
The Apathetic 

Ron Johnson, Senator from Wisconsin: “We don't shut down our economy because tens of 
thousands of people die on the highways. It's a risk we accept so we can move about.” 

March 24 

I would like to discuss an issue that I have noticed that I don’t see getting reported on in the 
same way that I have experienced it. I have noticed that some people are completely 
apathetic about the virus. They seem to not think that the virus is a big deal. I have noticed 
that this is particularly strong among conservative members of Generation X (to be clear, I 
am not generalizing about all conservatives, or all members of Generation X, or all 
conservative members of Generation X; that is simply the demographic that I have noticed 
to be especially receptive to the notion that the virus is being “blown way out of 
proportion”). The term I will use to refer to the people who express this point of view for 
the remainder of this journal is “the Apathetic”.  

Both of my parents are ultraconservative, evangelical, white, middle class members of 
Generation X. Fox News was on more than the TV was off in my house when I was growing 
up, as I like to say (Obviously an exaggeration, but you get my point). Both of them seem to 
be convinced that the coronavirus is nothing to worry about.  

I know I have to live in the same house with my parents for the next two, probably five 
months. For the sake of trying to keep the household happy, I have committed myself to 
holding my tongue about politics, especially the coronavirus. I know I am not going to 
change their minds, I do not need to argue with them. They are not the type to appreciate 
dissenting opinions, anyways. This means that I have a wonderful opportunity to observe 
and study them, and note how their opinions change as the pandemic takes its course, and 
you have the opportunity to hear me write about them.  

My parents are not the only examples of this behavior I have found, but they are the most 
convenient to do a case study on. I simply ask you to take my word that I have witnessed a 
number of other people expressing very similar ideas online and in my hometown. Many of 
the family members and predominantly Gen X people I am Facebook friends with seem to 
agree with the Apathetic, as well as neighbors and other voices in my hometown.  

 

Today I got in a bit of a dispute with my father. It was after this dispute that I made the 
commitment to holding my tongue that I referenced above. Last weekend, we had to go 
back to Georgetown to get my belongings from my dorm room. The most cost-effective 
thing to do was actually to drive out there from Wisconsin, pack everything in the van, and 
drive back home. We stayed in two different hotels, stopped at Lord-knows-how-many gas 



stations, and even went to see the cherry blossoms on Saturday at the Tidal Basin (I know 
we shouldn’t have, we should’ve been more conscious about avoiding people, but my 
parents thought that they would never be in DC during peak cherry blossoms again and 
insisted we go). Social distancing was not a priority for my parents, to say the least. 

My car needs to get an emissions test so I can renew the license plate sticker, and I need the 
sticker by the end of April. My dad told me to go to the auto shop today to get the test done 
since the Wisconsin lockdown starts tomorrow. I said, “or, maybe, we should take the fact 
that we are supposed to stay in our homes starting at midnight as an indication that we 
shouldn’t be out and about doing nonessential things. Especially us, since we just went on a 
cross-country road trip a few days ago” My father did not like that opinion. With a sigh he 
stated how he did not think that this virus is as contagious as they say it is. He says you 
don’t transfer it through the air you breathe, but through mucus mist from when you have a 
buildup of mucus in your lungs (which, for the record, is a gross misunderstanding of 
droplet transmission). I brought up that in order to see the level of community spread we 
are seeing, it must be a high level contagion, and the conversation only devolved from 
there. It only lasted a few minutes, but my father made it clear that he believes this is just 
the flu; a flu that we don’t have immunities built up to, but still the flu; and that we 
shouldn’t react to this any differently than we do to the flu. He says it is only people who 
would have died from the flu anyways that die from Covid, and he thinks that the reason 
hospitals cannot support high numbers of sick people is the hospital administrators are too 
stupid to know when to discharge patients who will be fine. Congestion in the hospitals, 
according to him, comes from stupid people panicking about the virus who are not actually 
sick but are going into hospitals nonetheless. He says medical care is not required for the 
vast majority of people going into the hospital because “it is just the flu and they will get 
over it”.  

This is the thought process of the Apathetic. This is the denial that I find so interesting, that 
it is “just the flu,” that the entirety of society is wrong. How or why the Apathetic can be 
convinced that medical experts, political leaders, and, well, everyone is mistaken about the 
medical effects of the virus is beyond me.  

