability, a politics that relies on the establishment of 

hierarchies in the value of lives that preceded the pandemic producing vulnerability as a 

naturalised fact (Sandset, 2021) and a means of governing people (Lorenzini, 2021), 

exacerbating existing fault lines in the geographies of human vulnerability (Schliehe, et 

al., 2022). 

Daisy, who owns a small café, further drew on the confusing complexion of the rules by 

illustrating the elements of the ‘Eat Out to Help Out’ scheme introduced during COVID to 

prop up the hospitality sector, stating that it ‘just seemed bizarre’ and ‘we went from 

lockdown to absolute chaos’. Research has clearly linked this £500 million scheme of 

funded discounts to a mass increase in infection, 8-17% of new infections, which 

contributed to the ‘second wave’ of the pandemic (Fetzer, 2020). Daisy further 

emphasised how there ‘were so many rules that didn’t fit that special offer’, crammed only 

into 3 days of the week led to people ‘flooding pubs, coffees shops and restaurants’ at a 

time ‘where you were supposed to keep spatial awareness, keep the two metres’. Craig, 

in my elite interview, expressed how some of these indoor association rules did not 

particularly make good sense. For example, where there were indoor association 

restrictions in educational settings, these rules were not similarly applied in some 

commercial sectors, stating that ‘to me, that felt inequitable’. This accentuates how if the 

biopolitical interests of capital and those of human life increasingly clash, capital has to be 

given precedence (Hannah, et al., 2020). What’s more, Craig said he wished for a 

‘stronger mask mandate’, with extensions into public transport and an increase in the 

standard of PPE choices, which he described as ‘too low’. The requirements for mask 

wearing were enforced as one way of prolonging human life, ‘making live’, ensuring the 

safety of the population (Hubbarb, 2021). Thus, when questioning COVID-19’s biopolitics, 

managing the populations health through political decisions, there are positive reasons for 

the rules in place, the biopolitical imperative for the protection of human life, but once 

unpacked, spatio-temporal inequities and inconsistencies emerge. 

In the UK government’s language, phrases such as being at ‘war’ with the virus were 

constantly used, demanding national unity (Maddrell, 2020). This certainly contributed to a 

landscape shaped by fear, with this militaristic rhetoric depicting the virus as an enemy 

(Laketa & Fregonese, 2022), with a view towards containment and elimination (Datta, 
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2020). This language of war had tangible products, where the lockdown landscape 

ensued the deployment of military and security infrastructures and technologies which 

reached far into the intimate realm (ibid.). The use of police, in some cases even the 

army, seen in Liverpool, were called on to enforce restrictions, and deployed as a 

sovereign tool in a broadly biopolitical sense for making, rather than letting, live (Hannah, 

et al., 2020). By using Foucault’s concepts of governmentality, attention can be drawn to 

the calculated practices and technologies of power that aimed to biologically manage 

populations. This is where one of the elements of these technologies used in COVID at 

the heart of disciplinary power, surveillance, can be unpacked.  

I close this chapter with this quote: 

‘Is it possible to have collective practices that actually help the health of populations, 

including large-scale behaviour modifications, without a parallel expansion of forms of 

coercion and surveillance?’ 

(Sotiris, 2020) 
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Chapter 5 - The ‘Pingdemic’  

 

  

 

Foucault thoroughly discussed surveillance in his works, mainly as an apparatus for the 

implementation of disciplinary power, making the exercise of power more efficient and 

effective (Couch, et al., 2020). Within this, Foucault explicitly utilised Jeremy Bentham’s 

notion of the Panopticon as an underlying metaphor for the disciplinary power regime that 

composes contemporary society (ibid.). The Panopticon has long stood as the symbol of 

total surveillance and control, a utopian vision of being constantly watched (Dobson & 

Fisher, 2007). Surveillance became a core function of public health systems during 

COVID-19 (Couch, et al., 2020), mostly through methods of continual, all-encompassing 

bio-surveillance implemented into the geographical arena of the everyday. The threat of 

contagion posed by coronavirus invoked a panoptic society which produced the need to 

constantly manage, delimit and secure the spatial circulation of people through 

techniques for tracking and identifying the risk involved with everyday movement 

(Andrejevic, et al., 2021).  

