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Note from the Editor
Any discussion of the 21st century by future historians, cultural theorists, economic
scientists or artists will, in one way or the other, take into account epidemic viral
illnesses, in particular the COVID-19 pandemic, a global phenomenon which hit
the world in 2019 and is still in no mood of abating. Having taken millions of lives,
the current pandemic has brought us face to face with our mortality and
vulnerability. It has deeply shaken entrenched institutional processes and exposed
the deep fault lines in our societies, bringing crucial issues like poverty, class
divide, social and economic exclusion to the forefront of our everyday discourse.
In the current market- driven economy, it has alerted us to a possible nexus between
giant pharmas and other state agencies and bared the ugly face of capitalism. More
than anything else, the pandemic has foregrounded the limitations of scientific
knowledge and the ultimate inscrutability of life and its processes. Attempts have
been made to explain this near-apocalyptic situation in various ways- as divine
retribution for human lapses, as political conspiracy, as an act of bio-warfare, or as
the revenge of the natural world exploited and ravaged by human greed. A
humanitarian catastrophe of unparalleled magnitude, it has forced fundamental
shifts in meanings and reconsideration of relevancies and priorities.
During such a catastrophe one is led to reflect upon the relevance of
literature and other art forms. Can literature help us to make sense of our dystopian
present? How has literature engaged with such upheavals in the past? Are there any
lessons to be learnt from such engagements? How has the current pandemic
impacted artists and art forms? Literary texts have, over the ages, provided a
political and social commentary on how human beings respond to crises, how
ethical considerations, cultural beliefs, social hierarchies, gender and racial
differences play out in such times. While recording social disruptions,
demographic transitions and economic upheavals, literature has also offered much
in the way of catharsis, in the ways of processing grief and trauma, reminding us
that we are bound to each other and to the forces of the natural world. In an attempt
to provide answers to such questions and explore the relationship between art and
reality in all its complexity and multidimensionality, the Department of English
decided to bring out a special issue of its peer reviewed, annual journal, English
Studies in India revolving around the pandemic. Most of the articles included here
were presented in the Three-day International Webinar on “Re-Imagining the Real:
Literary Response to Pandemics” organized by the department from 23-25 August
2021.
vi |

The present volume has two sections: Section one includes articles and
begins with a brief essay that Dr Tabish Khair so kindly shared with us. While
many articles engage with dystopian and apocalyptic texts, a few reflect on the
possibilities and problematics of fictional representation. Others focus on the
transformation of spaces, the notions of the Anthropocene, the posthuman and the
role of public intellectuals in times of crisis. Section two is devoted to creative
writing and includes a short story and a few poems, again centering on the
pandemic. Prof. Radha Chakravarty gave us permission to reprint three of her
previously published poems. “Pan(dem)ic in Delhi” featured in the international
anthology Lockdown 2020 edited by Robin Barratt while the other two featured in
the international poetry anthology Musings During a Pandemic edited by
Christopher Okemwa.
Thanks are due to the editorial team for their hard work and commitment.
Dr Ishfaq Yatoo and Dr Pir Mohd Ashraf, contractual faculty in the department,
deserve special mention for their help in formatting and proofreading of the current
volume.
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Pandemic and Literature
Tabish Khair

“To have compassion for those who suffer is a human quality which everyone
should possess…” (Boccaccio v). Thus begins the book most commonly associated
with pandemics: the great Italian writer Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron,
written between 1350-52, set against the backdrop of the Black Death of 1348. It
is an interesting opening, made particularly poignant by the implication that
compassion, though a necessary human quality, is not something that all human
beings possess. Compassion is linked to empathy, and empathy is central to
literature. How can you relate to a work of literature – let alone the voices or the
characters contained in it – unless you can empathise with others? After all, works
of literature are by other people and about other people. It is little wonder then that
pandemics have tended to evoke literary and cultural responses, though mostly
after the event. This was so in the past, when few people read and fewer wrote, and
it is more so today.
The current pandemic might be the first one that has already produced a spate
of literary and cultural documents of various sorts, and it is not even over yet.
Months ago, I contributed to Decameron 2020, envisioned by the major Italian
writer, Erri de Luca. This is a collaborative project with writers producing texts,
which are then read out by acclaimed actors and uploaded on Youtube. In my case,
I was lucky to have the brilliant Shabana Azmi read out my story. Similar
endeavours blossomed elsewhere too. Berkhamsted-based Michelle Stevens and
Clair Whitefield set up a website to showcase creative writing inspired by Covid19 and the lockdown. Online postings and articles were obviously the first to come.
The Nigerian-American author, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, wrote a moving
personal essay for the New Yorker. Arundhati Roy, writing in the Financial Times,
adopted a more political note, urging for a future with some semblance of social
justice, as did Amartya Sen. Jhumpa Lahiri in Vogue wrote about how words will
help us cope, heal and connect. I suspect there is hardly any writer or journalist
who has not written at least something, online or in print, about the pandemic. An
interesting recent essay combining personal experiences with an overview of
1 | Tabish Khair: Pandemic and Literature

pandemic literature was written for 3 Quarks Daily some time: you no longer really
hear them. Both the books contain too many words, too many ready answers. So
that, despite their obvious erudition, the extracts I could bear to read reminded me
of Twitter.
A degree of disappointment is also what I feel, when I read the literary essays
on offer in the media, especially those in glossy publications. Many of them focus
on personal matters and sensitive musings, along with a gesture or two at the fact
that the costs of the pandemic will not be equally shared. There are a few, like
Roy’s ‘The Pandemic is a Portal’, that bravely exceed these limits of gentility. Roy
talks, with eloquence and conviction, of the sufferings of migrant workers in India
and other matters that many would like to leave unmentioned. But, finally, I was
still left with a sense of déja-vu. Perhaps her conclusion that Covid-19 “has made
the mighty kneel and brought the world to a halt” (Roy) is an indication of our
failures as a generation, because actually the very rich, including those in India,
grew their fortunes by 25% in 2020, even as at least 250 million people became
unemployed.
It is obvious that the profusion of pandemic literature that we have had in
2020 is not simply the index of a world fighting against a virus in courageous ways.
It is also an index of the capacity to seclude ourselves and indulge in creative and
cultural activities in relative safety. In that sense, it is an index of privilege. Writers
like Roy (and, at a humbler level, I would include myself) are fully aware of this,
but that does not change anything. This relative safety is unlikely to enable us to
engage with full complexity – let alone come up with answers that will apply to
those millions who are not safe, who have always been less safe, and who will
continue to be less safe than us. This is why I, for one, am still waiting for
significant literature to come out of this pandemic.
Perhaps significant literature – and understanding – will come after the
event, as it mostly does. Literature is not written in numbers: it takes time. That is
the difference between computing and contemplation. Perhaps significant literature
will come from those who were forced to walk hundreds of miles to reach ‘home’,
if (like Manoranjan Byapari) they ever get the chance to write, or those who lost
jobs and had their flats repossessed by the bank. Perhaps it will come when we, the
relatively safe, begin to meet those millions who could not, easily or fully, retract
their heads, like we by the prominent British academic, Professor Claire Chambers.
2|
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Titled ‘Tandemic! Or: How I Learned To Keep Worrying And Love The Bike,’ it
is available online.
Books and booklets were soon to follow. Way back in June, I did a series of
rewritings of Shakespeare’s sonnets, a booklet published as Quarantined Sonnets
by Kitaab, with the profits donated to an organisation aiding migrant workers.
Penguin did something similar, donating the profits from an 81-page collection of
essays, titled Intimations, by Zadie Smith. Penguin also published Arundhati Roy’s
Azadi, a longer collection of essays. Most of Roy’s essays predate the pandemic,
except one, ‘The Pandemic is a Portal,’ which she had originally written for
Financial Times. There were anthologies too, some still in the offing, some, like
And We Came Outside and Saw the Stars Again, already in the market. Of course,
I am leaving out the main, and until now, the most significant publications:
scientific studies and research publications, starting with the initial, and early,
Chinese documentation of the genetic structure of the new coronavirus. It is these
texts that have enabled better ways of dealing with Covid-19, and brought us to
within reaching distance of at least five different vaccines. I am also leaving out
popular science books, largely based on research. What I am interested in are the
books and articles that, so to say, follow in the footsteps of Boccaccio: texts of a
cultural provenance, including books of ideas, such as those penned, from both
sides of the political centre, by Bernard-Henri Levy and Slavoy Žižek. Is it not
significant that these two books – from the established right and the established left
– largely disappoint?
Žižek’s Pandemic!: Covid-19 Shakes the World argues that the pandemic is
a wake-up call, that it marks the melting away of orthodoxies and the world now
needs a new form of communism. Taking the opposite stance, Levy’s Ce virus qui
rend fou (The Virus in the Age of Madness) argues that we essentially need to get
back to normal as soon as possible, and considers calls for change to be basically
obscene. Levy’s book is filled with a loud hollowness, which becomes evident if
you pose questions like this one: “Would calls for change after the Nazi era and the
Holocaust also be considered obscene?” But Žižek’s book, despite making this call
for change, also leaves one feeling empty. There seems to be little more than a call
in it, sounds that have been made so often that they are like the waves when you
have been sailing for could, into the carapace of a lockdown: circus artistes, health
workers, waiters, rickshaw pullers, daily wagers, cleaners, rag pickers, prostitutes.
Or, perhaps, it will come in a tangential manner. Think, for instance, about William
3 | Tabish Khair: Pandemic and Literature

Shakespeare’s King Lear, the play that, most scholars say, was written while
Shakespeare was in lockdown due to the plague. King Lear is not about a plague.
And, at the same time it is the most angry and despairing of Shakespeare’s plays,
a work that castigates not just the powerful and compassionless humanity, but also
questions if “the Gods are just.” (Shakespeare 186) It contains what one critic has
called the “bleakest pentameter” in the English language: “Never, never, never,
never, never.” (Shakespeare 195) This is Lear, no longer a king, lamenting over his
lifeless daughter, who might not, who should not have died.

4|
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When Crisis Leads to Creativity: Stories from the First Wave of
the Coronavirus Pandemic
Manju Jaidka

The Background
We all have been impacted by the pandemic, but the responses have varied from
person to person and place to place. While many in the educated affluent sections
of society were able to understand and intellectualize what was happening, there
were large numbers who could not. The deprived and less privileged masses – the
unorganized labouring class, the migrant workers and many others suffered
silently. The impact was not just physical – in the sense that the virus attacked and
decimated large numbers – it was also psychological, leading to depression, phobia
and paranoia. These off-shoots of the pandemic have been recorded by writers who
tried to absorb and analyse what they saw and observed. Consequently, there has
been an outpouring of several literary endeavours, all centred around the pandemic
and the various reactions to it.
My paper recounts how a few of us – academicians primarily – tried to
make sense of the situation, tried to keep our heads above the water and together
worked out a strategy that kept us sane and intellectually alive even in trying times.
Our efforts made a difference and, in the midst of a lot of literature-based activity,
and among several books that we brought out during this period, was a volume of
stories on the COVID-19 pandemic, inspired by real-life incidents. The collection
includes about thirty contributions from across the world, reflective, imaginative,
realistic, or ruminative, each piece unique. It was published as a Kindle book and
it has been read and appreciated by hundreds of people.
The march of the Covid-19 pandemic is by now known to all. Its origin
may still be shrouded in mystery. Was it caused by bats? Or lab-created? We do
not know. The people associated with the leakage of information to the world may
have suddenly disappeared – were they liquidated? Or did they succumb to the
lethal disease? Again, we do not know. Many questions remain unanswered. Does
it really matter, though? What matters is that the dreaded disease engulfed the
world, sent all of us scurrying indoors, gagged us into a sullen silence, and
6|
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hammered the fear of God even into the sceptical hearts of non-believers. On the
one hand the pandemic created rifts and gorges between human beings: the kind of
divide that appears when fear is omnipresent, and the enemy unseen and unknown.
Simultaneously, in some ways it brought us closer as we were forcibly confined
within a limited space with others close to us. This kind of proximity again had its
negative impact too as different personalities rubbed against each other and came
into conflict. In the free world there is the option of going out and seeking other
company when those close to us get overbearing. But during the lockdown, when
venturing forth became impossible and there was no other option but to shut up and
put up with circumstances, clashes became inevitable. Incidents of domestic abuse,
cruelty, drunkenness, and violence increased manifold.
The impact of the lockdown was felt on the economy too and people lost
their jobs, particularly those in the informal sector. The fortunate ones could
continue working online and through cyberspace kept in touch with the world
outside. The less privileged did not have this option. For all of us living in Covid
times it has been a never-before experience and – hopefully – never again will we
face anything like it. With the lockdown came the online boom as all activity, all
social exchange was carried out through Zoom, Skype, Google Meet, or similar
platforms. Zoom parties and virtual get-togethers replaced social interaction in real
time. Even cultural events, art, music, literature, found its place in the virtual world.
In the field of education, online classes began in full swing. However, nothing
could dispel the thick pall of gloom that hung over the world as countless numbers
continued to succumb to the disease daily. Nothing could lift the depression and
the hopelessness that gradually settled upon the world across all borders of class,
caste, race, or gender.
It was at this point that we, a small group of literature teachers at Shoolini
University in Solan, Himachal Pradesh, put our heads together to think of what we
could possibly do in such distressing times. As teachers we owed it to our young
students who were facing the same gloom. Unlike us, they lacked the experience
and maturity to cope with the calamity and were probably in the grip of a severe
psychological crisis. So we presumed, and set about to reach out to them somehow,
although the world was locked down and the remotest contact was impossible.
Through online contact, we took it as our responsibility to download texts and make
it available for their reading. What kind of texts? Good question. They had to be
texts available in the public domain, texts that were classics in the field of literature,
evergreen texts that had withstood the test of time and cut across all borders of time
and space, texts that revolved around positive values. Convinced that in these
7 | Manju Jaidka: When Crisis Leads to Creativity: Stories from the First Wave of the Coronavirus…

