






WORDS BEYOND THE PANDEMIC: 
A HUNDRED-SIDED CRISIS

Editor
José Reis

Publisher
Centre for Social Studies 
University of Coimbra

Scientific Review
Ana Cordeiro Santos, António Sousa Ribeiro, Carlos Fortuna, João Rodrigues,  
José Castro Caldas, José Reis, Pedro Hespanha, Vítor Neves

Linguistic Revision
João Paulo Moreira

Editorial Assistant
Rita Kacia Oliveira

Design and Pagination
André Queda

December, 2020

This work is funded by ERDF Funds through the Competitiveness Factors Operational 
Programme - COMPETE and by National Funds through the FCT - Foundation for Science and 
Technology within the UIDB/50012/2020 project.

The data and opinions included in this publication are the exclusive responsibility of its 
authors.

ISBN
978-989-8847-28-7



114

WORDS BEYOND THE PANDEMIC:  
A HUNDRED-SIDED CRISISV

Vulnerability is a condition of individuals or 
collective systems when they are subject to 
processes resulting in a diminishment not 
only of their capacities and roles, but also of 
the possibility of recovering from the losses 
they have suffered and returning to previous 
circumstances. We assume here the vulnera-
bilities that are essentially generated or in-
duced by institutional and political processes, 
that is, deliberations and forms of organisa-
tion that add new weaknesses to the neces-
sarily uncertain and contingent condition of 
individual and collective life. The notion of 
vulnerabilities is multidimensional and mul-
tiscale and is sensitive to space and time. It 
is also a relational notion, which takes into 
consideration the structural aspects and the 
system of economic, social and political or-
ganisation. A policy of reversing vulnerabili-
ties will be a social and political ethics of care, 
that is, of reconstituting the relationships that 
empower individuals and collective organisa-
tion.

Contemporary Portugal has been subject to 
relevant processes of vulnerability creation, 
and such vulnerabilities can be identified on 
different scales and dimensions. This occurred 
at the same time that the country, as a result of 
having embarked on ill-advised processes and 
contexts in which it holds a peripheral posi-
tion, destroyed some of the mechanisms that 
gave it dominion over its collective organisa-
tion without creating new, more robust levels, 
thus accentuating its dependencies. The shock 
of austerity was an essential moment for the 
problems we face today. But the issue does not 

end here. And even in regard to more recent 
weaknesses, some processes have reversed 
vulnerabilities while others have created, con-
solidated or accelerated new weaknesses. At 
the moment, we are faced with those that the 
pandemic has revealed and created.

The vulnerabilities are multiscale and can 
be identified at macro-economic, state, ter-
ritorial, local and metropolitan levels, in the 
care given to people, in labour relations and 
at trade union level, in the gradual transfor-
mation of private costs into social costs, in 
intergenerational relations or in physical ter-
ritories, in the form of risks.

Again, the vulnerabilities are multiscale, and 
so are the alternatives. At the macroeconom-
ic level, a new balance must be found beyond 
the rules of so-called European “economic 
governance” and the limits it entails at the 
monetary, budgetary and public policy lev-
els. It is a question of reconstituting forms of 
public action that strengthen society, over-
coming imbalances and qualifying said socie-
ty. Internally, in addition to dealing with risk 
areas, the country needs public policies that 
restore capacity to its territories, also ensur-
ing that the capital and its metropolitan area 
become more cohesive and empowered from 
an economic and social point of view, replac-
ing a model of growth that is poorly qualified 
and has led to the demographic depletion of 
the rest of the country. Social policies and the 
valuing of work and well-being also need to 
regain the centrality they have lost.
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