In attempts to improve the speed and efficacy of the COVID-19 public health response, 

traditional methods of surveillance, such as contact tracing and quarantine, were taken 

further and combined with digital technologies such as smartphones, location data, ankle 

Figure 4 - ‘The Ladybird Book of Track and Trace’ 

(Wilson, 2020)  
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bracelets and drones (Couch, et al., 2020; Kahn, 2020). Systems of surveillance 

geographically differed in their extent and extremity, nonetheless, there was clear impetus 

to implement these technologies within the fabric of everyday life to intimately monitor 

societies. For example, in Abu Dhabi, for expats Sophia and Adrian, mandatory 

surveillance systems were administered: ‘If you had COVID, you had to wear a tracker 

bracelet’ and as you go into the mall ‘there’s thermal cameras and security men who you 

have to show your app to’. Although the UK governments response was not this intimately 

extreme and importantly, not mandatory, the application of surveillance into the fabric of 

the everyday is vital to critically explore, in examining how control through surveillance 

was and could be pushed further as a mundane, banal practice of daily life.  

The use of mobile applications, which have become a ubiquitous presence in everyday 

landscapes (Clark & Lupton, 2022), depicts the mundane nature of surveillance efforts as 

a widespread solution for mitigating the virus (Pepper, et al., 2022). The proliferation of 

apps on mobile devices are transforming, even mediating, the ways people perform tasks 

and decisions related to different facets of everyday life (Ash, et al. 2018). The ‘NHS Test 

and Trace’ app and DCT stood as the controversial symbol of everyday surveillance in the 

UK’s COVID-19 landscape. Algorithm Watch (2021) contend that the pandemic was 

exploited by governments to entrench and normalise the surveillance, monitoring, 

measuring of a number of daily activities under the guile of public health. Although I would 

not go as far to suggest that the pandemic was exploited by the UK government, they 

were undoubtedly conscious of the mundane nature of the ‘NHS Test and Trace’ DCT 

and its appeal to the average consumer, particularly alongside the thousands of apps that 

provide opportunities for self-diagnosis, tracking of bodily functions and health-based 

activities (Lupton, 2021). Janet emphasised this, expressing how it would have been easy 

to assume that ‘no one is going to mind, if they can download Candy Crush, they can 

download this’. The everyday-based appeal of an app was simple, with positive 

perceptions exemplified by 6 million downloads on the first day of release (Department for 

Health and Social Care, 2020) reaching nearly 30 million cumulative downloads by the 

end of 2021 (Ceci, 2021). The DCT used ubiquitous Bluetooth ‘handshake’ (Kahn, 2020) 

technology to register proximity of and time spent with other users and is then 

programmed to send push exposure notifications, or ‘pings’, to all traced contacts if the 

user tests positive for SARS-CoV-2 (ibid.). Aptly labelled by the media the ‘Pingdemic’ 

after a surge in pings in July 2021 (Hall, 2021; Rimmer, 2021; Pepper, et al. 2022), up to 

700,000 people were being ‘pinged’ to isolate a week during peaks of the pandemic (BBC 

News, 2021b).  
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The DCT system was set up with a £37 billion budget under the guise that an effective 

test and trace system would help avoid a second national lockdown (UK Parliament, 

2021). However, a YouGov survey found that in July 2021, 1 in 10 Brits had deleted the 

app, having installed it previously, on top of the 31% who never downloaded it 

(McDonnell, 2021). After 2 years, overall uptake of the app remained low (Pepper, et al., 

2022), reflected in my findings. Most participants had either deleted the app or turned off 

their Bluetooth after initially installing it but agreed that downloading the app was an easy, 

mundane process. For example, Jessica, like many people, had early positive perceptions 

(Pepper, et al., 2022), stating how at the start she ‘used to click into everywhere’. 

However, she then described how after a holiday abroad, she got ‘pinged after being back 

a week’, likely based on someone testing positive from the plane journey. This meant the 

app told her ‘she only had to isolate for 3 days’, which she described as ‘ridiculous’ and 

then after that, deleted it. This is a clear, paradigmatic instance of how initially the app 

was a novel, mundane piece of equipment for helping detect and deter COVID, but soon 

turned out to be largely ineffective, inevitably leading to many people deleting it. As Dan 

expressed, ‘If it had been effective, well-organised and fit for purpose, then it would’ve felt 

a necessary bit of kit’.  