unprecedented times – when people all over were dying in countless numbers not
just because of the disease but also for the lack of oxygen and hospital facilities,
when even after death the possibility of last rites was jinxed because of the lack of
space in cremation grounds, when family structures were crumbling under crushing
economic and social stresses – in such unprecedented times we had to devise new
ways of keeping our students and wards fruitfully engaged and not let them descend
into depression or self-destruction. Our aim was to combat “aloneness” through
virtual events. “For last year’s words belong to last year’s language….” Or as
Darwin points out, “It’s not the most intellectual, not the strongest species that
survives, but the one that is best able to adapt and adjust to the changing
environment.” When the environment is challenged, we need suitable measures to
cope with it.
With this in mind, we began to organize literary events on a weekly basis.
Not the ambitious, high-level, jargonized, obtuse, theory-oriented, heavy literary
events but simple, down-to-earth, very basic literature discussions that focused on
immortal classics. “Back to our Basics” became our motto and that is how we
began a long journey, reviving the best of literatures that we had read and studied
in earlier years, reviving texts that had long been buried under an avalanche of
theoretical jargon. We organized webinars, symposiums, conferences, book
discussions, all under the umbrella title of “Belletristic” or “fine literature” every
Friday, all online on a regular basis, bringing people together to discuss various
aspects of literature, and in the process, make the experience of lockdown a
bearable one. The results of our efforts were positively astounding: not only did we
succeed in curating regular weekly events, but we were also taken aback by the
response of the people who joined us from across the globe. By the end of one year
since the imposition of the lockdown, we had hosted close to fifty online literary
discussions, seminars, even a three-day literature festival, and two international
conferences, reaching out to close to 1,00,000 people. All our events were livestreamed where each session was watched several thousand times. The enthusiasm
and willingness of scholars, academicians, teachers, writers, and students from all
over simply proved that they were all tired of being confined within their homes
and now longed for some social/intellectual interaction, even if it were virtual and
not real. Several of them got back to us full of appreciation that we had “brought
back some meaning” into their lives at a time when the world seemed to be devoid
of all meaning, in times which seemed grim and bleak, with no ray of hope to
shatter the darkness. Our literary endeavours had given them something to look
forward to. Such feedback was a reward in itself. Our efforts continue till date. By
8|
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now we have held close to a hundred such events, and still counting.
During this period, we launched a call for a collection of stories on the
pandemic. Fully aware that we were passing through unusual times in human
history, we wanted to record how human lives had been radically transformed with
the Corona Virus rampaging mercilessly across the globe. A colleague from Goa,
Nilak Datta, and I announced a call for Covid-related stories that would go into an
anthology titled Covid’s Metamorphosis: Stories of our Corona Times, and we
were inundated with contributions from far and wide. After a rigorous process of
selection, twenty-seven of stories were edited and e-published on Amazon Kindle.
A paperback through Amazon is also available. On Kindle Unlimited it is freely
accessible and has been accessed thousands of times.

The Anthology
The stories of Covid’s Metamorphosis, while they are tied together by a single
overarching theme – which is the Corona pandemic – are diverse in nature and take
up different aspects of human experience in times of disease and death. What they
have in common is the writers’ desire to bear witness to and record an
extraordinary, unprecedented epoch in present history, and portray the
unimaginable transformed into an ugly reality by the pandemic. The narratives of
coping with grief and loss are located in India and abroad, and reflect varying
cultural values as they relate to different sections of society, the high and the low,
the educated and the illiterate. Each story provides an insight into human
experience and also reflects the universal search for meaning in the face of an
inexorable and uncertain calamity. Roughly, it is possible to divide the stories into
the following – not mutually exclusive – categories: reflective and personal,
psychological traumas, social disparities and travails, human relationships, and
fantasy. What now follows is a brief overview of the stories in the volume.
Several of the stories are personal memoirs. Aleksandar Bošković’s
“Anthropology in Times of Crisis: A COVID Refugee in Edinburgh” is a firstperson story about a researcher’s intensely felt experiences of uncertainty, caught
between different worlds. Eric Chinje’s “Three Days a Covid Week” recounts the
experience of six friends in Washington who agree to get together during the
COVID-19 lockdown. It chronicles the start of a journey of discovery and
friendship. Virginia R Dominquez’s “Routine I Could Live Without” is a personal
narrative focusing on the internal ruminations on the routine the writer develops
9 | Manju Jaidka: When Crisis Leads to Creativity: Stories from the First Wave of the Coronavirus…

during the initial lockdown period. Cora Hart’s “An Artist Working from Home”
narrates a story about the pangs of creativity and the inadequacies that the artist’s
social isolation has brought to the fore during a lockdown.
The impact of the pandemic on personal relationships is the substance of
several stories. Takbeer Salati’s “Kashmiri Frankenstein” is a first-person account
of a young woman who journeys homewards to meet her mother as the lockdown
throws college and university life out of gear. A few stories focus on the great
migrant movement that took place in India after the lockdown was declared.
Krishnamurari Mukherjee in “Panic” captures the uncertainties, insecurities, and
ostracisms which migrant workers have endured in the metropolitan cities of India
due to Covid-19, and Suneeta Patnayak’s “The Migrant Dream” is an exploration
of the lives of poverty-stricken migrants who often face broken dreams and an
unhappy future. The stakes are higher during the pandemic. My own story, “How
Many Miles to Lakhimpur?” narrates the poignant tale of migrant laborers trying
to escape the pandemic, trekking back to their hometown, dreaming of a reunion
with their families.
Covid warriors are the focus of Sunaina Jain’s “A Doctor’s Diary,” which
chronicles the travails and the heartbreaks of a doctor trying to help Covid-19
patients. It subtly portrays the social stigma attached to the disease. M. Siddique
Khan’s “Einstein Wouldn’t Lie” narrates the story of a child caught up in parallel
worlds of expectations and reality that often intermingle and represent a crumbling
present and an insecure future, and Asra Mamnoon’s “The Window” is the story
of one who is stuck in New York during the pandemic; it is a story about identity,
existence, and most of all, the never-failing human will. Some of the stories are
experimental in form and content. Pratip Mazumdar’s “The Cookie Crumbles Yet
Again” is themed on the interplay between Good and Evil, between God and Satan,
as the delicate balance of existence is played out with humankind’s fate hanging in
the balance. Sagar Pandya’s “Fatal Beauty” describes the sudden meeting of two
strangers in a twist-in-the-tale genre story. It represents the unpredictability of life,
made all the more vivid due to the pandemic. Pedro Panhoca’s
“Technometamorphosis” explores how the high-tech world offers, and at the same
time, steals a regular way of life from simple and happy people.
In most cases, however, the writers focus on the psychological impact of the
pandemic on a variety of characters. Disha Pokhriyal, in “Fragments from a
Faltering Frame” recounts a writer’s uncertain steps in an academic work-world,
torn between the upheavals of life, understanding loss, and longing for stability
10 |
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amidst chaos. Nishi Pulugurtha, in “Pulling Along” tells her story from the
perspective of a young slum boy – a witness to changes in the neighborhood as a
countrywide lockdown tightens its grip on the poor. Vivek Sachdeva’s “The Mask”
narrates the psychological impact of Covid-19 on an old couple whose lives have
been disrupted during the lockdown in Delhi. Mitul Sarkar’s “Till We Meet Again”
shows how these unprecedented times have made many introspect and allowed
them to reflect on their idiosyncrasies. Meenakshi Tiwari’s “A Window to Her
Soul” is a story based on the writer’s experiences with her women clients with
whom she explores the changing dynamics of relationships. Sudipta Saha, in “Five
Days Apart” recounts the experience of a university professor, whose car accident
opens the floodgates of sorrow, as his wife dies after getting infected by Covid-19.
Shikha Thakur, in “Vollendungsroman: A Saga of Re-discovering Myself,” reflects
the narrator’s mental and physical growth in the times when COVID-19 makes life
chaotic and people vulnerable, and Mahesh Sharma’s “Call me Rahman” is a
transformative journey from xenophobia to xenophilia in the life of a dreamer amid
the global pandemic.
The stories of this collection document the struggle of the human soul
against an unparalleled calamity, grope for ways of struggling with it, and
simultaneously seek a light at the end of the tunnel. Although the contributors hail
from different geographical locations, each narrates a story that is unique but, at
the same time, resonates in the lives of the readers and their lived experience. The
pandemic may be a dreadful experience, but it is a shared one, a leveller in that it
spares no one, not the high or the mighty, not the strong and the powerful. An event
of immense magnitude, it has not only brought the world to its knees but also
brought us all together, groping in unison for some meaning in the face of the
calamity, some ray of hope to lighten the all-pervasive gloom. It has taught us the
meaning of human relationships, the need for empathy, and made us aware of the
undeniable fact that ultimately, in the face of Nature, all human endeavour is
miniscule. We cannot mess with Nature or there will be a price to pay. We need to
bow down before vast cosmic forces, give them their due, and respect all forms of
life on the planet. These are some of the hard lessons the present pandemic has
taught us, lessons that we should not forget in a hurry.
To conclude, I would like to point out that in human history there are at least
three types of changes: gentle, strong, and radical, like waves, storms, and
tsunamis. We are poised at a time during which the world has been rocked by a
tsunami and nothing is the way it was earlier. As we adjust to the changing world,
our reaction can vary: one, we can be like the ostrich, hide our heads in the sand
11 | Manju Jaidka: When Crisis Leads to Creativity: Stories from the First Wave of the Coronavirus…

and pretend that everything will be fine again; two, we can make cosmetic changes
to adjust to the situation, hoping that there will be a turnaround one day; three, we
make a clean break with the past and begin life again on a fresh slate; four, we
explore and experiment with new ways of coping with the new reality that now
confronts us, trying to make the best of a bad job. We, in Shoolini, focusing on
what we label as “fine literature”, have tried to blend imagination with reality as
we grapple with a world in the throes of a dread disease. We have tried to study
and analyze the varied experiences of the human race during this pandemic.
Looking unblinkingly at the dark side, we have also nurtured the hope of
regeneration and resurgence, of the reincarnation of a healthier, happier tomorrow.
On the stormy seas of coronavirus, we have held steadfastly to little pieces of straw,
maintaining our innate sanity, and simply carrying on until this fury is overpast.
We “can but trust / that good shall fall / At last – far off – at last for all,/
and every winter turn to spring.” (Tennyson)

Note: Some of the ideas expressed in this essay are repeated in another article on
a similar theme that I have contributed to an anthology to be published by
Routledge.
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The Spanish Flu of 1918: Kulli Bhaat as an Inter-text
Mohammad Asim Siddiqui

