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CHAPTER 20

CHILDREN’S GAME “CORONA”:  
FROM THE INSIDE OF A BLACK BOX2

In memory of Aleksandar Krel

Abstract: This paper is a case study based on the observations made during 
а personal fieldwork conducted in the spring of 2021 among the pupils of the “St 
Sava” primary school in the Belgrade’s municipality of Vračar. On that occasion, 
a series of semi-structured interviews were taken on the topic of the game called 
Corona, which spontaneously appeared among the pupils of this school almost 
at the same time with the first news on the spreading of the infection in China 
and North Italy. The subsequent sudden changes which happened on the mac-
ro and micro sociocultural level and strong impressions coming out from a new 
COVID-19 pandemic reality led to changes in daily routines of children and the 
accumulation of psychological tension, which resulted in the creation of the game 
Corona and a series of variants of the game, each time with more complex rules and 
with more chaotic actions. The game Corona is analyzed and discussed from the 
perspective of the interactionist theory of culture, as an idiocultural response of a 
small group of children to a radically strong sociological triggering series of events. 
The cultural communication process of its shaping and reshaping within the net 
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of interactions of the small group of school children with their social surrounding 
created a kind of idiocultural incubator, a childlore “black box”, which we open in 
order to look at the mechanism which modeled the game. At the same time, the 
game will be discussed as an example of sociocultural miniaturism which reveals 
relevant information about the perception of the pandemic reality seen and lived 
by the actors of the game, i.e. a symbolic image of that reality.

Keywords: childlore, folklore communication, game as sociocultural construct, 
COVID-19, infectious diseases, social miniaturism, idioculture.

At the beginning of 2020, almost at the same time as the first media reporting 
on the emergence and spreading of the infectious disease COVID-19, the pupils 
of younger school age (7 to10) of the elementary school “St Sava” in the Belgrade’s 
central municipality of Vračar, started playing a new game, which they called Co-
rona. The information gained about this game which will be presented in the paper 
is based on empirical data collected during the fieldwork research among the pupils 
of this school, which was conducted by my late colleague Aleksandar Krel and me 
in April and May 2021,3 although my inquiry about the game started from the very 
moment I heard about it (February 2020) from my daughter and the kids from our 
neighborhood, who attend the “St Sava” school. 

The emergence of the pandemic threat and later on the pandemic circum-
stances of life were characterized by an intense flow of information about the new 
disease, measures of protection and prevention, generating the feelings of fear and, 
finally, the adoption of a series of restrictive measures on the macro and micro so-
cial level,4 which led to sudden changes in the daily routines of children and raised 
the level of tension. This tension was channeled through a new form of playing 
activity, which, at the same time, enabled symbolic communication with the sur-
rounding society. The dynamic process of the creation of the game was conditioned 
by a series of factors (sometimes regulatory and sometimes informational), which 
reached children primarily from the “world of adults”: sometimes directly, through 
personal contact with parents, relatives, neighbors, teachers, and sometimes indi-
rectly, through media messages intended for adults, but which nevertheless found 
their way to children (television, electronic media, press, social networks), as well as 
through the rules of behavior within the school as the primary institution through 

3 For more detailed description of the fieldwork, the conditions in which it was conducted, 
the informants, the way the interviews were led in order to get objective and relevant information 
especially from younger children, see: Krel & Trubarac Matić 2022: 260‒265.

4 For more detailed information on the chronology of major events related to Covid 19 
pandemic decisions of Serbian government and the Ministry of Education of the Republic of 
Serbia, see: Krel & Trubarac Matić 2022: 265‒268.
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which the childhood of our interlocutors is institutionalized (Krel & Trubarac Matić 
2022: 261‒262). Thus, the appearance of the game Corona can be understood as a 
reaction of children to the psychological pressure they were exposed to during the 
SARS-CoV-2 virus pandemic, the intensity of which was determined by the influx 
of information coming from the public narratives in the sociocultural context of the 
new COVID-19 pandemic reality in Serbia (cf. Pišev, Žikić & Stajić 2020), which 
per se was full of contradictions (cf. Žikić 2021).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
AND METHODOLOGY