A few weeks ago, Trump showed some signs that he was dismissive about how bad the 
virus would impact America. By this point, even he has admitted that it is “not the flu. It’s 
vicious”. It seems, though, that his early message stuck with a number of people. 

 

March 27 

“Not two hundred years ago, we set out on the Oregon Trail with full knowledge that at 
least one the members of our party, if not more, was going to die from dysentery. Now we 



can’t even decide if we are okay with being exposed to a bug that to the vast majority of the 
population is no worse than the flu.” 

This was what the talk radio host my mother was listening to today was saying when I 
went into the kitchen. I don’t even know where to begin with a refutation of this. It’s not an 
argument that “we are well-prepared enough to handle the virus” or “the tradeoffs of the 
economy for health are too great”. It’s just dismissive of the medical seriousness of this 
disease. It’s Apathetic. 

Later in the day, my mother and I went grocery shopping. We got everything we had on the 
list at Walmart, except for one thing: toilet paper. We don’t actually need toilet paper, we 
have plenty at home. My mother, however, wants to get some every time we go to the store. 
She very frequently remarks how bothered she is that people are hoarding it (an 
understatement, to say the least), but she has started to believe that if she doesn’t start 
stockpiling, she won’t have any. She stopped by Aldi on the way home to go in and grab 
some extra. It didn’t seem to bother her that this involved additional, unnecessary contact 
at multiple locations across the town, exactly the opposite of what we are told we should be 
doing to stop the spread of the virus. As she would say, “You wash your hands when you go 
to the bathroom and you’re fine. We just went to DC and came back and we are fine.” 

 

Here is part of my mother’s collection. I thought it was 
kind of funny that it was built up like a pyramid, almost 
like a temple.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

April 5 

My mother’s mother is 88 years old. She lives alone in her house in Chicago, normally. We 
live about 90 minutes north of her, and her son, her only other child, lives about halfway in 
between. She can’t drive anymore because of her sight, so she has a lady who will come and 



take her to the grocery store and to the senior center to play cards a few times a week. My 
mother and my uncle take turns going down there to be with her every once in a while. 

The senior center is closed, my grandmother is too scared to go to the grocery store, and 
her driver wouldn’t come into contact with her anyway. My uncle and my mother have 
been taking turns hosting my grandmother in their house for two weeks at a time, because 
otherwise, she would sit at home, alone, all day. We play cards with her, and go on walks, 
and look at old pictures. It is interesting and relevant for this theme because my uncle is the 
opposite of the Apathetic: he is very scared about the virus, and his fear gets instilled in my 
grandmother before she comes to our house. I then get to see her and my mother fight over 
the seriousness of the virus.  

Today I heard the following exchange: “I don’t feel that a mask is necessary. If I had an 
underlying illness, yes, of course I would wear one, but I’m fine. They wipe down the carts 
at Walmart. There’s not vapors floating in the air. It only comes from when someone 
coughs on you. I wash my hands, and I don’t touch my face. I don’t need a mask.” “But the 
masks don’t stop you from getting sick, they stop you from spreading it if you have the 
virus” “Well, I’m not sick!” 

At this point, I begin to wonder if what I have been referring to as Apathy is just plain 
ignorance. Not anything special, just a lack of education. I don’t think that could be the case, 
because I’m sure how someone could escape hearing the message about facemasks, social 
distancing, and staying home.  

Perhaps it comes from the desire to prove everyone else wrong. A deep, deep mistrust of 
the media, science, and the public at large that gives a ready response for a crisis situation 
that demands major upheaval: No, you are wrong, you are lying. I don’t see it happening, so 
it cannot be real. 

 

April 19 

There are a number of anti-lockdown protests occurring, and they are all oriented towards 
wanting businesses to reopen because they are vital to the economy. They say that we have 
flattened the curve, and it is time to slowly start reopening. My father supports them, but 
they don’t quite get to the heart of Apathy that I find so intriguing. Very little news 
coverage that I have seen has reported on people saying “this virus isn’t that bad, it’s just 
the flu, we should never have paid any mind to it in the first place”.  