Conversely, Craig, who possessed considerable scientific knowledge on the basis of the 

app, stated that he thought it was ‘a useful tool’ but ‘difficult for the individual user to see 

how effective it is’ and felt as though ‘the use of mobile data to identify clustering activity’ 

was ‘entirely simple’. I would concur that the initial, scientific thinking behind the quotidian 

use of an app as a control measure for the spread of the virus, remained under 

understandable workings. However, as Algorithm Watch (2021) explicate, this was often 

adopted under almost no transparency, evidence of efficacy, adequate safeguards and 

insufficient democratic debate. Thus, studies of peoples lived experiences of this 

quotidian, digital surveillance envisage the messiness of incorporating these technologies 

into everyday life (Lupton, 2021). The meme in Figure 4 visualises this rhetoric, in 

concurrence with my interview findings, drawing upon the largely ineffective nature of the 

‘Test and Trace’ system, comparing the workings of the system to the use of a children’s 

book. 

Consequently, the aforementioned feelings of consistency were further elaborated on 

through discussions of the COVID-19 app, whereby Samantha revealed that this is where 

she started to get frustrated by what she perceived as ‘incompetence in terms of some of 

the management and investment into the tools to deal with the pandemic.’ This was built 

upon by Damian, who’s rational responses during the interview diverted as he expressed 

how the implementation of this system was the ‘one part of COVID, for me it just didn’t 
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appear logical. There’s no way you could get something like that to work accurately’. This 

led to him doing ‘whatever trick he could do to not actually get it to register’ and eventually 

just turning his Bluetooth off apart from using the app to ‘check into restaurants or pubs’, 

which, as previously mentioned, coincided with the majority of my findings. As Damian 

also stated, ‘I didn’t want to lose my liberty for the wrong reasons’ and Scarlett suggesting 

how deleting the app was ‘maybe me going vigilante and trusting myself’. Pepper, et al., 

(2022) take this further, providing an excellent analysis of understanding trust and 

changes in use after a year with the NHS COVID-19 app. 

What also became clear is that the app generally failed to recognise respective public 

health measures in place. Alex drew upon this: ‘in theory, you could be in a hazmat suit in 

the middle of a shopping centre, you’ll still get pinged because your phone is in your 

pocket’. Although this is an extreme example, the principle stands – what became 

apparent is the DCT failed to consider measures of social distancing, mask-wearing, 

sanitation and more, meaning people who could’ve been ‘safe’ as per scientific guidance, 

could’ve still been directed to isolate. The technology also failed to consider how some 

people live, where pinging through walls became a common issue (Wright & Hardy, 

2020). This is also true of my own experiences, where a false call for isolation after not 

leaving my flat, based within a large, thin-walled student-accommodation complex led to 

myself deleting the app.  

On top of this, there remained some accessibility issues, particularly around age and 

class. The app is reliant upon the use of smartphones, but this technology is not equally 

distributed (Cohen, et al. 2020). For example, those on low income, with older phones 

and therefore outdated operating systems could not access the app (ibid.). For instance, 

Kian stated; ‘my phone couldn’t run the app and I wasn’t going up by one thousand pound 

to buy a new one’ and ‘you’ve got to do something that works for everybody’. This also 

encompassed the accessibility of older generations to this technology, as Roman and 

Camille both emphasised how they didn’t access the app. Consequently, the digital divide 

during COVID, which has recently been drawn upon by scholars (Lai & Widmar, 2020; 

Ramsetty & Adams, 2020) left socially and technologically marginalised populations 

without access to the COVID-19 digital infrastructure and therefore ran the risk that these 

segments of society did not have access to the necessary services (Faraj, et al. 2021).  