The complex and dynamic relationship between Serbian society, socio-cultural 
contents characteristic of the period of the COVID-19 pandemic and members of a 
small local children’s school community is analyzed relying on the theoretical frame-
work and, in part, on the methodological procedures that Gary Alan Fine developed 
with his fellow researchers starting from the interactionist theory of culture. Accord-
ing to this theory cultural phenomena arise as a product of communicative interaction 
between different social groups (see Fine 1979: 733‒734; Fine & Fang 2019: 2). Fine 
notes that each small group (in interaction with the wider social community and 
groups existing within it) has or develops over time some form of culture, which he 
calls idioculture (Fine 1979: 734; Fine & Fang 2019), which can be defined as “a system 
of knowledge, beliefs, behaviors, and customs shared by members of an interacting 
group to which members can refer and employ as the basis of further interaction” 
(Fine 1979: 734). The idioculture forms the link between the actions of a group of 
individuals and the structures of the system (Fine & Fang 2019: 2). In order to uncover 
the mechanism of idiocultural creation, a “black box” has to be opened and the very 
process of interactions between social groups and within a small idiocultural group 
has to be observed and analyzed (cf. Harrington & Fine 2000).

Another important concept for our further discussion is the concept of soci-
ological miniaturism ‒ which implies a sociological (not psychological) approach 
to social psychology, in which an insight into macro social phenomena is gained 
by observing and analyzing the occurrence of phenomena on a microsocial level 
(cf. Stolte & Fine & Cook 2001). In our case study, a group of pupils practicing 
the game Corona is our small idiocultural group, the game Corona is the product 
of their idioculture, the very process of its modelling within a dynamic net of 
communicational interactions between the small group and its social surrounding 
is observed as an idiocultural incubator, a childlore “black box”, which has to be 
opened in order to peek into the mechanism which modelled the game. Finally, 
the game Corona is discussed as an example of sociocultural miniaturism which 
allows us to gain insight into a wider spectrum of macro social phenomena. 

EDUCATION THROUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, Vol. One, pp. 294–304
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The methodological procedure of Fine is based on what he calls peopled eth-
nography, which implies intensive fieldwork with the collection of ethnographic 
data (observation of an interactive group and the dynamics of relationships in it, 
conversations with its members, ethnographic notes of situations and events), as 
well as further analysis of that data, which relies heavily on the comparative meth-
od, during which the phenomena present in the observed small group are related 
to macro and micro social phenomena which are part of the cultural surround-
ing of the observed small group (Fine & Fang 2019: 7). The restrictive pandemic 
measures which regulated the access to the school “St Sava”, made our presence 
in the schoolyard and our observation of the very process of playing impossible. 
For that reason we were not able to implement fully the Fine’s methodology. Such 
circumstances caused the absence of participant observation, which is the basic 
research method of ethnographic fieldwork. However, we tried to overcome this 
problem with a significantly expanded questionnaire which served as a frame-
work for recursive semi-structured interviews with series of questions designed 
to provoke descriptions of behavior of the players during the preparation for the 
game and its realization, their feelings in certain roles, the strategies of “cheating” 
and preventing it, the impacts of the number of participants and the time frame, 
as well as the possible outcomes of the game, etc.

The comparative approach to the fieldwork material, which is an essential 
feature of Fine’s methodology, will be applied in our analysis to different variants 
of the game, but also to the interaction of contextual contents of the macro and 
micro sociocultural environment and the impact they had on modeling the variants 
of the game Corona. 

THE GAME CORONA: PRESENTATION  
OF FIELDWORK DATA AND ITS DISCUSSION

Typologically, the game Corona belongs to the chasing games with roles, 
which are based on the actualization of tensions between the hunter and its prey. 
The secondary codification of these games, which can be found in the childlore 
documented all around the globe is closely linked to traumatic experience related 
to infectious diseases like the plague, Spanish fever, leprosy, scabies, polio (Trubarac 
Matić & Krel 2022: 707‒712). 