The Spanish Flu, also known as H1N1 influenza, of 1918 affected almost one- third
of the world’s population. There are varying figures of the people who contracted
this virus in different places of the world. By an estimate it wiped out anywhere
between 50 and 100 million people of the world, hitting hard especially the African
and the Asian population. As against the 2 percent mortality rate in the developed
world it was 6 percent in India where 18.5 million people succumbed to the
pandemic. There are also different views about its origin, but it certainly did not
originate from Spain. Despite the havoc it caused in different parts of the world it
is considered a forgotten pandemic and a lot is still to be known about this
pandemic. Interest in the Spanish Flu has been revived after the present pandemic
hit the world with a suddenness not seen before. Thus, the Union Human Resource
Development Ministry asked different universities and research institutes to look
into their archives for measures which India took to tackle the 1918 Flu. It was
believed that old institutions might have some useful information in their archives
to prepare people better to face the present pandemic.
However, unlike the present pandemic, all regions of India were not
affected equally by Spanish Flu. Bombay was the worst hit region, but the death
toll in the United Provinces was also very high. The Spanish Flu, referred to as
simply influenza in many older texts, has not inspired many works of literature. As
pandemics are a potentially less interesting literary subject than agitations, protests,
tensions in society, and war, it is not very surprising that it has not. The period of
the Spanish Flu was also the period of World War 1 and the freedom movement in
India which included happenings like the Jallianwala Bagh massacre and the noncooperation movement. Whereas there is a plethora of work on war in English there
are stray references to the Flu in English and American literature. Many important
writers, who include T.S.Eliot, D.H.Lawrence, F Scott Fitzgerald, Franz Kafka,
and Virginia Woolf, contracted the virus, but they have not necessarily produced
works on pandemic though one may find occasional references to the pandemic in
their works and utterances. In India the famous Ghalib critic Abdul Rahman Bijnori
died of flu and the Hindi poet and novelist Suryakant Tripathi Nirala lost many
members of his family to the virus.
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Though India was not directly affected by the first world war, the role of
Indian soldiers in the British army engaged in the war is being explored now in
many studies. In the same way stories, poems and novels about the freedom
movement and the caste and communal divisions in Indian society are aplenty
compared to works on the Flu. Unlike these permanent subjects, a pandemic has a
short- lived existence and hence the lack of interest in it. Moreover, unlike the
present times when writers and poets often compete with news reports, writers and
poets did not react immediately to pandemics and diseases in the early twentieth
century. Interestingly the present pandemic has already inspired a lot of poems and
stories, if not novels. This was not the case in the early twentieth century when
there was no information overload in comparative terms and writers did not feel
the need to compete with radio and newspaper.
A disease knows no distinction on the basis of the caste or creed of a
person, yet there have been numerous instances in history when a scapegoat was
searched for blame for causing a disease and miseries to the dominant section of
the society. If jews were held responsible for many diseases in the past, in more
recent times, some other minority groups have been blamed for spreading the
disease. It is interesting to see that two important twentieth- century Indian novels,
one in English, essentially talking about Muslim society, and the other in
Hindi depicting a predominantly Hindu society, are set against the backdrop of the
Spanish Flu, which obviously made no distinction on the basis of caste or creed of
a person.
In the last section of Ahmad Ali’s famous novel Twilight in Delhi, which
puts spotlight on some decadant aspects of Muslim culture in Delhi beginning from
the revolt of 1857 to the first two decades of the twentieth century, Spanish Flu
hits the residents of Delhi like no other disease ever did, causing untold miseries
and tragedies. People are clueless about the origin of the disease. The narrator of
the novel conjectures that the disease may be the outcome “perhaps, of the gases
used in the European War (230).” What is particularly distressing to note is that
human depravity knew no limits even during this tragedy. “Many shroud thieves
had appeared on the scene”, digging graves and making easy money (230).” It is
not far-fetched to compare this depravity with many even more dishonest methods
of earning money in the present pandemic. Twilight at Delhi makes a reference to
thousands of Indians dying in war, “acting as fodder to the German guns”, and,
surely enough, to the atrocities of the English rulers on Indians. However, as
Ahmad Ali writes, it was nature’s fury which was unleashed on people in the form
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of the Spanish Flu:
Influenza broke out in epidemic form, and from the houses in
the mohallah all around, heart-rending cries of lamentation and
weeping began to rend the air. There was hardly any house
where a death did not take place…. Soon the graveyards
became full, and it was difficult to find even three yards of
ground to put a person in his final resting-place…. A new
cemetery was made outside the city where people buried
relations by the score. (229-230).
For Hindi poet and writer Suryakant Tripathi Nirala the sense of loss was also
brutally personal. Nirala’s creative memoir Kulli Bhaat, realised in the form of a
short novel, blends both the caste divisions in society and his personal loss in the
Flu. Apart from the deadly Spanish Flu, the novel also touches on a plague that
affected parts of the population. Plagues and cholera were a regular affair at that
time. One can find references to cholera and plague in Premchand’s stories. In his
famous story “Idgah”, the main character Hamid’s father died of cholera and
mother of some mysterious disease. But it can be stressed that Nirala talks about
his loss almost two decades after the outbreak of influenza, much like the case of
“emotions recollected in tranquillity”, but in prose. In the same way Ahmad Ali
also takes up the subject of the Flu more than two decades after its happening.
Nirala’s work is an important inter-text to understand the nature of the
Spanish Flu of 1918 and its eerie parallel to the present pandemic in terms of the
loss of lives and the nature of tragedy at the ground level. Not necessarily a work
about the pandemic, many references to the pandemic in Kulli Bhaat do provide a
context to understand how the tragedy unfolded and how ordinary people coped
with it. The discussion of caste hierarchy in the novel can further throw some light
on the nature of the tragedy.
Suryakant Tripathi Nirala is essentially known as a pioneer of
‘chhayavadi’ poetry which translates as romanticism in English. Nirala has also
written novels and short stories. In fact, one of his short stories “Do Dane” is set
against the background of famine in Bengal. Of all his prose works Kulli
Bhaat, published in 1938, is undoubtedly the most important work. It is as much
his memoir as a portrait of a very remarkable man he came across in his life. Ashiq
Balot reads this novel in the light of Nirala’s progressive ideology. “Apart from
throwing light on the state of religion in his times, Nirala has also deeply thought
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about the problem of untouchability in Kulli Bhaat”, writes Balot. He also stresses
the dominant presence of both Kulli and Nirala in the novel.
Kulli Bhaat is also a sketch of his literary journey. Now considered to be
the greatest Hindi poet after Tulsidas, it gives a glimpse into his struggle to learn
Hindi. With Avadhi as his mother tongue, he was familiar with Braj Bhasha too,
but Khari Boli was altogether a different proposition for him and it was after great
efforts that he could master Khari Boli. In the later part of the narrative, he further
lets his readers know how he was gradually accepted as an important Hind poet
with his poems published in all important magazines, and invitations coming his
way from different places. The inevitable question that was asked of him was to
explain the concept of ‘chhayavad’. He had become adept at explaining it.
The self-conscious narrator in Kulli Bhaat is a thinly disguised persona of
Nirala. He explains to his readers at the beginning of his narrative that he looked
for a real hero for writing a character-sketch. He finds this hero in the character of
Kulli Bhaat, a man he meets in his in-laws' village Dalmau. The narrator, a sixteenyear-old Brahmin boy in the early part of the narrative, comes from Bengal to his
village in Uttar Pradesh (The United Provinces at that time) near Lone River in
Fatehpur for his gauna, a ceremony where the groom comes first to his wife’s place
to take her to his home. Married to a thirteen-year-old girl in Dalmau in Rae
Bareilly district there was nothing unusual about a child marriage at that time. The
gauna ceremony takes place at a time when the plague was raging in his village.
The narrator considers his own village in Uttar Pradesh to be the centre of this
plague. Much like the present pandemic the routine activities like engagements and
weddings continue to be held though a fear is lurking in the background about the
plague. His father- in- law comes to his house in the village on the fifth day itself
to take her daughter back to Dalmau because of the fear of plague. Here it is
remarkable to notice the streak of selfishness in his father-in-law’s nature where
he fears for his daughter’s safety completely ignoring his son- in- law’s safety. In
fact, in a patriarchal set-up he also risks displeasing his son- in- law’s family but
such is the fear of plague that this concern becomes secondary. The narrator’s
father scolds him saying: “You did not have this fear for my son? If you have this
kind of mentality, we will have his second marriage” (26).
His brief stay in his in-law's place when he regularly meets Kulli, much to
the resentment of his in-laws, is a very humorous part of the narrative. This episode
ends when he realizes his lack of proficiency in Khari Boli, more so because his
wife knew Kari Boli well and could sing songs in this dialect. The narrator decides
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to go to Calcutta to resume his education and master Hindi. Again it is the fear of
the plague which comes in the picture. His mother-in-law was upset that he was
going back to his village which was badly hit by the plague. However, she is
relieved to learn that he was going to Calcutta and not his village in Uttar Pradesh.
Presumably Calcutta was a safer place at this time than his village.
There is a gap of five years in the narrative after his departure to Calcutta
when the Influenza of 1918 breaks out. On receiving a telegram informing him
about his wife’s serious illness, he decides to visit his village in Uttar Pradesh. All
newspapers were full of the horror of death at this time, he writes. He himself
witnessed this horror firsthand especially on the bank of river Ganges. “As if
Ganga had the flow of only dead bodies”. In just two pages Nirala’s prose captures
the dance of death all around, its ferocity and horror hitting every household. It
was not only the death of his young wife, his uncle, his cousin, his sister-in-law
and her many children but of many other of his family members that just broke
him. It has been reported about Spanish flu that it especially affected people
between the age group of 20 to 40. Most of his family members belonged to this
age group. Nirala’s description of the disease can be quoted at some length:
As if Ganga had the flow of only dead bodies. After reaching
the in-laws’ place I came to know that my wife had died. My
paternal elder cousin came to see her, and having fallen sick,
had left. I left for home the next day itself. On the way I saw
his dead body being carried. I felt dazed. I sat down holding my
head. On reaching home I saw my sick sister-in-law. She asked
“How far they would have taken your cousin (who was sick)
…. Three days after the death of my cousin my sister-in-law
died. Her breast-feeding daughter was sick….She died in the
morning. I buried her on the bank of the river. Then my uncle
died. A vehicle was just carrying dead bodies to the bank of
Ganga. My sister-in-law’s three sons also fell sick. They
somehowgot well after proper care. The experience of that time
is a strange experience of life. In no time there was no one left
in the house. All those working and earning livelihood for the
family died- four sons of my elder grandfather, two of my
grandfathers. My youngest daughter was one year old. It
appeared dark on all sides. After being free from my home, I
went to my in-laws…. Everyday I used to watch Ganga. I used
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to see the scene of dead bodies from a hillock. My grief cannot
be described in words. (52-53)
This description certainly has some eerie similarity with deaths in the second wave
of the pandemic in April and May 2021 in north India when there was mass burial
of dead bodies in the sand or the discovery of dead bodies floating in rivers. These
scenes are too fresh in our memory. How does one cope with tragedy of this
nature? Often religion or spirituality offers a peace of mind to people fighting grief
or depression caused by it. It happens in this case too and it is Kulli who shows the
narrator this path. Nirala’s love of literature also helped him cope with the loss in
some way. After describing this dance of death, his narrative moves further to show
the transformation of an ordinary person like Kulli into an idol -breaker, a great
organizer of Congress party and an important voice for the untouchables. His
efforts to educate Dalit children won the respect of not only Nirala but all those
people who earlier had a poor opinion about him.
The Flu becomes a distant memory now, not even referred to once. It
becomes a distant memory in Twilight in Delhi too where all characters move in
life and political events in the country fill the background of the novel. The
forgetting of the tragedy is a necessary part of Nirala’s life, and probably of the
human race. This probably explains why there can be references to the pandemic,
or its use as a framework or structuring device, but works focusing only on the
disease do not excite the imagination of writers as much as other events. There is
also a possibility of many works appearing to be the same if they are about the
pandemic. The description of the Flu in Ahmad Ali’s and Nirala’s very different
novels appears almost similar. A work of art is usually praised for its distinctive
quality. Twilight in Delhi and Kulli Bhaat are distinctive not because of but despite
their treatment of the Flu.
However, this pandemic may have different implications for literature
because of a surfeit of information which is available to us about this subject. From
the personal narratives of suffering to the role of state in containing or exacerbating
it, to political uses of the disease, to the failure or success of globalization, to the
greed of man, to a conflict between superstition and belief in science and many
more aspects of it, the pandemic can be seen from different perspectives by writers.
It is said that journalism is literature in a hurry. We will have to wait for serious
literature on this pandemic in that case.
Note: All translations from Hindi to English used in this paper are mine.
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The Pertinence of the Posthuman and/in the Anthropocene
T. Ravichandran