This chapter has visualised the everyday, panoptic nature of surveillance, whilst 

simultaneously emphasising the inherent issues related with this case of surveillance that 

became apparent from my participants experiences of the app. This work provides a 

direct entry point for analysing issues around how the deployment of data driven 
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responses increasingly seen within modern day life clashes with human agency (Lupton, 

2021). By using the nuance of surveillance as a method of disciplinary power and control, 

invoking the need to manage and secure spatial circulations of people, I will take this 

analysis further to delimit the inherent carceral tendencies that stemmed from this 

emergency control over mobility. 
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Chapter 6 - Compliance, Coercion and the Carceral  

  

 

 

The biopolitical, disease-control measures in place constructed a ‘lockdown’ landscape, 

incited by compliance, fear and the carceral. The ‘carceral archipelago’ (Foucault, 1979) 

of lockdown incorporated a whole host of carceral, panoptic mechanisms such as the 

aforementioned practices of surveillance, but also further coercive measures such as 

policing and the deployment of military. This transferred the disciplinary procedures of the 

prison into the social body as a whole (Moran, et al., 2018). This chapter aims to map 

these fluid carceral tendencies of the lockdown landscape onto spaces of the home, the 

everyday arena in which most people’s pandemic experience played out in remarkably 

different ways.  

Compliance to the UK COVID-19 rules differed spatially, temporally and across different 

age, race, class spectrums (Mavron, 2021). Compliance became a key area of 

discussion, whereby, almost all participants revealed how they became less compliant to 

lockdown over time. The role of compliance gives a clear indication of how frightened 

people were of the virus and subsequently, the rules. Damian expressed how initially he 

was positively surprised at how ‘society kind of rolled over and accepted it’ and Craig 

highlighted how he was ‘impressed by the willingness of the majority of the public to 

comply and appreciate the risk’. However, over time what became clear is that the 

‘Partygate’ scandal, the younger the participant, vaccination status and amount and 

Figure 5 - ‘UoM – Student’s mental health – 

Fences’ (uniofmanchestermemes, 2020) 
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length of lockdowns were some of the key reasons why participants believed they and 

others gradually stopped complying. For example, Tina suggested that eventually ‘people 

didn’t want to hear what the rules were, if the rules didn’t suit them’. Dan retained the view 

throughout the interview that later lockdowns should’ve focused less on the general public 

and more on supporting and protecting the vulnerable, particularly after vaccinations 

started to come in. Quite high-tempered responses came from discussions about the 

Partygate Scandal (Elgot, 2022), as Camille aptly described how people thought ‘if 

they’ve been doing it then I’ll do it myself and it was a shame because we’d all been really 

very good’.  

It perhaps goes without saying that some participants remained stringently compliant for 

longer swathes of the pandemic, dependent on personal circumstances. These 

circumstances entailed; if the participant was older, more ‘vulnerable’ (NHS, n.d.), more 

worried about passing it on to vulnerable family members and/or may have had or heard 

of bad experiences of contracting SARS-CoV-2. Thus, people’s compliance became 

reliant upon their own interpretations of self-governance. Due to these circumstances, in 

line with findings from the Office for National Statistics (Mavron, 2021), difference in levels 

of compliance mainly differed around age, where generally the younger people were the 

more unlikely and temporally limited their compliance to the rules was, due to lower levels 

of concern on how the virus would affect them. Thus, compliance and lack thereof 

significantly varied, I would go further to argue that greater compliance was also linked to 

carceral feelings, as most rules related to staying at home. 

Alongside surveillance, the lockdown landscape witnessed a carceral-police continuum 

(Massaro & Boyce, 2021), which visualises the imminence of coercive state power, and 

its uneven distribution. State-sanctioned coercion became a key feature of the increase in 

power handed to the police through bills such as the Coronavirus Bill 2019-21 (Owen, 

2020). For example, Aimee, Noah, Samantha, Gabby and Alex explicitly stated how they 

did not support the literal policing of the pandemic, emphasising questions around the 

legitimacy, appropriateness and effectiveness of policing a public health matter. 

Moreover, Robert, Tina, Alex and Jessica all drew on experiences of coercion within the 

pandemic, where they were physically visited by the police to ensure they were isolating 

and complying. With parks taped off, arrests made whilst sitting on park benches, drones 

being used to watch dog-walkers (Ahearne, 2021) this all helps tie a complex knot of 

coercion witnessed within the lockdown landscape. Attention to these issues of policing 

and coercion offers a more expanded view of penal logic and carceral space which 

extends beyond discrete institutions like the jail, prison, and detention centre (Massaro & 
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Boyce, 2021). This was certainly witnessed within the pandemic, with surveillance and 

policing serving as ancillary actors in the complex network of carceral relations.  