The most common game of this type, tag, in Serbian cultural area is called 
Šugice (Eng. little scabies) or Šuge (Eng. scabies). In this game there is always one 
chaser called Šuga; when he touches someone, he has to say Šuga!; the one who is 
touched becomes Šuga, the player who had that status before loses it, joins the rest 
of the players and the playing cycle repeats. The first variant of the game Corona 
was nothing else than a variant of Šuge. The only difference was that the chaser 
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was called Corona and, when touching others, (s)he would say: Corona! This first 
variant emerged at the very beginning of 2020, i.e. before the first case of the 
SARS-CoV-2 virus was registered in Serbia, that is, at the time when the media 
began to report on the appearance of the infection in China and northern Italy. 
Our research of this playing practice took place almost simultaneously with the 
appearance of the game and lasted until the end of 2021, when the members of the 
small idiocultural group we were following stopped practicing the game Corona. 
For a short time, another chasing game, called Vakcina (Eng. vaccine), replaced 
it, but very soon the “games of the pandemic paradigm” disappeared, which was 
to be expected, since one of the main criteria for the existence of an idiocultural 
artefact ‒ its functionality (cf. Fine 1979: 738‒743) ‒ was not there anymore.

During the two years of inquiries about the game Corona, it had been shaped 
and reshaped for several times. Some of the variants were abandoned with time, 
while some were in practice simultaneously during certain periods. The changes 
would be introduced after previous negotiations of the players ‒ before the game, 
when the roles are to be distributed (by playing counting rhymes,  paper-rock-scis-
sors or similar),5 the players would discuss the set of modified rules, if they found 
it necessary for any reason (the number of players, the time limits, a dysfunctional 
element perceived as “stupid”, etc.)6. With time, the most successful variants would 
be replayed and the others would be replaced with them. I will not comment on all 
the variants of the game here7 ‒ instead of that, I will focus on the typological descrip-
tion of the game and the chronological emergence of its variants, which appeared 
in the process of interaction with external stimuli from the macrosocial (at the state 
level) and microsocial (at the school level) surrounding. In Fine’s terminology, those 
stimuli correspond to idiocultural response triggers (cf. Fine 1979: 742‒743).

The variants of the game Corona can be classified in two basic types, here 
called Type 1 and Type 2, which coincide with certain time periods:

1) Type 1 was practiced during the school year 2019/2020 ‒ from the appear-
ance of the first media reports on the emergence and spreading of a new infectious 
disease in Wuhan in January 2020 until March 17, 2020, when the schools were 
closed and the on-line schooling started. During this period, three major subtypes 
of the corona game developed. The first one was the variant of tag. The second 

5 For more information on the pre-game playing activities, especially the one called Stopala 
(Eng. Feet), which were documented during the fieldwork inquiries about the game Corona, 
see. Trubarac Matić 2022.

6 For more details see Krel & Trubarac Matić 2022: 270‒275.
7 For more detailed and complete description of variants, both those which were more or 

less fixed, or those which were variants of the variants, i.e. the adjustments of a variant of the 
game to the specific circumstances depending on time limits or the number of players, see: Krel 
& Trubarac Matić 2022: 269‒276.
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subtype appeared in February 2020, when the media was dominated by the reports 
on the fast spreading of the disease in China and northern Italy; the game changed 
in a way that the player with the status of Corona did not lose that status ‒ each 
time (s)he touched somebody, that player would also become Corona, in a way 
that the number of Coronas progressively grew until the last “healthy“ player, 
which would be proclaimed a winner. The last variant of the Type 1 introduced a 
new element: the mask. It appeared soon after the first recommendations to wear 
masks in public places were launched in media. When a player with the status of 
Corona approached a “healthy” player, that player could put his/her hand over his/
her mouth and nose (as if wearing the mask) and it meant (s)he was protected, so 
(s)he could not be “infected” with Corona’s touch.