“… the historical appearance of this thing called ‘man’: was
the effect of a change in the fundamental arrangements of
knowledge. As the archaeology of our thought easily shows,
man is an invention of recent date. And one perhaps nearing its
end. If those arrangements were to disappear as they appeared
. . . man would be erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge
of the sea.” (Foucault 422)
The most dreaded word in the critical/literary academia today is “the
Anthropocene,” along with it, the most misappropriated word is “the Posthuman.”
Both contain their enemy within—human—and both have taken monstrous
proportions so much so that they threaten to devour their master-creator—the
human being itself. Both ironically imperil the plight and survival of earthly beings
by foretelling an era that was induced by the inadvertent steps taken by the homo
sapiens, yet, anticipating a complete wipe-out of the species from its only safely
inhabitable planet, the Earth. Even as (wo)mankind appear to continue their life as
usual with their auto-piloted mode of complacency compounded by callousness
characteristic of a self-indulging narcissistic culture, it is useful to see pertinent to
perceive these two phenomena in their plethora of interwoven connections and
“asignifying ruptures.” For Gilles Delueze and Felix Guattari in their definition of
the “Rhizome,” “asignifying rupture” is identified as a multiplicity trait that is
“against the oversignifying breaks separating structures or cutting across a single
structure” (Delueze and Guattari 9). In this way, the two terms, the posthuman and
the Anthropocene, though looking like two different, dithering concepts, and
polarised techno climatic conditions, intersect/interact in a rhizomatic way. There
are dynamic points of flight—the exponential progression of technology, its
intrusive capabilities to erase the boundaries between nature and culture—fissured
by the environmental eruptions, the geological deterritorialization of nature and the
geoengineered reterritorialization of technology—like the wasp and the orchid—
interloped in a symbiotic synchronisation of “technonatures.” In the words of
Damian White et al:
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Technonatures” highlights “a growing range of voices
ruminating over the claim not only that we are inhabiting
diverse social natures but also that knowledges of our worlds
are, within such social natures, ever more technologically
mediated, produced, enacted, and contested, and, furthermore,
that diverse peoples find themselves, or perceive themselves, as
ever more entangled with things—that is, with technological,
ecological, cultural, networks and diverse hybrid materialities
and non-human agencies (White 6).
This entangled interface between/among technology, ecology, culture and human
“nature” is the premise of this contemplation.
Will Stephen, Paul Cruzen et al, conjecture that although the effects of the
human actions triggering planetary level changes were obvious since the Industrial
Revolution of the1750s, its irreversible runaway result, in the form of the global
warming, was acutely felt in the 1950s since the first testing of the atom bomb,
when humanity perished, and the remnant humans have entered the neo-geological
age of the Anthropocene. Similarly, while as Andy Clark (2003) and others would
vociferously argue that the humans had always evolved in interaction with the
environment and that the use of technical tools right from the flintstones as
prosthetics indicate that the humans have always been natural born cyborgs, Hans
Moravec (1988), Ray Kurzweil (1999, 2005), and other such transhumanists would
render the cyborgian transition as the preemptive point in which the organic carbon
based bodies would seamlessly merge with the silicon based computerised systems
endowed with artificial intelligences. Moreover, as Rosi Braidotti (2013) points
out, the invention of the telethanatological weapons and nanotechnical,
microbiological war machines foreground the most ignored and the most inhuman
aspect of the Transhuman, which she rightly advocates, should be comprised as a
substantial component of the Posthuman.
Nonetheless, Transhumanism, the inheritor of the cyborgian strand of
Posthumanism, is often seen in alignment with an evolutionary process of the
posthuman as in the following definition by Joel Garreau:
… the enhancement of human intellectual, physical, and
emotional capabilities, the elimination of disease and
unnecessary suffering, and the dramatic extension of life span.
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What this network has in common is a belief in the engineered
evolution of ‘post-humans,’ defined as beings ‘whose basic
capacities so radically exceed those of present humans as to no
longer be unambiguously human by our current standards.’
‘Transhuman,’ … ‘is their description of those who are in the
process of becoming posthuman (Garreau 231–32).
In this way, “The Posthuman,” often misconstrued as what comes “after” the phase
in which the transition of the obsolete human into the technologically advanced
cyborg is complete, and the shaped-up hybrid figure is the consummated entity of
the Transhuman, rather, impinges on a comprehensive frame of looking at the
human that not only developed along with technological innovations but also
inadvertently resulted in affecting the environment that is imperative for sustaining
the essential human. For the major proponents of Posthumanism, namely,
Katherine Hayles (1999), Cary Wolfe (2010) and Rosi Braidotti (2013), treating
the transhuman synonymously with the posthuman and/or conceiving it as the third
and the final stage of the human-machine synthesis is a naïve way of looking at a
polydimentional strand that is to be comprehended as a phenomenon that not only
sieves through the transhuman but also goes before what was considered human.
In the wake of the posthuman, perceived in the context of the
Anthropocene, the received notions of the human are deconstructed and found to
be irrelevant. The Vitruvian Man considered to be the ideal embodiment of the
human is considered dead because he was embodying the narrow, parochial values
of the white man, while he was propagated to cater to universal values. Humanism,
as such, meant to “affirm the dignity and worth of all people, based on the ability
to determine right and wrong by appeal to universal human qualities—particularly
rationality” (Wolfe xi) is irredeemably flawed for Cary Wolfe, and inherently
inhuman for Rosi Braidotti, as it is deeply enmeshed in the inclusion-exclusion
politics of the white male and the rest. Besides, it takes for granted certain crucial
corollary questions as: Whose dignity and worth are affirmed by whom? Who
decides what is right and wrong? Who determined the universal human qualities?
Other questionable aspects in the basic definition of humanism such as
“commitment to the search for truth and morality, through human means in support
of human interests” implies: Whose commitment? Whose version of truth? Who
should adhere to the moral values of whom? Does human means in support of
human interests give the right to destroy the non-human and infringe on ecological
balance to serve the vested interests, in the name of “anthropological universals,”
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(Wolfe xiv) of select humans specifically emanating from a particular race? In
order to gain a proper perspective of the posthuman, I would like to highlight
Katherine Hayles’ four-fold description of it in her path-breaking work on How we
became Posthuman:
First, the posthuman view privileges informational pattern over
material instantiation, so that embodiment in a biological
substrate is seen as an accident of history rather than an
inevitability of life. Second: it considers consciousness,
regarded as the seat of human identity in the Western tradition
as an epiphenomenon, as an evolutionary upstart trying to claim
that it is the whole show when in actuality it is only a minor
sideshow. Third, the posthuman view thinks of the body as the
original prosthesis we all learn to manipulate, so that extending
or replacing the body with other prostheses becomes a
continuation of a process that began before we were born.
Fourth: it configures human being so that it can be seamlessly
articulated with intelligent machines. In the posthuman, there
are no essential differences or absolute demarcations between
bodily existence and computer simulation, cybernetic
mechanism and biological organism, robot teleology and
human goals (Hayles 2-3).
Posthumanists are also critical of the transhumanists’ euphoria over a “triumphant
disembodiment,” a futuristic scenario in which, as Hans Moravec conjectures, the
human brain can be not only downloaded into a computer but also can function
without any loss of memory of consciousness in a non-organic mechanical
substrate. Nonetheless, Hayles conjectures that a suitable rendition of the
posthuman should not rely solely on advanced technological abilities to use human
body as a repair and replace assembly. She forebodes with a caution:
If my nightmare is a culture inhabited by posthumans who
regard their bodies as fashion accessories rather than the ground
of being, my dream is a version of the posthuman that embraces
the possibilities of information technologies without being
seduced by fantasies of unlimited power and disembodied
immortality, that recognizes and celebrates finitude as a
condition of human being, and that understands human life is
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embedded in a material world of great complexity, one on
which we depend for our continued survival (Hayles 5).
While Hayles implies posthuman as a collective of the human and the non-human,
Wolfe’s rendering of the posthuman is also helpful in this regard. He explains:
Posthumanism in my sense isn’t posthuman at all—in the sense
of being “after” our embodiment has been transcended—but is
only posthumanist, in the sense that it opposes the fantasies of
disembodiment and autonomy, inherited from humanism itself,
that Hayles rightly criticizes. My sense of posthumanism . . .
comes both before and after humanism: before in the sense that
it names the embodiment and embeddedness of the human
being in not just its biological but also its technological world,
the prosthetic coevolution of the human animal with the
technicity of tools and external archival mechanisms (such as
language and culture) and all of which comes before that
historically specific thing called “the human.” But it comes
after in the sense that posthumanism names a historical moment
in which the decentring of the human by its imbrication in
technical, medical, informatic, and economic networks is
increasingly impossible to ignore a historical development that
points toward the necessity of new theoretical paradigms . . . ,
a new mode of thought that comes after the cultural repressions
and fantasies, the philosophical protocols and evasions, of
humanism as a historically specific phenomenon” (Wolfe xvxvi).
In addition, to get a clearer perspective of the posthuman fluidity and amorphous
constitution, Hayles’ remarks on the subject are helpful:
The posthuman subject is an amalgam, a collection of
heterogeneous components, a material-informational entity
whose boundaries undergo continuous construction and
reconstruction. . . . Similarly, the presumption that there is an
agency, desire, or will belonging to the self and clearly
distinguished from the ‘wills of others’ is undercut in the
posthuman, for the posthuman's collective heterogeneous
quality implies a distributed cognition located in disparate parts
26 |

English Studies in India, Volume 28, December 2021

that may be in only tenuous communication with one another
(Hayles 3-4).
Embedded in the posthuman perspective is the notion of the virus. As Wolfe
elaborates, “Derrida’s suggestion in his late essay “The Animal That Therefore I
Am” that perhaps the deepest logic of his investigation of “the question of the
animal” is in fact “viral,” in the specific sense of a mutational logic of the trace
structure of any notational form, any semiotic system, that exceeds and
encompasses the boundary not just between human and animal but also between
the living or organic and the mechanical or technical (xviii).” In this sense,
posthumanism is a deconstructive reading of whatever had been contributing to the
constitutional property of a human, be it the body or its embedded rationality.
Quoting from David Wills, Wolfe explains it further:
… it is deconstruction’s “constitutive dehiscence, its originary
rupture or self-division, that defines it as a disturbance,
displacement, or disruption of the status quo.” Such a mode of
thought “has enormous potential for resisting the self-assurance
of any hegemonic discourse or practice,” because it infects and
mutates through the very structures, privileged terms, and
discursive nodes of power on which it is parasitical . . . . “With
the force and effect of a virus,” Wills remarks, it “has its
invasive parasitic impact precisely there where the border lines
are drawn between and among nations, religions, systems of
thinking, disciplines, within and between the ontological
pretension of an is and the thetic possibility of an in.” (Wolfe
xix)
It is very much like the existential and exponential spread of the Covid-9 virus that
has ruptured the pretension of a closed, secured, secluded, integrated body with its
stranded identity that has easily succumbed to an outside invasion, penetration
enforced by an enveloping and surrounding invisibility. Once the virus has
attacked the body, who owns it? Is the human the sole proprietor of its body, or a
slave container and carrier of the virus-master? Wolfe further explains how this
kind of viral attack can affect our real mode of perception that will be inherently
flawed with a constitutional blind spot. In Wolfe’s words: “That relation is not “an
ontological pretension of an is” but a functional distinction, a temporally dynamic,
recursive loop of systemic code and environmental complexity that is itself
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infected by the virus of paradoxical self-reference, a “thetic in” . . . that will always
constitute a “blind spot” and generate an “outside” for its own (or any) observation.
For this reason, “reality,” in Luhmann’s words, “is what one does not perceive
when one perceives it” (Wolfe xix). While Wolfe views and recommends the
posthuman as an exponential mode of thinking to alter human understanding and
perception with the force and effect of a virus, others like Daniel Dinello while
reflecting on the convergence of technophobia and tehnophilia in posthuman
technologies consider the invasive, intrusive and all-pervasive nature of
technology itself like a virus. Dinello rightly observes: “Like a virus, technology
autonomously insinuates itself into human life and, to ensure its survival and
dominance, malignantly manipulates the minds and behavior of humans” (Dinello
2).
What does this exponential mode of perception means to a scholar of
literature and cultural studies? Firstly, literature can no more be studied for
aesthetic pleasure alone as there is an all-encompassing and impending need to
foreground the major issues and concerns of a human being surrounded by a
technologically advanced/immersed society, putting the very surrounding itself at
peril in the name of advancement. Secondly, once the position of the posthuman in
the Anthropocene is internalised, one needs to ponder over why the apparently
significant areas related to gender (Feminism), racist (Postcolonial), casteist
(Dalit), and locational (national/transnational/multi-cultural) studies in the context
of the Anthropocene may appear to be overrated when they are weighed and
situated in the relative endangerment of an integrated human identity. It is high
time that the emerging scholars were awakened to the immense possibilities glaring
before them instead of getting bogged done with obsolete debates on powerdynamics that is skewed in the perennial feud of settling scores. Thirdly, as
humanity is under erasure, the human has to be located in “Panhumanity.”
Panhumanity “indicates a global sense of inter-connection among all humans, but
also between the human and the non-human environment, including the urban,
social and political, which creates a web of intricate inter-dependences” (Braidotti
40). Braidotti states that posthumanism is neither being indifferent to the humans
nor to be de-humanized, it “implies a new way of combining ethical values with
the well-being of an enlarged sense of community, which includes one’s territorial
or environmental inter-connections” (Braidotti 190). Thus, the field of literature
should open up to other inter-disciplinary areas and could be aptly brought under
the rubric of Digital Humanities, Environmental Humanities, Sustainable
Humanities and Anthropocene Humanities. Fourthly, human identity is no more
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the sole property of an integrated individual, it is an infinitesimal part of a
collective that includes the non-human and the dis-abled human.
Finally, in the context of the man-induced pandemic, geopolitical
boundaries become irrelevant and global concerns and universal responsibilities
become prominent. On must think and perceive reality beyond the self-imposed
boundaries of region, religion, race, etc. Instead of waiting to strengthen the human
connectivity till all become climate refugees, the posthumans should work in
unison, with the force and effect of a virus, to avert any irrevocable calamity even
if that would mean a near-impossible impeding of a very possible technological
singularity. As the bio-ethicist Nick Bostrom rightly puts: “When we are headed
the wrong way, the last thing we need is progress” (Bostrom). Nonetheless, virus
itself can also be interpreted in an affirmative sense as hope. Hope can also have
parasitical speed and spread if the roadmap of the posthuman intersects with
panhuman sense and planetary sensibility.
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Only Realism Will Do: Catastrophe, Covid-19 and Literary
Imagination
Iffat Maqbool