The recent work of Alonso and Jacoby (2022) has been invaluable to this analysis of 

carceral feelings within spaces of home during the COVID-19 pandemic. They outline how 

COVID-19 has heightened understanding of how housing design and quality can impact 

the mental and physical wellbeing of an individual (ibid.). The expansion of time spent 

inside the home transformed people’s experiences of domestic space, whereby the home 

became the site for a blurring of boundaries between essential everyday activities (Jacoby 

and Alonso, 2022). My point here is that lockdown, and the home, was clearly not like 

prison in its simplest sense, but this can be unpacked in a more nuanced way to delimit 

the aspects of COVID-19 lockdown which were inherently carceral. By using Moran, et 

al.’s (2018) three-pillared conditional framework of; spatiality, detriment and intention, a 

more enriched and informed discussion of the geographies of the carceral can occur. This 

is also where the carceral continuities that diffuse beyond the prison gates (Gill, et al., 

2018) can be drawn upon. 

The condition of spatiality encompasses how the carceral is spatially, geographically 

achieved (Moran, et al. 2018). If there is detriment and intention, there is space where 

these relate, however, both the nature of the space and the ways in which the carceral is 

determined and facilitated by its spatiality can considerably differ (ibid.). The amount of 

space was fixed for most participants, therefore the experience of space shortage 

depended on individual circumstances (Alonso and Jacoby, 2022). Thus, those living in 

large, comfortable houses, clearly did not experience the same pandemic as those living 

in cramped housing with no access to outdoor space (Ahearne, 2021). Alex, as a student, 

explained the spatial and detrimental confines of his pandemic experience. He explained 

how he was in a ‘confined university room not fit for isolation’ where his ‘window would 

only open an inch, despite being on the bottom floor’ and food being delivered which 

‘wasn’t on time, wasn’t warm and even worse, one of them had a snickers in and I have a 

nut allergy’. In concurrence with this, reinforcing the clear and tangible linkage between 

surveillance and the carceral, the spatial confinement resulting from my aforementioned 

experience of false Test and Trace app induced isolation was certainly detrimental. Being 

trapped inside a spatially restricted, security monitored room, with no access to green 

space, meant my mental health deteriorated. This became a common issue within student 

populations, particularly seen within the Fallowfield Accommodation at the University of 

Manchester after being fenced into their accommodations (Hall, et al., 2020). This is the 

subject of the meme shown in Figure 5, representing a more localised form of the popular 

discourse surrounding the issue of detriment caused by the spatial confinement. Apart 
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from students, spatial confinement was certainly defined by class, whereby the 

circumstantial nature of the carceral can be reinvigorated, as many of my participants 

were clearly comfortable within their homes, with gardens. I wish to emphasise the voices 

of those not in these fortunate circumstances, for example, those stuck in small, high-rise 

flats with children. Fundamentally, it is also important to accentuate, the spatial element of 

the home is not directly comparable to prison, we were not physically locked in, but when 

there is a deadly virus effectively outside of your door, for most, there is an imperative to 

remain restricted to the indoors. 

The condition of detriment became the subject some of the most sensitive conversation 

within my interviews, focusing on the ways in which detriment was negatively experienced 

as a result of lockdown circumstances (Moral, et al. 2018). On top of the spatial-

detrimental confinement elements, the inherent loss of relationships and social 

interaction, ‘the things that money can’t buy’ neatly stated by Jessica, became a common 

carceral experience of detriment drawn from interviews. Samantha stated that many 

people ‘need that social interaction to thrive and be well’, with Roman expressing that he 

missed ‘seeing friends and family’ the most. Moreover, Scarlett demonstrated how being 

confined to her small living environment, which was the ‘only sanctuary you had’, caused 

her detriment, mostly due to her neighbours (Figure 6). Echoing my previous comments, I 

want this research to highlight, for instance, those suffering from domestic abuse, serious 

mental-health issues, minimal income whom I was unable to access, who were vulnerable 

and powerless, exacerbated by the lockdown landscape. For example, Gabby sensitively 