The following graphical presentation of the chronology of the Type 1 variants 
shows two aspects of the game modeling process: 1) the moment when the variant 
appeared as a result of one or more external “triggers” and 2) the evolutionary line 
which shows which variant of the game served as the starting point for the creation 
of the next one. In Fine’s terminology, that element of idioculture upon which 
the new one is created must be a part of the previously known culture (Fine 1979: 
738‒739). In the case of the game Corona, the first element of known culture upon 
which the Type 1a was created was the game of Šuge (see Table 1) 

Table 1: Type 1: Variants of the game Corona during the school year 
2019/2020

Trigger News on the 
appearance of a 
new disease called 
Corona

News on fast 
spreading of the 
disease in China 
and Italy

Recommendation 
to wear masks 
and appearance of 
people who did so 
in the streets

Chronology of 
the appearance 
of the variants

1а 
one player with the 
status of Corona; 
a variant of Šuge 
(Eng. scabies)

1b
progressive 
multiplication of 
players with the 
status of Corona

1c
new element: the 
mask

The Type 2 was practiced during the 2020/2021 school year and, sporadically, 
in the beginning of the first semester of 2021/2022. In September 2020 the children 
started going to school after almost half a year of on-line schooling and summer 
vacations (17th March until 1st September). In that period of time and during 
the school year of 2020/2021, numerous, intensive, frightening and contradictory 
impressions had been accumulated through the impact of the media and everyday 
experience: images of hospitalized people, news on the increasing numbers of dead 
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and infected, reports on a heroic struggle of medical staff to whom people applaud-
ed every evening from their windows and balconies; the crisis management team 
made out of “experts in medicine” were at the highest position of decisions about 
regulations and protection measures imposed on the rest of the society. The school 
year 2020/2021 was marked by compulsory wearing of the masks, measuring the 
temperature, obligatory keeping the distance of minimum 2m and not staying in 
space where there is less than 4m2 per person, only pupils and the school staff were 
permitted to enter school facilities, the school schedule was changed in order to 
organize one extra shift (classes were shorter for 15 min., some breaks were can-
celed, some were shortened) and the prolonged staying at school after the classes 
was allowed only to a very restricted number of pupils whose parents could provide 
proofs of being unable to take care of children along the day for professional reasons. 
In these circumstances the periods of time for playing were drastically reduced.

During the school year many of our informants had already lost someone from 
their family or some beloved person. However, the children continued playing the 
game Corona, although in a modified way. 

The last version of the game practiced during the previous school year (Type 1c, 
“the mask type”) had no sense any more, since all the players were already obliged to 
wear real masks while staying both in school and the schoolyard. The introduction 
of this new protective measure had a direct impact on the structure of the game. As 
the players who were persecuted already had a real protective mask placed over their 
face, it became pointless to put a hand over their nose and lips in order to imitate 
protection with a mask. Therefore, wearing a protective mask as a real element of the 
sociocultural context displaced the symbolic mask from variant Type 1c as an unus-
able element, and its protective function was transferred to a completely new game 
status with the role of the Doctor‒ which is the main characteristics of the Type 2.  
With this change, the structure of the game gained in complexity and dynamism. 
The introduction of the role of the Doctor certainly did not happen by chance. It 
was encouraged by the prominent role of doctors in struggling against the disease, 
and by the fact that they were perceived as national heroes.

The player with the status of the Doctor could “heаl” the “infected” players 
by touching them a certain number of times (set before the start of the game); 
the Doctor chases the “infected” since they have to run away from him/her. This 
element reveals an ambivalent relationship between the “infected” and the Doctor, 
because, although (s)he has the power to “cure” them, the “infected” players are 
obliged to flee from him/her. Therefore, the Doctor tries to “cure” the “infected” 
against their will. This way (s)he finds himself in the role of a pursuer ‒ just like a 
player with the status of Corona. The Doctor’s pursuit of the “infected” is a kind 
of antipode to Corona’s pursuit of the “healed”, so they have the same action code, 
but in opposite directions.

EDUCATION THROUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, Vol. One, pp. 294–304
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The ambivalent position of the Doctor could be explained as a consequence 
of a widespread feeling of confusion, disorientation and irritation of people due 
to frequent contradictory statements made by the representatives of the medical 
profession, as well as the measures prescribed by the Crisis Head Office members. 