The contemporary world, especially in the last decade or so, has witnessed a
profound shift. Globally, political upheavals and the consequent radicalization of
politics have ushered in a new cultural climate of majoritarianism, xenophobia and
insularity. There is a new-found anxiety that defines the present historical moment
often expressed by the terms ‘dread’ and ‘foreboding’. The dawn of tomorrow is
fraught with an uncertainty that outpaces any inkling of hope or optimism one
might possess. Why is the future so hazy and undifferentiated? Why is there a
foreboding, a pervasive panic that characterizes our present? Why is the current
world so prone to catastrophes?
The Greek word ‘katastrophe’ means a sudden downward turn. In literary
terms, catastrophe implies a sudden turn of a plot structure towards a bad ending,
a disruption of expectations and continuities. It is precisely in this sense that the
future is apprehended today. As Eva Horn in her work The Future as Catastrophe
succinctly remarks: “The future is no longer a promise but a threat.” (174) These
threats in the form of disasters- whether natural or man-made- have always been a
part of human existence, but contemporary times have witnessed an unprecedented
increase in these disasters due to newer risks. Our concept of traditional natural
disasters is now complicated by the idea of environmental disasters and ecological
collapse- results of human intervention for short term economic gains. The
nuclearization of the world also poses the threat of what is termed as ‘a Godless
apocalypse’- a brutal parody of the Day of Judgement. With international politics
becoming a battleground of ideological conflict and genocidal politics, we behold
a looming threat- the abyss of the unpredictable and the unthinkable.
These newer risks posed by our dystopian world are discussed by German
sociologist Ulric Beck in his acclaimed work Risk Society Towards a New
Modernity (1994). Beck addresses two concepts- the reflexive modernization of
industrial society and the risks associated with it. Written from the lens of
European societal concerns over hyper-industrialization, nuclearization and their
social, economic, and ecological costs, Beck’s work is considered a polemic in its
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delineation of the concept of a ‘Risk society’.
However, I use the term broadly to refer to the potential and real risks that
have gradually come to define our present. Beck argues, as do many other theorists,
that disasters should not be studied as isolated events, but as by-products of our
socio-economic and cultural contexts, and the way they affect our society.
Different countries with different set of cultures face different kinds of threats
which have specific impacts on a particular set of people. In Postcolonial Disaster:
Narrating Catastrophe in the 21st Century, Pallavi Rastogi situates disaster within
a specifically postcolonial framework wherein she focuses on Asian and African
nations that are battling- even in their postcolonial present- the aftermath of
colonialism and defines ‘postcolonial disaster’ as ongoing crises that have seeped
into the present moment. She remarks:
Apart from a contextual understanding, the scale and
consequences of a disaster must also not be seen in isolation.
Thinking of disaster as ongoing or as a continuum, shifts our
understanding of calamity as an abnormality that temporarily
thwarts the progression of otherwise normal lives. The
permanence of the catastrophe continuum in the postcolonial
world also challenges western ways of understanding disaster
as isolated linear events that erupt without cause in the
calamity-prone context of certain parts of the world,
undermining neo-imperial discourses about non-western
topographies that willfully contradict the holistic and complex
realities of disaster. Disaster instead is a series of linked
processes with clearly defined causalities tracing back to
colonialism, religious and ethnic tension, military conflict and
environmental damage. (Rastogi 15)
She identifies four main types of disasters that threaten these regions-Oceanic
disaster, Economic and Medical disaster, and Geopolitical disaster. She uses the
term ‘Geopolitical disaster’ for the long-drawn conflict between India and Pakistan
and points out how vulnerable populations live an uncertain life under the shadow
of slow-moving or historically extended disasters including the near eruption of a
nuclear war as recently as 2019. These regions -she argues- find themselves “in
disaster’s grip again and again.” She also adds a fifth category- the refugee disaster
which she calls ‘the catastrophe of the now’. This framework not only broadens
our understanding of disasters but also alerts us to the idea of disaster as a
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ubiquitous presence, with certain regions and communities dwelling in disaster
permanently. Disaster becomes a dwelling place.
The most recent, and perhaps the most tragic catastrophe of our times,
Covid-19 exacerbated and intensified our vocabulary and understanding of
disasters. What began as a medical health risk developed into a colossal
humanitarian, social and political crisis. A global pandemic of immense
proportions, it is already being termed as the first sustainability crisis of the 21 st
century. The event unfolded on our TV screens, and we saw the ‘great’
metropolitan cities of the world, emptied- literally as well as metaphorically. A
world without people- a common scene from dystopian fiction- had become reality.
As economic powerhouses were brought to a halt, we witnessed how the
accumulation of wealth and political and military might were no shield against
broken public health infrastructures.
Andrew Lakoff in his article “What is an epidemic emergency?”
investigates the pattern of infectious diseases and their increasing prevalence in
contemporary times. He examines the steady increase of global health risks and
infectious diseases like Zika, SARS and Ebola in the 21st century and reveals that
these emerging diseases had certain things in common. They were caused by
unknown pathogens or by new mutations of existing pathogens, their emergence
and spread was difficult to predict or prevent and were difficult or impossible to
contain or treat. In addition, they carried the risk of global catastrophe if not quickly
contained. He further explains:
Another feature shared by these diseases was the explanation of
why they were emerging now: specialists argued that the
increasingly frequent appearance of novel pathogens at the turn
of the twenty-first century was the result of radical
transformations in the relationship between humans and their
environments. These changes included the disturbance of
previously isolated ecosystems, increasing population density
in urban areas, the rapid global circulation of people, the
industrialization of food and agricultural production systems,
and the overuse of antibiotics in clinics and livestock facilities.
More generally, according to this diagnosis intensifying
modernization processes had generated novel threats that
traditional public health measures, from sanitation engineering
to mass vaccination. were incapable of managing. As infectious
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disease specialists and public health authorities looked toward
a future horizon of ever-emergent pathogenic threats they saw
a fragile world characterized by interdependence and
vulnerability. (Lakoff 62)
Sociologically speaking, the Pandemic-effect was also evidently far from even as
it deepened the divide in our societies and either fueled a new discrimination or
exacerbated an old one. For example, there was a rampant increase in cases of
domestic violence during the lockdown which is already being referred to as the
‘silent pandemic’. There were also cases of racist attacks and scapegoating of
minorities. Also, the so-called new vocabulary shouldn’t trap us into flattening out
differences and terms like social distancing, quarantine, lockdown, ‘happy online
hours’ need to be seen not as the normative experience of all but the privileged
experience of some. While some of us were spending happy online hours, others
were going hungry and jobless. Digital inequality meant that education did not shift
online for all but meant the deprivation of educational resources for the
underprivileged.
Because we are already employing the vocabulary of a pre and post
pandemic world order, suggests the immense potential of this disaster to accelerate
change and upheaval which has deep implications not only for our daily lives but
affects the realm of international relations and global politics. The idea of a postAmerican era is one of them.

The Return to Realism
How do writers at present respond to the ubiquitous presence of disaster and
catastrophe? Why are narratives confronting existential anxiety and the prospect
of personal and collective obliteration increasing? Are we ushering in an era of a
new and radical form of realistic representation that grapples with this culture of
calamity? If the dystopian is the new real, then the call to realism is urgent. The
question of literary representation in times of disaster becomes an important way
of inquiring how disaster or catastrophe is narrativized. Realism, the default mode
of artistic representation, has according to some, made a resurgence in the 21st
century, the reasons for which are that the artistic imagination functions now more
than ever under what Seamus Heaney calls ‘the gravitational pull of the actual.’
Differing from the conventional and familiar mode of domestic realism, this is a
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new and radical form, a reorienting of realism that thrives on the master metaphors
of catastrophe, decline, conflict and violence. Such a realism is bound up with the
idea of catastrophism referred to earlier. The impetus for this kind of realism is
urgent because the real in the form of a disastrous present is unrelenting. The
weight of the present weighs heavily on such fiction. The issues at stake are so
intimately caught up with survival that survivalism becomes a dominant motif in
this genre.
The single most important category for the realist novelistic tradition has
been human exceptionalism in which this figure of the human as an ontological
category- an end in itself - takes aesthetic shape. However, recent dystopic fiction
whether climate fiction or science fiction complicate this conventional humanism
by pitting it against the planetary and re-examine the figure of the human as
simultaneously alienated from and yet deeply entangled with larger natural,
technological, and geological phenomena. Planetary realism is posited as a realism
that captures the collision of the human, the non-human and the planetary. Also,
temporally this kind of fiction is set in an indeterminate future, possibly without
the human, but as Debjani Ganguly in “Catastrophic form and Planetry Realism”
rightly asks “what happens when the post-apocalyptic imagination confronts
climate catastrophes unfolding in real time in the present? Can the distinction
between speculative and realist fiction be maintained?” The contemporary global
novel of the realist variety, he argues, “can begin to be reconceived as a mutant or
recombinant form that has as its pulse our catastrophic present.” Margaret Atwood
who has shifted to writing such fiction remarks about one of her recent novels, “I
put nothing into this book that we don’t have or are not in the way to having. I
didn’t invent. I just extrapolated.” (qtd. in Halliwell 256)
‘Covid-19 resembles a science fiction novel’, we found ourselves saying
again and again. The hyperbolic, unthinkable, futurism of a science fiction novel
was now the real. Brian McHale remarks that “Reading science fiction, against the
backdrop of Covid-19 was like reading the least fanciful, the most mimetic of
realist fictions – more faithful to the way we live now than any contemporary realist
novel in the bookstore.” (McHale) In a lighter vein, a bookshop in the fire-ravaged
town of Cobargo (Australia) put up a sign: “Post-Apocalyptic Fiction has been
moved to Current Affairs.” Because Covid-19 is such a right-now moment, we will
have to wait till the contours of a Covid-19 literature become clearer. What is
evident is that literature coming out of the pandemic will be inclined towards the
representation of affect because of the emotional upheaval that it created and the
representation of psychological and nervous anxiety will create new aesthetic
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landscapes. Because the virus challenged our bodily endurance, our immune
systems, a lot of the literature will grapple with the ‘testy delirium’ of Yeats’ great
poem “The Tower”, a term the poet uses to for his own waning bodily strength.
This new fiction might also depend on the intersections of the bodily, the medical
and the aesthetic.

Conflict Realism
Here I want to draw attention to the limitations of conflating ideas of catastrophe
and the Global English novel without addressing divergences and distinctions.
One could argue that the above categories of Science fiction and Climate fiction
are predominantly western and express the mood of a post-capitalist, hyperindustrialized imaginary. Positing the problematic relationship of modernization
with South Asia, one could also argue that modern catastrophic narratives do not
and cannot imagine Asia. We realize that terms like Anthropocene, Capitalism and
Modernity are in essence west-centric concepts and we should be sparing in their
use as well as applicability to non-Eurocentric spaces. The South Asian novelistic
tradition- by no means a simple category- does however embody a more culturally
located idea of risk and catastrophe. Referred to as a landscape of disaster for its
propensity to natural and human made disasters, South Asia is viewed as a fragile
political region. The trajectory of the South Asian novel grapples mainly with the
burden of a volatile post-coloniality, post-nationality, intra- regional conflict,
religious communalism and the rise of political majoritarianism. Conflict realism,
of which the Kashmiri English novel is a notable example- is the defining genre of
the present historical moment in the subcontinent. Written with a powerful sense
of identity and rhetorical conviction, this literary tradition is at once deeply
political, drawing upon raw traumatic experiences as a fit condition for artistic
representation. Sensitive to political turmoil, this new ‘realistic’ genre crosses the
boundaries of fact and fiction that has paved the way for a range of narrative
possibilities like traumatic realism as well as the increasing presence of the
memoir, the life narrative, etc.
Christy Wampole in her work, Degenerative Realism Novel and Nation in
Twenty- First Century France examines the development of literary realism, its
reconfiguration and innate capacity for innovation. In her exhaustive introduction
she traces the growth of literary realism, its preoccupation with the mimetic
impulse as well as its multiple permutations in distinct cultural contexts. For this
reason, she argues, Realism has never gone away as a novelistic technique though
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it has ‘necessarily been affected by other movements that have punctuated its
existence.’ In this context she quotes the Russian literary critic, D. S. Likhachev
who remarks:
Realism is eternally new. It is new because it finds itself in a
state of constant search for a reality approaching reality. Insofar
as reality moves, so does realism. Realism cannot become
outmoded, by its very nature. This is a constantly self-renewing
movement, a movement which cannot repeat its stylistic
methods, formulas, construction of subjects etc. (Likhachey
150)
But the extraordinary pace at which our real is changing also points to more
possible permutations of the realistic mode in the near future.
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Crisis and Discourse: Pandemic, Civil Society and the Role of
the Public Intellectual
Paromita Chakrabarti

