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Abstract 

The COVID-19 is transforming our lives. We could frame this illness by 

surrendering to disaster or striving to get over it. We suggest that the pandemic is 

converting “some” citizens into devoted actors, individuals viscerally connected—

fused—to a group who share a sacred value. Since devoted actors are willing to make 

costly self-sacrifices for their peers and convictions, the virus, instead of “killing us”, 

could well make us stronger. 

 

Keywords: Covid-19, Identity Fusion, Devoted Actor, Sacred Values. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Nietzsche, F. (1989). Götzeng-Dämmerung, oder, Wie man mit dem Hammer 
philosophiert. Leipzig, Germany: C. G. Nauman. 
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 Nowadays, the world is facing the most important global challenges since World 

War II, the Coronavirus disease (COVID-19). When we confront threats of this calibre, 

we have two alternatives: succumb to the menace, get depressed, and just wait for 

everything to happen, or meet the challenge by reinforcing our ties to those closest to 

us, extending these ties to other individuals, and also strengthening our convictions 

about some particular values that become sacred. The way we are framing the 

pandemic, by giving continual expressions to collective actions and rituals—like 

clapping every day from our balconies—are clear examples that most people have opted 

for the second course of action. Here it is suggested that, instead of giving in to the 

challenge, the pandemic has transformed at least some anonymous citizens into devoted 

actors: individuals viscerally connected and wholly “fused” to a group, and who share a 

value that it is sacred (e.g. Gómez et al., 2017). Since devoted actors are willing to make 

extreme self-sacrifices for their peers and convictions (e.g. Gómez et al., 2016), the 

pandemic will transform healthcare workers into heroes and those who get through the 

illness will be honoured as “survivors.” Instead of “killing us”, this response to the virus 

could well make us stronger.  

Within social psychology, the social identity approach is one of the most useful 

for giving important insights about how individuals think concerning group-mediated 

phenomena (e.g. Hornsey, 2008). The current pandemic affects our personal identity, 

the way we think about ourselves and think about the present and the future. It informs 

our social identity, how we relate with others, and what is important for us, that is, our 

values and convictions. These three components—personal identity, social identity, and 

values—are factors that make up a recent psychosocial theory developed to explain why 

people are willing to self-sacrifice for their groups and convictions, based on the 

concept of “The Devoted Actor”, (Gómez et al., 2016). 

Identity fusion was originally conceived as a visceral feeling of oneness with the 

group that predicts extreme, extraordinary self-sacrifices on behalf of the group or each 

of its members (see Gómez et al., 2020). If, as it is proposed here, the pandemic is 

creating or increasing identity fusion with different groups (e.g. healthcare 

professionals, state securities forces and bodies, the government, compatriots), citizens 

would be willing to make costly sacrifices such group, as they would for their families 

or for themselves.  

Why would the pandemic increase fusion with the group? Research suggests two 

main factors as potential causes of fusion: 1) shared biology (Swann et al., 2014), and 2) 
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shared experiences (Whitehouse et al., 2017). Studies provide evidence for both. First, 

family is the group with which most people are fused, and for which most individuals 

are willing to die. Second, sharing intense experiences with ingroup members fosters 

fusion with the group, particularly if these experiences are negative, traumatic, or 

dysphoric, but also when they are positive (e.g. Kavanagh, Jong, McKay & Whitehouse, 

2018). Similarly, participating in collective gatherings, like traditional gatherings and 

religious celebrations, could increase fusion and engaging in ritual practices or recalling 

episodic memories of a pilgrims’ route contribute to maintaining identity fusion. 

However, also non-shared experiences, as collective trauma, leads to extraordinary 

kindness and compassion to others (Thomsen & Fiske, 2018). Taking into account these 

antecedents, it is reasonable to conclude that citizens sharing both experiences, negative 

(the pandemic) and positive (e.g. clapping every day from our balconies at 20.00), but 

even those that do not share personally such experiences with others, but perceive 

and/or are witness of the collective trauma, may increase fusion with groups as 

neighbours, compatriots, the healthcare professionals who are fighting for us in the 

hospitals, law enforcement and the military who ensure adherence to government 

measures, and even Humanity. 

If the current challenge increased fusion with different groups, citizens would be 

willing to do almost anything for those groups and its members. This conclusion is 

supported by a large body of evidence demonstrating that identity fusion predicts, 

(among other things): refusal to abandon the group; denial of the group’s wrongdoings; 

a lower quality of life when the group is defeated; willingness to participate in extreme 

forms of protest on behalf of the group; maximizing the ingroup’s advantage over the 

outgroup even at one’s personal expense; protecting the group’s reputation; sacrificing 

close relationships for the sake of belonging to the group; relative intergroup 

formidability; readiness to donate to charity; writing supportive notes to victims of 

terrorist attacks; aggressive behaviour towards outgroup members in videogames for 

players under threat; and the desire to retaliate against outgroup members (for a review, 

see Gómez et al., 2020). Nowadays, we all are called to “make” a costly sacrifice in 

staying at home and “doing nothing,” at the expense of losing our jobs or source of 

income. We also suffer the emotional burden of being unable to physically comfort or 

care for those close to us who become ill, or even to bury them.  

 In addition to this strong, visceral commitment that is developing or increasing 

between individuals and groups, people are also reinforcing their commitment to certain 
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values, such as cooperation, solidarity, humanity and, most relevant now, healthcare. In 

helping to render those values “sacred” to us, the pandemic has turned at least some of 

us into devoted actors, unwilling to trade-off these values for any material or non-

material gain or reward. Devoted actors are particularly likely to make costly and 

extreme sacrifices in defense of sacred values when their personal identities are “fused” 

with the collective identity of a primary reference group (Gómez et al., 2017; Sheikh, 

Gómez & Atran, 2016; Vázquez, Martínez, López-Rodriguez, Atran, & Gómez, 2020).  

Why would the pandemic increase the number of devoted actors or make them 

rise to the challenge of the pandemic? Research has consistently demonstrated that 

devoted actors emerge and display deep commitment to their groups and values when 

these are under threat (Sheikh et al., 2016; Vázquez et sl., 2020). For example, 

Moroccans living in neighborhoods associated with militant jihad were particularly 

willing to implement Sharia. And Spaniards fused with friends or country, and who 

considered democracy to be sacred, were willing to endorse extreme sacrifices for 

democracy; they also maximized the perceived physical formidability of their group, 

and increased aggressive inclinations against threatening outgroups, such as terrorists or 

pro-secessionists.  

Recent research suggests that devoted actors are especially effective when they: 

trust the group, its members and leaders; exhibit strong levels of collective resilience; 

coordinate and draw upon collective sources of support and practical resources to deal 

adaptively with adversity; and demonstrate spiritual formidability (that is, bravery to 

defend what is most cherished, strength of belief in what one is fighting for), (Atran et 

al., 2018).  

Skeptics might argue, depending on how some citizens confront the emergency, 

that people’s political orientation, economic loss, level of social and family support, and 

other factors, related to the pandemic might impede development of strong commitment 

with groups and values. However, in times of crisis, and from the devoted actor model 

approach, we prefer an optimism. 

Identity fusion, sacred values, and the devoted actor framework were developed 

to explain why some individuals are willing to fight, die, and even kill for their 

comrades and convictions. These extreme actions can be performed for evil, but also for 

good. At this critical time, the world needs heroes of the latter kind. So: Be a hero, be a 

devoted actor, and stay at home. 
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