I will say that Apathy is a pretty calming state of mind. My grandmother has definitely 
started to feel more comfortable now that she is with us and not with my uncle, who is 
freaking out about the virus. It doesn’t put my grandmother in danger to be calm, because 



she is not leaving the house for anything, so what’s the harm in saving my grandmother 
some stress? I wonder if Apathy is more of a defense mechanism for the headstrong who 
aren’t used to facing something they have no control over. We all react in different ways 
when we are faced with unprecedented challenges like this. Perhaps Apathy is just another 
version of what hoarding hand sanitizer or baking banana bread is to some other people 
(albeit a very destructive version).  

 

April 28 

My father has learned that some European countries are starting to reopen their economies 
already. He takes this as evidence that we should have been open weeks ago. It doesn’t 
seem to cross his mind that the reason these countries are able to open so soon is because 
they actually observed social distancing, they closed down early and thoroughly, and they 
have pre-existing well-funded national health systems, all things he has actively dismissed 
as stupid.  

Fighting to reopen the economy is starting to become mainstream now, especially since the 
protests. Fox News and the President both say it needs to be a top priority. My father is 
ready to accept that mantle. He seems to have put concerns over the seriousness of the 
virus on the backburner, but he still seemingly believes it was a bad bug that got “blown 
out of proportion” because of “media fear-mongering”. I’m not sure if his Apathy is the 
reason he wants to reopen the economy, or if it’s the other way around, or if the two are 
even related. It has become so hard to separate fact from fiction, cause from effect, and 
motivation from justification, not only among the Apathetic, but among politicians and the 
media as well. I reckon that is simply the consequences of the “fake news” media world we 
live in.  

 

May 1 

The protests ramped up yesterday. Some protestors in Michigan came to the capitol open-
carrying semi-automatic weapons. Many of the early protestors have distanced themselves 
from these people. Today I am simply making it overtly clear, for the sake of my parents’ 
dignity, that neither of them associate with these radical protests, nor support violence or 
racially motivated accusations. I feel that this is important to note, so there is no confusion.  

Now that it is fully within the mainstream political dialogue to want to reopen the 
economy, a lot of the skepticism and Apathy I was seeing before is disappearing. The goals 
of the Apathetic are now being promoted for a different, more easily arguable reason, and it 
seems to be an easy transition for most of them. Still, I wonder if there will be long-term 



effects for the Apathetic as a result of their conviction that the virus isn’t that bad. Will they 
tell future generations a different story about the pandemic? Will it be used to argue 
against changes to public health infrastructure months from now? What happens if there is 
a second wave next winter, and the whole debate comes up again? 

 

May 7 

My grandmother has asked me a couple of times why I think this pandemic is happening. 
She tells me that her son thinks it is because of overpopulation, and that this is just nature’s 
way of thinning the herd. She doesn’t believe that. She tells me she thinks it is divine wrath. 
“God is angry. I’m sorry, but he is. He’s angry at us for being ungrateful, and for being mean 
to one another, and for taking everything for granted. When this is all over, we need to be 
nicer to each other, we need to listen to each other, and we need to care about each other 
more.” 

I appreciate my grandmother’s call to action. I am unsure of religion myself, but I 
completely understand where she is coming from and why she thinks this can only be the 
result of God’s anger. I choose not to think that he is angry, however. I don’t think God 
would take his anger out on us like this. I choose to believe that there is a reason this is 
happening. Maybe a decade from now, a new virus will develop, one that is more 
contagious or more lethal or presents new and unimaginable obstacles, and this pandemic 
that we are in right now is an opportunity to prepare. The flaws in our society -- in our 
public health infrastructure, in our food supply chains, in our global ability to combat 
disease -- have been more than exposed over the past few months, and we have the 
opportunity to learn how to shield ourselves from a much more brutal future attack. Maybe 
the medical work that is being poured into finding a vaccine, in an absolutely 
unprecedented display of scientific cooperation and dexterity, will discover not only a 
vaccine for coronavirus, but reinvent epidemiology as we know it and save uncountable 
numbers of lives. Maybe this tragedy, for all the suffering and divide it has caused, will 
become the thing that unifies us in the future. Our society, which is so hopelessly plagued 
with division and hostility, will have this common experience against which we can 
coalesce, will this opportunity for American resolve, ingenuity, and strength to prove itself 
worthy of any challenge. I do not believe that we have angered God; only that we have 
worried him. And this, this is our moment, this is our test, this is our opportunity to fight 
and to prove that though we may be deep in the throes of tragedy, we will not surrender 
our spirit.  

 