Introduction
Covid 19 crisis poses very interesting questions for renewed analysis of political
and social thought. It has compelled us to confront issues related to love, death,
fear, violence, surveillance, limits of state control, personal liberty, biopolitics,
health and human life, dignity of labour, and collective responsibility among
others. Biology, society, science and politics have been at the forefront of academic
and intellectual discussions as the virus raged through nations and ravaged our
known world. As the world seemed to resemble a dystopian universe, the tenor
around the pandemic and the ways in which it is to be understood, tackled and
eliminated also began to rise.
A sharp divide between those who rationalised the pandemic on the basis
of science and those who dismissed scientific reasoning by adopting an antiintellectual stand, a general distrust of experts also became quite clear. This divide
has resulted in sharp differences in the way ordinary people responded to Covid19 or have come to terms with the pandemic. Public intellectuals play a vital role
in shaping civic engagement and political awareness. To be effective, their
information must be accurate, based on scientific knowledge, their public
participation sincere and their ideological position uncompromised. Expert
knowledge is crucial to the understanding of any crisis that contemporary societies
are confronted with. There is a proliferation and reliance on science and technology
in knowledge societies such as ours. There has also been a rise in contested
knowledge realms that emerge from other spaces of intellectual work such as
statistics, politics, philosophy, economics, culture and media forming what is
termed expert publics. It is important to note that the intellectual and academic
communities who comprise expert publics and shape public opinion have also been
divided in their approaches to the spread of the virus, their assessment of the states
of exception, levels of emergency, public health crisis, need for social distancing
and mandated shut down of the economy. This paper shall discuss how the Covid
19 crisis became part of the intellectual discourse and the role select public
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intellectuals played in shaping people’s understanding of the crisis. Public
intellectuals have also commented on the ways in which the state used the
pandemic to exercise unprecedented control over its citizens and thereby stretching
democratic principles of governance to its limit. We have seen how there has been
in many places around the world a dangerous expansion of executive power and
rampant curtailing of individual liberty, exacerbating democratic backsliding and
authoritarian consolidation. There has been many a discussion on how states have
used the pandemic to a large extent in unleashing brute force in the name of public
health, public safety, virus management etc. to push back against those who
question authority and government policies and the implications of these for issues
of human rights and personal dignity.

Pandemic and Discourse: Left wing optimism and the possibility of a radical
change
Public intellectuals across the globe have throughout the crisis warned us against
the possible long-term consequences of normalizing states of exception; which
means more scrutiny, control, surveillance, monitoring and restriction of
movements on ordinary people in particular and civil society in general. However,
there also has been propagandist or revivalist public discourse from some
intellectuals giving a boost to conspiracy theories, promoting muscular nationalism
and sectarianism, justifying corporate takeovers and privatization of public
resources, advocating rigid state control over media, scholarship, research and
other aspects of intellectual and cultural life. The pandemic has seen a proliferation
of discourses both from the left and right.
At the beginning of the pandemic around March-April last year when the
world was first forced behind closed doors, public discourse captured a sense of
alarm, a pervading atmosphere of gloom and doom, a dystopian future that may
annihilate us and leave the earth filled with the dead. However, conversations also
began to coalesce around the giddy novelty of isolation, of empty streets, of quiet,
of rest. The fact that for a long time we have been rushing back and forth between
work and home, missing out on the intimate joys and pleasures of a still life,
suddenly became very clear. A lot of initial discussions centred around the upended
timetables, work from home, food culture, planting and potting, staying back and
staying put. For many public intellectuals particularly those on the left, this
signalled a kind of world that is on the brink of collapse or change, a revolution on
the anvil. Croatian activist and writer Srećko Horvat, author of The Poetry of the
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Future: Why a Global Liberation Movement Is Our Civilisation’s Last Chance and
The Radicality of Love cried out: “Nothing of the old system must stay, and
everything of the beauty and humbleness and determination of our common
struggle must be cherished… less work, more love; less monologue, more
dialogue; less ego, more compassion – and again, lots of organisation!” (Adams
2021)
This optimism was shared by many in the intellectual and cultural circles
such as anarchist linguists and sociologists Noam Chomsky and Richard Sennett;
critics of surveillance capitalism like Shoshana Zuboff and Evgeny Morozov;
artists, musicians and actors including Brian Eno and Gael García Bernal;
contrarians and dissenters like Tariq Ali, Arundhati Roy and Slavoj Žižek. Tied to
this sense of optimism was the intense realisation that the present world of ours is
violent and dystopian enough; capitalism and neoliberal policies have wreaked
havoc, devastated the environment, plundered our resources and left millions
destitute and in abject poverty. The pandemic seemed to provide an opportunity to
replace the old with the new.
The intellectual community on the left, applauded the collectivist reality
that emerged from stories such as the state acknowledging essential workers such
as nurses, doctors, care givers, cleaners etc., Cuba sending doctors to Italy, Boris
Johnson temporarily nationalising railways in Britain, pop star Britney Spears
proposing a general strike, furlough schemes being announced to extend the safety
net for all those who lost their jobs etc. United in their faith in international
socialism and solidarity, the left intellectuals debated and discussed how the
pandemic has thrown in sharp relief the failure of capitalism and revealed its limits.
For these intellectuals, the pandemic has clearly indicated the need for a future
based on socialism where all resources will be collectivised and public health will
be a matter of priority. Their objective is to make the most of the opportunity
presented by the pandemic to reshape society, to “build back better” and to order
it into a communal world (Adams 2021).
Žižek proposes a “one-time communism” in which those who have
recovered from the virus must be co-opted to do the frontline jobs of those who
have not yet caught it. He opines: “it seems crucial today to have a list of people
on whom we can rely and who should be ruthlessly mobilised. We are out of the
economy of the market and money and are entering something else” (Adams 2021).
Sennett, more thoughtfully, sees the spontaneous seeds of a new community spirit,
“a localised sociability” that can be encouraged by redesigning cities with the
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principle of decentralised “walking density”; recreating village-style communities
that have all amenities, from grocery stores to schools to gyms, allowing people
“not to take public transport”. He imagines Zoom “de-privatised” as a public good,
using tech to “build solidarity”. He is of the opinion that “... It is assumed that
solidarity comes out of anger at injustice. But that’s not true; solidarity is a craft”
(Adams 2021). Sennett’s views on organised action may seem too optimistic for
many or too far-fetched as it is certainly not an assumption that solidarity springs
from our collective rage at injustice, it is a fact and we do need a good public
transport system. What he emphasises is that organising protests and collective
action against power is a tactical skill and needs to be re-assessed and changed
according to the needs of the time. Not all intellectuals on the left share his
enthusiasm and instead hold the view that the pandemic may intensify poverty and
deprivation particularly in the global south, fuel vaccine wars among nations,
spread paranoia and fear of the other, and compel a serious re-thinking of how class
wars and class struggles are to be fought. In times when touching is taboo and
social distancing is the norm, strategies for organised struggle will not just be a
matter of honing a craft, it will mean a complete overhaul of hitherto known
methods of collective action.

Slavoj Zizek
Slavoj Zizek’s book Pandemic!: Covid-19 Shakes the World (2020) came out in
press just hundred days into the pandemic. He has received a lot of flak for this
kind of proliferating productivity. One punchline ironically declares: what
reproduces itself more quickly, the coronavirus or the commentary? (Koshy 2020)
Zizek in his usual prolific philosopher-provocateur mode known for his use of
humour wonders whether to take himself seriously when the world we know is
falling apart or be resigned into accepting the fact that he is still able to take flights
of conceptual fancy given his “safe external position” from the widespread
suffering.
What strikes us about Zizek is his simultaneous attachment to the idea of
collective suffering as experienced by humanity and yet his cool, intellectual
detachment from that very suffering that has engulfed the world. How are we to
respond to his writings when this binary is at the heart of his book and most of us
are stunned by the just-in-time production line/assembly line output that marks the
publication of this work? The most powerful passages remind us that the moral
task during this pandemic is to alleviate human suffering not to economise. Zizek
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is very clearly impressed by the way states have radically adhered to the antieconomistic logic/neo-liberal agenda and imposed national lockdowns and pushed
back against the demands of the markets and prevented the markets from taking
over as before. At one point he makes it very clear that only a radical change in
collective approach to life will help us survive. He say “what appears impossible
within the coordinates of the existing world order,” a world that we have seen
regressing “to open barbarism, to brutal survivalist violence” of the kind visible in
Donald Trump’s desire to put “America first” by purchasing a potential vaccine
developed by German researchers for exclusive use in the United States must be
challenged and defeated (Zizek 7).
In the ten chapters of the book, Zizek makes varying claims about the
failure of neoliberalism, crisis of capitalism, refugee crisis, authoritarian leaders
and dissent among others, to arrive at his thesis statement that this world needs a
new form of communism to come out of this nightmare. He sees it as a latent form
that will be very different from the 20th century communism that we know of. He
views this new form as a “global organisation that can control and regulate the
economy as well as limit the sovereignty of nation states when needed”, and a
coordinated shift away from the market (Koshy 2020). He sees stirrings of this in
the massive mobilisation of state resources to pay private sector wages, nationalise
services and direct industrial production. This new kind of socialism according to
Zizek will not be based on left wing idealistic sloganeering but motivated by bare
necessity for survival. He gives the example of how in Israel, the prime minister
Benjamin Netanyahu “immediately offered help and coordination to the
Palestinian authorities” to fight coronavirus because, as Žižek puts it, “if one group
is affected, the other will inevitably also suffer”. As Guardian reviewer Yohann
Koshy puts it: “Communism is the translation of this epidemiological reality into
a durable politics” (Koshy 2020).
Intellectual discourse such as Zizek’s has considerable impact on opinion
making. However, what we see in his latest work is a tendency to run away with
thoughts that have little traction on the ground. As Koshy points out, his totalising
Hegelian approach to the pandemic by way of offering the palliative of a new kind
of communism is found on shaky grounds. There is no mention of the fate and
struggles of the working class - the very building blocks of any communist
structure. He ignores the fact that the fate of the working class, particularly in the
global south, is hanging by a thread as lockdown results in massive job losses, total
precarity, alarming levels of exposure and contagion due to overcrowding in slums,
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diminishing ability to self-isolate, and desperation for millions who are left without
a source of income or social security (Koshy 2020). His style of communism has
very little bearing on the lived experience of most working-class people of the
world. His sketch on Israel and Palestine is particularly disturbing as it runs
contrary to the reports that have come out from there during the pandemic. As the
Guardian reports: ‘Palestinians are worried about coronavirus overwhelming the
West Bank after one sick labourer was “unceremoniously dumped” at the border
by Israeli police. Israel has also linked the political conditions of returning captured
soldiers to any future coronavirus-aid to Gaza (Koshy 2020).
Thus, although one admires Zizek’s quick response to the pandemic, his
immediacy in engaging with the crisis, his sympathy with people who have lost
jobs and economic security, his insights into human suffering, one can hardly
appreciate the romanticism that forms the bulwark of his idea of new communism.
In short, Zizek as a public intellectual has flitted away the responsibility of
engaging with the pandemic on a more critical level, taking instead, as he himself
confesses, ‘a flight of conceptual fancy.’