described to me how being stuck at home was the ‘worst thing’ for her complex post-

traumatic stress disorder and how she ‘is only now processing the damage to’ her mental 

health. This is a clear, indicative instance of how detriment was experienced differently 

across certain groups via lockdown. Clear carceral comparisons can be drawn from these 

examples of detriment, however, not all participants experience of the pandemic was 

detrimental, mostly witnessed through those who enjoyed being able to spend more time 

with children and have some time to relax. Here comparisons could also be drawn as not 

everybody’s experience of prison is negative, where people would rather be in prison than 

out, but in this sense, this is mostly due to even worse living conditions outside of prison. 
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The final condition of intention can be connected back into a Foucauldian lens of 

disciplinary power, highlighting questions of the biopolitical intent of decisions made by 

the UK government within the ‘state of exception’. The intention was not to have a 

deliberate punishing effect, yet there is certainly an interesting comparison between 

‘lockup’ and ‘lockdown’ and the different intentions behind this. Effectively, lockdowns 

intention used the carceral role of confinement to keep people, and in this case the virus 

out, to protect the ability to keep those inside in and safe (ibid.). The reason we lock 

individuals up in prison, aside from to punish them, is to ensure the safety of the wider 

population, you lock an individual in their individual cell to make sure that society at large 

is safe. Falling under this same principle, participants emphasised how they wanted to 

stay inside with the individual intention of not passing the virus on. Thus, the carceral 

intention is mostly different here, but there are certainly interesting parallels to be drawn 

on the systemic intention behind the rules and how and why they became carceral, 

particularly when pulling on the roles of coercion and surveillance. 

Freedland (2020), after interviewing an ex-prisoner, builds upon this by stating how similar 

to prison, lockdown is bending time out of shape, but also how lockdown, the pandemic 

and prison space became entangled. This was drawn upon with in my interview with 

Sadie and Marcus who aptly stated that your ‘life was not necessarily going backwards, it 

was just on hold’. Freedland (ibid.) also promulgates prisoner’s hunger for milestones, 

Scarlett: ‘I had news that neighbours moved in and they were neighbours from hell. I 

have lived in that house for twenty years. I've loved the area. I've never ever wanted to 

leave more. They were absolutely vile, they were just loud, disgusting, screaming, 

shouting, fighting, shagging, screaming with young children in the house, like absolutely 

horrible to the point that I was you know the police were called four times, the house was 

raided. She then came around to my house, claiming he'd abused her and then climbed 

through a window and tried to strangle her.’ 

‘There was screaming all the time in front of the children. I was reporting it to the police. 

They didn't do anything. I was reporting it to the Council. They didn't do anything.’ 

‘They had every door open, and just at a time where the only sanctuary you had was 

your own house and I didn't have peace in my own house that drove me absolutely 

insane, that was unbearable’. 

‘They were vile they were just absolutely vile, and they were breaking all the rules and 

doing illegal stuff and there was nothing you could do about it. So that affected me 

because I didn't have the peace in the sanctuary that I wanted in my house. I felt like that 

was massively intrusive’. 

 

 

 

Figure 6 – Excerpt from Interview with Scarlett 
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especially seasonal ones. This also became prevalent within interviews, where many 

participants experience was inextricably tied to the season and the weather outside. For 

example, Scarlett expressed how in the first lockdown she really enjoyed herself, the 

‘weather was amazing. It made a massive difference’ but then when describing the later 

lockdowns, she also said ‘it was a disaster. the weather was rubbish which made a 

massive impact’. Moreover, there are clear comparisons to be drawn between the 

‘ongoing element’ of the prison cell, where the cell and the lockdown home, becomes a 

space for individual resistances, post-release plans to be imagined and aspirations to be 

manifested (Turner and Knight, 2020). Building upon the ‘after’ temporal element of 

lockdown, Moran, et al., (2018) recognise how carceral geographers have identified the 

detrimental effects of incarceration that persist long after the incarceration has ended. 

