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Research Statement: COVID-19, divisive ideologies and technology1 
I am motivated by finding solutions to global risks affecting our long-term future. My past research 

investigated improvements in moral psychology with technological interventions – moral enhancement – as 

a potential solution for global risks arising from our moral failures. Global risks arise due to lack of global 

co-operation, and include nuclear proliferation, runaway climate change and pandemics. I produced five 

articles related to this research, two published, one accepted and two submissions to academic journals.  

The recent increase in ideological divisiveness and our failed response to the COVID-19 pandemic indicate 

I should focus on the erosion of democratic institutions due to ideological divisiveness as a global risk.  

The need for a unified response to a common external threat is one of the most powerful drivers for 

forming a social compact. The present world affected by a pandemic stands more divided than before, not 

only precluding an expedient crisis response, but also the development of global and national social compacts 

that could address future threats. My future research will analyse the recent decadal increase in social division, 

the erosion of the democratic social compact and their interaction with the COVID-19 pandemic. I will 

propose two avenues for solutions: traditional institutional reform and technological interventions, each 

producing a manuscript for publication. 

Affective prejudice between US political parties is at an all-time high. Parties frequently dehumanise 

each other, leading to spiteful tactics that risk eroding democracy. Across the world, political and civil 

liberties are at their lowest in a decade and persecution and intolerance have increased. These internal 

ideological divisions mean that evidence-based health policy is unlikely to be implemented. In the current 

pandemic, policies such as mask-weaking and lockdowns were quickly politized and scientific studies were 

left to the background. 

Allen Buchanan’s Our Moral Fate proposes that ideologies are evolved cultural and psychological 

strategies for orienting individuals inside extremely complex, large, and diverse societies. They provide a 

simplified map of who is who, how society is organised, and one’s place in it. In moderation, they produce 

increased coordination within intra-social groups while also promoting healthy competition between them. 

In extreme, ideologies become extremely divisive and risk eroding the social compact they had once enabled 

to emerge. I will introduce increased specialisation and inequality over the last half-century as two commonly 

proposed sources of intra-social ideological divisiveness. I will argue new media technologies are a likely 

major cause of the recent increase. New social media technologies allow those ideologies to be formed around 

different innate personalities and amplify them by promoting moral outrage. Digital media consumption is 

correlated with perceived ideological polarisation independently of actual polarization. 

I will argue many of the democratic safeguards against intra-social division might no longer work, as 

their aim is focused primarily on the effects and not the causes of ideological factions. Increased division of 

labour, intra-social inequality and new media technology have produced stronger ideologies than before. 

Democratic restraints are perceived as hurdles for setting the world right instead of protections against a 

return to tribalism. However, democracy is in a fragile state, therefore targeting divisiveness’ causes at the 

cost of removing protections against it is likely to be catastrophic. We should seek careful institutional reform 

via new legislation informed by moral psychology. I will give two examples of how recent advances in moral 

psychology can inform proposals for institutional reform.  

Progress via institutional reform might succeed, but it can be costly, slow, and risky in the current 

environment. Previously, I argued that moral enhancement should be explored as an accompanying solution 

to institutional reform to improve inter-social co-operation. Here, I will argue that increased intra-social 

ideological divisions make the case for attempting to develop moral enhancement more compelling than 

before. The current pandemic is a relatively tiny global threat, yet intra-social division has severely affected 

our response. Enhancement targeted at virtues that promote inclusivity and civic debate can help reduce the 

causes of divisiveness. I will propose that properly orchestrated moral enhancement can promote the virtue 

of liberty and significantly reduce the causes of divisiveness. Liberty has been proposed as one out of six 

foundations of human morality; studies found this trait correlates with a preponderance of cognitive over 

emotional reasoning and low interdependence. Orchestrated interventions that increase tolerance for outsiders 

and their ideas, increase cognitive reasoning and decrease emotional negative responses for ideological 

opponents can enhance liberty. 

 
1 Research to be conducted at Harvard University’s Ash Center for Democratic Governance and Innovation. For a longer 

research plan and early manuscript drafts, contact me at jlafabiano@gmail.com. 
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