Giorgio Agamben
Italian philosopher Agamben's engagement with the pandemic raises
uncomfortable questions about biopolitics and state power, philosophy and
ideology, in understanding the current crisis. Famous for critiques of “biopolitics”
that have helped to shape the Humanities’ perspectives on biology, society, science
and politics, and his critical insights into the constitution of modern society and
states of exception along with the idea of the homo sacer, zoē /bios, Agamben spent
the pandemic publishing over a dozen editorials discussing the dangers of
government intervention in controlling the virus spread and denouncing the
measures that states have taken to exercise curbs on citizens and bring in drastic
border controls. Agamben’s take on the crisis discourse closely paralleled
conspiracy theories that we have seen emerge from both the left and the right. His
ideas about biotechnology and state control during the lockdowns takes
Foucauldian theories on biopolitics and governmentality to its logical conclusion.
He falls prey to the conceit of unwarranted expertise. In “The Invention of an
Epidemic” (Agamben 2020), he deploys his most famous theoretical concept to
warn against “the increasing tendency to use the state of exception as the normal
paradigm of government” (emphasis added). In making this argument, he is no
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doubt fulfilling his role as a public intellectual by warning against the possible
long-term consequences of normalizing the kind of public monitoring, surveillance
and the restrictions on movement deemed necessary to fight the Coronavirus in its
acute phase. However, his lockdown critiques of state-led ‘health terror’, his
negative stand on biopolitics where every government intervention is seen as
necessarily violent and a normalised form of state control seems to be quite
extreme. In the current situation where states have had to adopt measures ranging
from moderate to very harsh controls over its population to handle the crisis seems
to demand a more critical approach and analysis from public intellectuals so that a
clear distinction between what measures of control are deemed necessary for
securing public health and what constitutes state violence and breach of civic and
human rights can be made possible.
This default Foucauldian position of state intervention as implicitly
totalitarian has taken a particularly acute and concrete form in Agamben’s
vexatious rants on the Covid crisis and its management. American sociologist
Benjamin Bratton points out how instead of restricting himself to exploring “the
ethical and political consequences of the epidemic,” Agamben unfortunately
proceeds “to give opinions on the gravity of the disease.” Even though he has no
qualifications in public health or epidemiology, he argues that COVID-19 is just
“a normal influenza, not at all dissimilar to those that normally recur every year.”
By arguing that current public health measures are “frenetic, irrational and entirely
unfounded,” Agamben’s interventions threaten to exacerbate the crisis by
encouraging individuals to violate restrictions put in place for reasons of public
health. He called the virus a hoax and the lockdowns in Italy a “techno-medical
despotism” (Bratton 2021). In “Requiem for the Students”, he denounced Zoom
seminars as acquiescence to a Silicon Valley concentration camp condition
(Agamben 2020). In “The face and death” (2021), he derided the use of masks as
sacrificing the ritual humanity of the naked face. Taking his rants to an even more
absurd level, Agamben compared vaccine passes issued by the Italian government
to the Nazi ‘Juden’ stars which inspired more absurd comparisons of life during
the lockdown with concentration camps. His ideas were enthusiastically replicated
and amplified by United States congressperson, Marjorie Taylor Greene who
tweeted back in May 2020 that “Vaccinated employees get a vaccination logo just
like the Nazi's forced Jewish people to wear a gold star” (Bratton 2021).
Agamben’s position on measures of Covid control by the government has
very serious implications on public behaviour and attitude in the context of the
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pandemic. There is a large section of the population that has displayed total
disregard for scientific knowledge and a complete dismissal of expert opinion on
epidemiology. This attitude based on misinformation or anti-intellectual bias has
been at the centre of vaccine lax, vaccine refusal, anti-mask movements, and
defiance to maintain social distancing. Public intellectuals such as Agamben’s antiscientific views harden such attitudes towards the crisis and encourage a sort of
revivalist tradition that is based on the rejection of modernity. Agamben’s
supporters came from various anti-masker/vaccine movements and his comments
eerily reflect that of the Brazilian President Jair Bolsenaro, who sees the virus as
an over-blown plot by techno-medical globalists to undermine traditional authority
and natural bodily and communitarian coherency. It is no surprise that Brazil is
one of the worst hit nations in terms of infection and daily deaths with severe
mismanagement of public health and acute vaccine shortage (Bratton 2020).
Bratton’s scathing critique of Agamben is noteworthy. He says that Agamben’s
mode of biopolitical critique blithely ventures that science,
data, observation and modeling are intrinsically and ultimately
forms of domination and games of power relations. Numbers
are unjust, words are beautiful. To accept that real, underlying
processes of biochemistry are accessible, and generative of both
reason and intervention, is presumed naive. It's a disposition
also found in different tones and hues in the work of Hannah
Arendt, Michel Foucault, and especially Ivan Illich, who died
from a facial tumor he refused to treat as doctors recommended
(Bratton 2020).
Although there has been severe criticism of Agamben’s position vis-à-vis state
enforced lockdowns and coronavirus control measures by governments of the
world, there are some scholars who think that Agamben’s lockdown critique has
some merit in making us re-think the way sovereign power works on biopolitics
and reduces humanity to bare life. Matthew Collins who is pursuing a PhD in
Philosophy from Newcastle University points out that Agamben is right in warning
us about the intensification of sovereign power by the states in the wake of the
pandemic. According to Collins, Agamben’s critique stems from his deep distrust
of the state and its proliferating tentacles of power. Agamben’s argument is that by
imposing lockdowns and bringing in measures of social distancing and enforcing
self-isolation, the state effectively severs community bonding and people’s
relationship with oneself and each other, weakens solidarity and reduces one to
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bare, biological functioning. This kind of reductive life would strip people off the
means to resist and ‘jam the machine’ and turn them simply into ‘operative cogs’
in the wheel (Humphreys 2021).
Although there is some merit in the positive critique of Agamben’s take
on the crisis, particularly in the context of extreme curbs and punitive actions
adopted by the state to quell and squash any form of individual or collective
dissent, we need to probe to what extent his anti-capitalist, anti-vaccine, anti-social
distancing position has led to risky behaviour and downright violations of health
measures by certain sections of people both from the left as well as right. Collins
argues that coronavirus controls are necessary but the debate should move from
Agamben’s ‘elevation of contemplative life’ over all other as perverse to how one
should heed his words to examine the ‘contingent intensification of misery’ that
such controls have wrought over large sections of the population who are poor and
suffer from social and economic discrimination (Humphreys 2021).
Agamben’s and to some extent Zizek’s position on the pandemic thus
makes it amply clear how public intellectuals can derail the discourse around Covid
19 crisis into a quagmire of mysticism, romanticism, needless abstraction,
incoherent rantings of a lost glorious past or fantastic musing of a utopian future
without the necessary struggle to sustain it. The role of ideological conservatism
and partisanship in the context of the risks of Covid 19 spread and measures to
mitigate the devastating impact of the virus cannot be underestimated. Those who
are at the receiving end of state power and control already harbour a deep suspicion
of government initiatives and measures, it is they who perceive considerably less
risk from Covid 19, refuse to comply with official regulations mandated by the
state such as mask wearing and maintaining of social distance and show less
interest in updating themselves with pandemic-related information.

Arundhati Roy
As the pandemic began to make its presence felt around the world in the early
stages of the contagion and with the US particularly badgered, Roy published her
now viral article “The Pandemic is a Portal” in the Financial Times on 4th May,
2020. In this article she argues that the pandemic presents us with an unparalleled
opportunity to reimagine our future. In her characteristically poetic prose, she
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implores us to rethink our set ways of living: our relentless pursuit of material
wealth, our rapacious plundering of natural resources and break free of the shackles
of capitalism that have left millions devastated and impoverished. While she is
scathing in her critique of the US and its massive failure in handling the rising
number of cases, the essay is a detailed analysis of the Indian state’s response to
the pandemic as muddled on one account and brutal on the other. Her scale of anger
and hurt is unfaltering when she describes the plight of the migrants after the
announcement of the first national lockdown, with only just a few hours’ notice to
people. She describes scenes of mass exodus which are a shameful and chilling
reminder of the deep structural inequities and social divisions that run like fault
lines through the body of the nation and the ‘callous indifference to suffering’:
The lockdown worked like a chemical experiment that
suddenly illuminated hidden things. As shops, restaurants,
factories and the construction industry shut down, as the
wealthy and the middle classes enclosed themselves in gated
colonies, our towns and megacities began to extrude their
working-class citizens — their migrant workers — like so much
unwanted accrual. Many driven out by their employers and
landlords, millions of impoverished, hungry, thirsty people,
young and old, men, women, children, sick people, blind
people, disabled people, with nowhere else to go, with no public
transport in sight, began a long march home to their villages.
They walked for days, … Some died on the way (Roy 2020).
She minces no words when she decries the appalling state of healthcare from years
of neglect and privatization. In a particularly poignant passage, she remarks:
India’s public hospitals and clinics — which are unable to cope
with the almost 1m children who die of diarrhoea, malnutrition
and other health issues every year, with the hundreds of
thousands of tuberculosis patients (a quarter of the world’s
cases), with a vast anaemic and malnourished population
vulnerable to any number of minor illnesses that prove fatal for
them — will not be able to cope with a crisis that is like what
Europe and the US are dealing with now. ...People will fall sick
and die at home. We may never know their stories. They may
not even become statistics (Roy 2020).
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Roy asks us to consider the pandemic as a portal through which we can ‘reach’
another world. In the closing paragraphs she proclaims that ‘nothing could be
worse than a return to normality’:
Historically, pandemics have forced humans to break with the
past and imagine their world anew. This one is no different. It
is a portal, a gateway between one world and the next. We can
choose to walk through it, dragging the carcasses of our
prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data banks and dead
ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind us. Or we can
walk through lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine
another world. And ready to fight for it (Roy 2020).
As a public intellectual, Roy’s views on the pandemic clearly manifest her position
as an impassioned critical thinker who has her ears to the ground and is in touch
with the reality of her times. Her critique of the state and its violence on the body
politic is contextual, yet moves beyond the context of the particular to embrace the
universal. She warns her readers of the dangers that loom in the form of political
crisis that India may see if it turns the pandemic into another war fought along
communal, caste and class divisions with all the prevailing prejudices and bigotry.
Denouncing the present neoliberal system of governance, she urges for radical
change. For Roy, power and profit, violence and sectarianism, must be left behind
in the pre-Covid world while we transition through the portal of darkness and
despair if we are to finally come out in the light of a post Covid world that will be
different, kinder and better for all people.
Roy’s take on the pandemic ranges from the very critical to the utterly
utopian. It is important to imagine a different world but in order to reach there we
need to fix the old one. The passage from one to the other does not exist in a
vacuum. That is why it is important to not be carried away by an imaginative leap
but be grounded firmly and work on the strategies that can be applied to effect
radical change. Unfortunately, Roy does not provide any concrete steps to make
that transition. This lacuna prompts a ready dismissal of her ideas as empty rhetoric
and the ravings and rantings of a dissenter. However, Roy’s crisis discourse is a
clarion call for social change and can provide inspiration to those who are
committed to the struggle for justice and livelihood, dignity and democracy.
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Conclusion
The pandemic has upended our world and there is a proliferation of discourses
around it. Public intellectuals, experts, academics are taking a shot at trying to
explain and make sense of this contagion that has changed our world. The more
equitable access we have to scientific information the more the chance of
understanding what is happening to us in such times of uncertainty. Central to
shared knowledge is the question of access and trust of source. Media is one of the
most important outlets through which we access information and is a determinant
factor in deciding which voices will be heard, considered and seen as most relevant
and legitimate. A host of public intellectuals have spoken on the pandemic;
however, some voices have been amplified while others have been marginalised or
suppressed. Experts in the public sphere have acted both as response architects
and critical publics, depending on their chosen position vis a vis government policy
of containment and control. Expert publics either have aligned themselves with the
current national or transnational policies of pandemic governance or have stood in
opposition to some or all measures. Their stand on the economics and logistics of
pandemic governance has resulted in either inclusion or exclusion in expert
committees.
Roy who positions herself as subversive, non-compliant, critical, has
successfully amplified her voice to the world and her response to the pandemic is
considered by the larger intellectual community as just and sensible. However,
given her status as an insurgent celebrity writer, she finds herself at odds with
mainstream media and state authorities in India. While what she says about the
current crisis is well heeded abroad and in certain sections of the populace at home,
she is dismissed by the nationalists and ignored by most. Agamben’s ideas on the
other hand are outright dangerous and can cause serious problems for covid
management and civic response. Agamben is guilty of engaging in conspiracy
theorizing by arguing that the authorities have done their “utmost to spread a state
of panic, thus provoking an authentic state of exception.” There is no doubt that all
of us share a genuine concern for expansion of state power during the pandemic
and the dangers that new methods of surveillance and monitoring of population to
fight Covid 19 may become normalised post covid. We are also equally worried
about the resultant threat to civil rights and personal liberties after the pandemic
abates. However, to theorize every state measure to combat the virus as a tool of
power to repress and violate would mostly affect those who have pre-existing
medical conditions or are in need of urgent medical care or have very limited access
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to health services and those who are unwilling to follow standard regulatory health
protocols laid down by the state in accordance to the guidelines of the experts.
Zizek remains an outlier. He suggests that through “the local mobilization of
people outside state control as well as strong and efficient international
coordination and collaboration” new forms of governance can bring in real change
(Verovšek 2020). He argues for transformation through one time communism but
it strangely sounds like he just wants the United Nations to take over the running
of the world. Experts have an important role to play in combating Covid 19 crisis
by advising governments, informing citizens, conducting research and
disseminating knowledge about the pandemic in order to make its complexity and
severity amply clear. In addition to epidemiologists and scholars of public health,
many other researchers – including political scientists and philosophers,
academicians, writers and activists – have also sought to cope with the current
situation by using various platforms to articulate their thoughts on the crisis. Of
course, public intellectuals cannot tell citizens what to do, but they have a duty
towards their readers and listeners as what they say may have impact and influence
on civic attitude and public behaviour. As Jürgen Habermas argues, the duty of the
public intellectual who is a part of the expert publics is to speak out “when current
events are threatening to spin out of control – but then promptly, as an early
warning system” (Verovšek 2020). For all public intellectuals, as Habermas
concludes, the concern should be to seek out the important issues that need
highlighting, propose a plan of action or fruitful hypothesis, and broaden the
spectrum of relevant arguments. Public intellectuals have a vocation to act as what
Pierre Bourdieu calls “defenders of the universal” by ensuring that all viewpoints
and possibilities are considered (Verovšek 2020). More specifically, from their
privileged position they are called to engage in public debate in order to ensure that
the rights and interests of those who are most vulnerable in society are protected.
It is often said that crises can also present new opportunities, as Roy and
Zizek would agree, while the response to the pandemic suggested by public health
experts and mandated by governments clearly has the potential to reinforce
repression and nationalism, it can also result in greater solidarity. We have
witnessed civil society groups mobilising resources at the local level revitalizing
democratic participation for greater good; some states have shown a more empathic
and adequate response to the pandemic restoring to some extent an ebbing faith in
governance. We are aware of the extremely fragile nature of our economic system
and the dangers it poses to our collective well-being and our environment; it is
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amply clear that the present system of government and state power needs to be
hollowed out in order to reimagine a world that is better for everyone and not just
for the few. Public intellectuals must not indulge in conspiracy theories or pseudo
expertise but use their intellect, reasoning, research and their capacity for in depth
analysis to find out ways in which we all can best respond to the current crisis and
how we can act collectively to make the post covid world a more equal, more just
and more caring place.
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Memory, Forgetting, and the Pandemic: A Theoretical Study of
COVID-19 and the Chronotope
Avishek Parui