Although the COVID-19 pandemic may seem long-gone, as Roman stated ‘the 

inconvenience of it all fades very quickly’, for those who I want this research to highlight, 

the detrimental effects of the pandemic may longer pertain. In that sense, I hope more 

nuanced, geographical analyses can occur on this everyday focused discussion of 

COVID’s carceral tendencies, with this work providing a diving board for in enriching and 

initiating this discussion.  
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Chapter 7 – Critical Reflection  

                      

Critical reflection generates, enriches and documents the research process through an 

evidence-based examination of sources of and gaps in knowledge, intending to improve 

both (Ash & Clayton, 2009). Simultaneously, Geographical, qualitative research demands 

reflexivity (Hawthorne, et al., 2015) which has become imperative in ensuring the ethical-

moral questions that arise can be dealt with accordingly (Proctor & Smith, 1999). As 

someone who struggled throughout the pandemic, I was aware of the way that my own 

personal experience of the lockdown landscape, which I both studied and lived in, would 

inevitably affect the way in which this research was emotionally approached and executed 

(Widdowfield, 2000). There is no problem with seeing the world in a particular way, but 

being reflexive about how this might impact our work is essential (Jacobson & Mustafa, 

2019). By proactively using emotion, I was able to reflexively rework my own 

understandings as a research tool allowing me to experience and indeed feel my place in 

the research process (Catungal, 2017). Again, this emphasises the deployment of an 

autoethnography to enable me to subtly develop my research and analysis by utilising my 

own experiences. The bottom line is that this was a serious, sensitive issue about a 

deadly virus where vast amounts of people were dying daily, meaning matters of ethicality 

and positionality are even more vital. COVID-19 has laid bare the fragility and limited 

agency of human life (Maddrell, 2020), with each participant having their own stories to 

tell. It was crucial to remain sensitive to this, to ensure comfortability in every part of the 

research process. 

 It is also important to reflect upon the challenges and failures faced during the research 

process, argued as a central component of what it means to do geographical research 

(Harrowell, et al., 2018). For example, coinciding with Rice (2010), I rejected the ‘higher 

the better fallacy’, with my definition of an ‘elite’ based upon their privileged knowledge 

and ability to best answer my questions. However, access to elites became a challenge, 

having hoped to access more, presenting me with some practical challenges with regards 

to unequal questions of power (Rice, 2010). This meant my high expectations had to be 

lowered in order to maintain the quality of the rest of my qualitative research. I was also 

limited in scope of who I could access to interview, as this research wanted to focus on 

those aforementioned who were most socially vulnerable during the pandemic, as well as 

frontline workers who witnessed first-hand the tragedies of the virus. I recognise that a 

large chunk of participants were white, middle-class adults whose experiences of the 
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pandemic remained drastically different to the voices of those who remained unheard due 

to inaccessibility.  

The biggest challenge faced was whilst writing, it became abundantly clear that separate 

dissertations could have occurred on each of my empirical chapters, inevitably leading to 

the omission of a lot of primary research, meaning the depth and specificity of focus for 

each chapter became increasingly limited. Moreover, I was initially inherently limited in 

scope, as little Geographical work had been published on the pandemic. Ultimately, these 

challenges pushed me to become more reflective on the inherent messiness of the 

Geographical research process, giving voice to failure as an everyday, emotional and 

necessary development as myself as a researcher (Harrowell, et al. 2018).  
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Chapter 8 – Conclusions 

 

The inherent geographical nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and its profound 

consequences, radically disrupted society and its socio-spatial relations (Rose-Redwood, 

et al., 2020). Ultimately, I believe this piece of research has satisfied my objectives, 

formulating an intimate geographical account of the palpable, underlying tensions of 

COVID-19 by way of primary, qualitative research through a lens of focus on the 

everyday-based, intimate surveillant and carceral geographies of the pandemic. This 

piece of geographical research has thus aimed to fill a void in recent and lacking 

academia on the geographies of the COVID-19 pandemic. Combined, these objectives 

have achieved my aim of exploring and explaining how the pandemics (bio)power 

relations led into the everyday-situated geographies of surveillance and COVID’s 

carceralities, which operated beyond conventional carceral spaces, leaching into 

everyday spaces, specifically the home.  