Within the Type 2 there were developed several variants, but they can be 
reduced to two major subtypes, one (Type 2a), in which the Doctor is “immune” 
to the touch of Corona (which gives him/her freedom of movement) and the oth-
er one (Type 2b), in which the Doctor can be “infected” if touched by Corona or 
anyone of the “infected” players ‒ this created a very difficult task for the Doctor, 
who had to run towards the “infected” in order to “heal” them, but at the same 
time (s)he had to run away from them, i.e. (s)he becomes both the pursuer and 
the pursued. The same goes for all the “infected”: they are chasing the Doctor and, 
at the same time, they are chased by the Doctor. So, four types of players move in 
the space of the game: Corona, the Doctor, the “infected” and the “healthy” (in 
the latter we also include “healed”), but in relation to their action codes, they can 
be divided into two groups: 

1) Players with unidirectional movement: Corona (pursuer) and “healthy” 
(pursued). These players and the action code of their behavior form the nucleus 
from which the first version of the Corona game started, i.e. variant identical to 
Šuge (Type 1a); 

2) Players with roles of both pursuer and pursued: the Doctor and the “infect-
ed”. Here, the action of being chased is also doubled and takes place simultaneously 
in two directions. We thus come to a very complex model which consists of three 
action codes: the first one of the “classic” Šuge model within which there are two 
others, which are related in a form of inverted mirrors. 

The non-registration of specific events from the sociocultural environment 
that would be “triggers” for the emergence of the Type 2b, in which the relationship 
Corona ‒ Doctor ‒ Infected considerably grew in complexity, moves the activation 
zone of the “trigger” from the plan of external sociocultural events to the plan of 
the inner world of children, i.e. internal, psychological triggers generated within 
the pandemic sociocultural context. 

The graphical presentation of the chronological development of the Type 2 
variants of the game (see Table 2):



302

Table 2 Type 2: Variants of the game Corona during the school year 
2020/2021. and the beginning of 2021/2022

Triggers 2019/
2020

Compulsory wearing of 
the masks in both school 
and the schoolyard; the 
heroization of medical 
staff

Reports on the 
difficulties of struggle 
of the medical staff 
with the disease; the 
increase of tensions and 
disorientation)

Chronology 
of the 
appearance of 
the variants

1c
(mask)

The Doctor immune to 
the touch of Corona

2а
new role: the Doctor as 
and antipode of Corona;
action code: chaser

The Doctor is not 
immune to the touch 
of Corona or the 
“infected” players

2b
the action code of the 
Doctor: chaser and 
chased 
chaotic action with 
multiplied chasers and 
chased players who 
often change their status

CONCLUSIONS

The children’s playing activity Corona is created as a response to a series of 
triggers from the external macro and micro environment of a small idiocultural 
group of pupils, age 7 to 10, in the Belgrade’s primary school “St Sava” during the 
time of the COVID-19 pandemic. The element of the “known culture” necessary 
as a starting point for the creation of this new element of idioculture was a chasing 
game Šuge. The pandemic time was marked by strong impressions (generating 
psychological and emotional tension), an intense flow of information (which were 
often contradictory and confusing) and numerous strict regulation and protection 
measures which changed the daily routines of children. The interaction of this 
complex social surrounding with our small group of school children resulted in 
series of idiocultural responses through which the game Corona was shaped and 
reshaped during 2020 and 2021. The analysis showed a direct correlation between, 
on one side, the changes of the structure of the game and the development of its new 
variants and, on the other, both the “external triggers” (events on the macro and 
micro socio-cultural level) and the interior ones (internal, psychological triggers 
generated within the pandemic sociocultural context).

EDUCATION THROUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, Vol. One, pp. 294–304
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The changes in the action codes of the game moved from simple unilineal 
movement in one direction (one chaser) to multilinear movement in one direc-
tions (many chasers), and finished with multilinear movement in both directions 
(many chased chasers with changing statuses), which converted the game into an 
exhausting and chaotic experience full of tension and feeling of insecurity and dis-
orientation. In this way a symbolic image of a pandemic reality was communicated.

Children’s strong need for physical movement, which encourages their sen-
sorimotor development, but also relieves internal tensions, certainly was one of 
the needs met during the practicing of the game. However, the functional field 
of the game Corona was much wider. The tension generated and accumulated 
during the period of pandemic created in the children’s community a need for a 
controlled articulation of that tension and for the ways to overcome it. The game 
enabled children to project their inner tension and release them in two ways: 
through recreational activity and through a complex communication achieved on 
a symbolic level.
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