Findings from this study exhibit how surveillance became embedded within the fabric of 

the everyday through the ubiquitous mundane of the digital, however, this was temporally 

limited in its practice and consequent effectiveness. Although the home is evidently not 

directly comparable to prison in its simplest sense, certain carceral continuities can be 

drawn as a result of lockdowns restrictive circumstances. However, with the efficacy of 

and compliance to the rules temporally wearing off, lockdown and its coercive ‘carceral 

archipelago’ became dependent on individuals own interpretations of self-governance. 

These were clearly and sadly more prevalent for certain social groups, vulnerable people 

whose voices remained unheard. This was all underpinned by an analysis of (bio)power, 

highlighting what a Foucauldian critical sensibility can bring to the table (Schliehe, et al. 

2022). I once again wish to emphasise the intertwined nature of each of my empirical 

chapters, whereby future research could focus specifically on each chapter, or a 

combination of any.  

As we sit in the prevailing landscape of COVID-19, further geographical research could 

also develop this analysis through different lens of foci. For example, through a focus on 

race, as the disproportionate impacts of COVID-19 dependent on race have already been 

well-documented (Public Health England, 2020) further building upon the ‘necropolitics’ of 

the pandemic (Sandset, 2021). Interesting analyses could also focus on different national 

or international locations, where the social, economic and cultural make-up is much 

different to that of Liverpool. Corresponding with this, investigations could also examine 

other areas of COVID-19 surveillance and the carceral archipelago, as this work provides 
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a direct entry point for analysing questions of the efficacy and accuracy of these 

technologies and mechanisms weighed against everyday, global human-agency. Towards 

providing a more enriched discussion of the carceral (Moran, et al., 2018) and the 

carceral continuities of COVID-19, these could be mapped on to other spaces such as 

care-homes, hospitals and even back into prisons and post-prison landscapes. This all 

relatively remains to be seen within Geographical academia, and of course, provide 

interesting lines of enquiry for directly and geographically engaging with the recent 

COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Appendix A - List of Participants with Demographic Information 

 

Pseudonym Age Stated Occupation during 
pandemic 

Janet 36 Academic 

Sophia 50 Expat - teacher 

Adrian 54 Expat - teacher 

Damian 56 Lecturer  

Robert 59 Accountant 

Tina 58 Teacher 

Gabby N/A Academic 

Jessica 50 Occupational Therapist 

Kian 64 Retired 

Dan N/A N/A 

Aimee 27 Student  

Scarlett 48 Primary school teacher 

Daisy 54 Café owner 

Camille 73 Retired - legal secretary 

Sadie 57 Accounts Manager 

Marcus 59 Energy and Management 
Consultant 

Roman 87 Retired – police inspector 

Craig* 54 Clinical Academic 

Alex 20 Student 

Samantha 40 Academic  

Noah 35 Academic 

              * = Elite 
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Appendix B - Example of Main Interview Questions used as Basis for Discussion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Firstly, how many times have you knowingly contracted COVID-19? 

2. Were you always aware of the rules? Did you always agree with the rules?  

3. Did you find that your compliance to the rules changed over time? Maybe parallel 

with the number of times you may have had COVID? Was this influenced by other 

people’s actions at all? 

4. From your experience, would you say were you more conscious of catching the 

virus itself, more conscious of breaking the rules, a mixture of both or neither?  

5. Are there any parts of the lockdown landscape that stand out to you as being the 

most controversial? Did this make you feel any more complacent? 

6. From your experience, did you think the rules were consistent?  

7. How effective did you find the Test and Trace app? 

8. Did you find the use of the app quite a ‘normal’, mundane process? Did your 

privacy or liberty feel contested at any point? 

9. What does the word ‘lockdown’ mean to you? What emotions or connotations does 

it have/bring about? 

10. How comfortable did you feel being told to stay in your home?  

11. Did you feel spatially confined or trapped in your home?  

12. Was the pandemic experience, mostly being kept in your home, detrimental to 

yourself in any way? 

13. What did you lose out on due to the pandemic? 

14. What did you make of the online reaction to the pandemic and the rules? How 

much information did you find yourself getting off of social media? 
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Appendix C – Participant Information and Consent Form 
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Appendix D – Examples of Coded Interview Transcripts – Interview 9, 10 & 16 

 

INTERVIEW 9 
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INTERVIEW 10 
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INTERVIEW 16 

 

 