In its theoretical scope, this article aims to conceptualize COVID-19 as a crisis
chronotope (Parui and Raj, forthcoming), in terms of its multiple mappings and
experiential encodings of a contagious compression of space-time. This concept is
used to study the processes through which once-familiar sites turn to crisis spaces
and known orders of time get suspended and defamiliarized to different dimensions
of temporality, with unpredictable and unmappable experiences of suspension and
defamiliarization. Introducing the theoretical concept of mnemonic mobility – the
interfacial intersections of private and shared memory across objects and subjects
– the article proposes a theoretical method whereby the current pandemic may be
re-membered and re-presented as a crisis chronotope in personal as well as in
collective imagination, not least apropos of the drastic deterritorialization and
panic it wrought at global and local levels (Parui and Raj forthcoming).
The Russian Formalist philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin had described the
chronotope as a literary device through which “spatial and temporal indicators are
fused into one carefully thought-out concrete whole” (Bakhtin 84). In his study of
orders of time in the novel, Bakhtin had defined the chronotope as “the intrinsic
connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed
in literature” (Bakhtin 84). Such entanglements emerge, in Bakhtin’s examination,
as a “continual mutual interaction” between the work of fiction depicted in the
world of the novel and “the historically developing social world” (Bakhtin 254).
In a related study of Dostoevsky’s poetics, Bakhtin expands on the concept of the
threshold chronotope, which appears and functions as liminal spatiotemporal as
well as experiential states of becoming and re-becoming, exemplified according to
Bakhtin by the description of city of St. Petersburg in Dostoevsky’s writing which
stands “on the borderline between existence and nonexistence, reality and
phantasmagoria, always on the verge of dissipating like the fog and vanishing”
(Bakhtin, 1984; 167). The world of the bildungsroman in Dostoevsky’s fiction is
defined by Bakhtin as a space of coexistence rather than one of evolution (Bakhtin
28) whereby the subject shifts from the private sphere of the mind and “enters into
a completely new, spatial sphere of historical existence” (Bakhtin 24).
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In its theoretical and philosophical frame, the article pays special attention
to Bakhtin’s notion of the thickening of time which “takes on flesh” and becomes
visible, while “space becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time,
plot, and history” (Bakhtin 84). The thickening of time and space theorized by
Bakhtin bears special symbolic as well as ontological resonance, I argue, with the
ways in which the COVID-19 crisis may be experienced and re-membered through
a process of deceleration and defamiliarization of space and time. This connects
theoretically to the sociological study of speed (Rosa 2017) which examines how
the sudden slowing down and defamiliarization of civilian life during COVID-19
generates a reconfigured re-cognition of our subjective reality and materiality,
accentuated by a shared spatiotemporal synchronicity. In this connection, Hartmut
Rosa’s description of the “gigantic brakes” clamping down “the incessant wheels
of production, movement, and acceleration” during the COVID-19 crisis bears
significant resonance with Bakhtin’s theory of thickening of time (Rosa 2020). In
a similar context and in the same interview, Rosa highlights the drastic acceleration
of digitization and the locking and slowing down of the physical world due to the
pandemic where touchless transactions become the sanctioned social practices
even as the very ontology of the social was defined by distancing. The
spatiotemporal encodings invested in the connective metaphor of COVID-19
correspond interestingly and theoretically, I argue, to the concept of the crisis
chronotope that describes and dramatizes ontological and experiential disorientations across mutable and interfacial intersections of space and time. This
article offers a theoretical study of examining COVID-19 as a chronotope that
vacillates between material and metaphoric markers, while also entering the
emergent and connective modes of memory, re-cognition, and remapping of
spatiotemporal frames.
In its ontological and experiential state, the COVID-19 pandemic may be
described as a mysterious and menacing matter with several waves of infection
with a fast-mutating virus whose medical definition cannot be perfectly determined
or addressed. More significantly, the medical and social significance of the
pandemic has re-ontologized matter and familiar materiality in private as well as
collective imagination and memory, not least by the compulsory practice of
touchlessness and social distancing. At an immediately practical level, the nontactile experience of and engagement with matter and subjects during the
pandemic, especially in the public space, generated a different and reconfigured
ontology of materiality defined by touchlessness, compulsory cleansing, and
distance. The crisis-chronotope in my study is thus also constituted by a
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combination of re-encoded matter and a remapped engagement with materiality,
which is selective, suspicious, and synechdochic in quality.
I draw on this theory of the chronotope as material and embodied
orientation and examine how the theory of crisis chronotope proposed apropos of
the COVID-19 pandemic underlines the subject-object dis-orientations and
defamiliarizations in space-time at ontological and experiential levels, which also
affects the memory of events and experiences (Parui and Raj, forthcoming).
Especially in anthropological studies, chronotopic configurations are examined as
“disseminated through intersubjectively ratified metasemiotic practices and
recycled into group-centric interpersonal routines” (Agha 404) exemplified in
Milbourne and Hallenbeck’s understanding of the chronotopic orientation of
suburban consumer in an American shopping mall (Milbourne and Hallenbeck
405). The fluid quality of chronotopic combinations in such anthropological
studies may be compared to what I define as mnemonic mobility whereby subjects
and objects emerge entangled in a shared spatiotemporal economy of encoding,
effacing, remembering, and representation which is metaphoric, metonymic, and
mutable in quality. I apply this theory of mnemonic mobility to map the crisis of
COVID-19 in terms of how the velocity and mutability of memory and experience
in the pandemic-marked world generate a requirement of remembering space-time
as connected and compressed conditions, in micro-episodic as well as in macrocollective states.
The COVID-19 crisis emerges as a resurfacing of concealed chronotopes
in terms of foregrounding several social, environmental, political, and cultural
concerns which were buried under the more dominant arguments: unregulated flow
of global capital, expansionist business policies backed by powerful governments,
denial of climate crisis, and irresponsible consumerism, to name a few.
Additionally, the planetary interconnectedness created by the COVID-19 crisis
literalizes the metaphor of shared space and time and turns the same into a
chronotopic compression which is also a spatio-temporal deceleration and
defamiliarization at the anthropocentric level. It forces us to remember as
individual subjects with unique life stories as well as mapping that private memory
onto an awareness of deep planetary time in the face of a crisis that has evolved
into becoming a fundamental threat to human existence in this planet. There is thus
a coupling together of shared space and time which is characterised by a shared
sense of precarity and vulnerability, along with an awareness that such coupling
and sense of sharing are also actually informed by isolation, multiple temporalities,
and alienation, whereby the very ontology of the social is qualified and defined by
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distancing. The globality of the COVID-19 crisis therefore ironically undercuts the
ontology and experience of global time, one which is usually constituted by
“multiple horizons of existential, intergenerational, and historical time”
(Chakrabarty 24). The crisis chronotope of COVID-19, I argue, is characterised
and experientially marked by this ambivalence of compressed spatiotemporal
connectedness and existential disconnect, whereby subjects share an infected time
and space which also necessitates a distance which is defined as a social norm,
avoidance of touch, and only partially visible self.
The reconfigured matter – including the mutating virus, facial masks,
sanitizers, vaccines, and contactless objects – has generated a remapped
engagement with materiality characterizing the COVID-19 world marked by a
fundamental change in trust and tactility. Matter in the COVID-19 world is
therefore almost always metonymic, appearing partially and almost always
engaged with suspicion, un-certainty, and circumspection. The altered ontology
and engagement with materiality has been accentuated by the loss of trust and
touch, whereby unknown objects and subjects both appear with possibilities of
infection and contagion (Parui and Raj, forthcoming). The matter and metaphor of
the pandemic are thus really as well as metaphorically viral. The material,
metaphorical, and the chronotopic crisis of COVID-19 operates at the corporeal,
cultural, and epistemic registers through its productions of conditions which create
what Kaja Silverman had defined elsewhere as “historical trauma”, generating
collective as well as episodic experiences that are always already memories, ones
that “interrupt or even deconstitute what a society assumes to be its master
narratives” (Silverman 55). Along with causing millions of human deaths across
the world and irredeemable losses in professions and properties, the crisis of
COVID-19 has brought about some immediate and perhaps permanent changes at
political, social, and cultural levels, including an unsettling awareness of
vulnerability, inequality, and precarity across the world, an accelerated usage of
and reliance on automation of the contactless kind, increasing insecurity in global
food systems, and a heightened culture of disinformation (deliberately incorrect)
and misinformation (inadvertently incorrect) related to the disease and its
dissemination.
The varying experiential and cultural accounts of COVID-19 across a
spectrum of settings make its liminal location and movement between matter and
metaphor complex and contingent. In a real as well as in a symbolic sense the
COVID-19 world is a lived experience and a memory simultaneously, a
57 | Avishek Parui: Memory, Forgetting and the Pandemic: A Theoretical Study of COVID-19 …

defamiliarized space and a slice of time experienced and remembered together,
through a process of un-certain encoding and alternative embodiment constituted
by masks and medical norms. The simultaneity of experiencing and re-membering
generated by the COVID-19 crisis also creates a convergence of matter and
metaphor, in terms of how the crisis is cognized and re-cognized simultaneously
with immediacy and semantic slipperiness, as most people one meets in the
sporadic access to public spaces during the COVID-19 pandemic appear only
partially visible, and will be re-membered metonymically in their partial presence
(Parui and Raj, forthcoming). This asymmetric entanglement of partial memory,
metonymic identifiability, and metaphoricity exemplified by the experience of
COVID-19 connects complexly, this article argues, to the concept of the crisis
chronotope that offers a unique combination of materiality, memory, and
possibility through compressed spatio-temporal frames connected as well as
disconnected by a pandemic and its resultant paranoia and panic. The crisis
chronotope of COVID-19, I assert, is characterized by incomplete intersubjectivity
and interfacial interactivity in a shared and contagious space-time, where subjects
appear and are medico-legally required to appear only as partial presences, not to
be touched or trusted, with masks and with social distancing, marking a metonymic
memory of partial faces and nervous moments when interactions carry possibilities
of infection (Parui and Raj, forthcoming).
The medical, scientific, and cultural confusion and uncertainty around the
disease and its dissemination dramatize the ontological complexity of this
pandemic, which is connective as well as disruptive in its all-pervasive presence
as well as in its production of alienation and absence. The COVID-19 crisis
chronotope – as an abruptly defamiliarized as well as suspended slice of spacetime – carries the embedded and enactive quality of experiences and forms of
remembering which are existential as well as social in their mappings of materials
and minds. In particular, this study underlines the remapping of social, digital, and
mental markers with the emergence of COVID-19 crisis and how the reality and
phenomenality of the pandemic problematize the temporality of experience, recognition, and re-membering at private as well as at shared collective levels.
Especially pertinent in the context of this study is the inconclusive temporal quality
of the pandemic and how the pre-pandemic world is re-membered as a distinctly
different experiential and ontological order characterized by more mobility,
tactility, intimacy, and trust. Indeed, the endless temporality produced by the
pandemic informs and is informed by the ontological un-certainty about its
qualitative condition. The COVID-19 crisis chronotope may therefore be examined
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as a disruption as well as a departure from the erstwhile normative models and
experiences of space and time. It thus corresponds to new modes of remembering
and re-cognition that are located between lived reality and partial potentiality, an
ambivalence uniquely accommodated and articulated by the space-time
compression which also incorporates an interactive and inconclusive economy of
matter, metaphor, and memory at experiential and narrative levels.
This article has examined the crisis chronotope as a complex experiential
category for a pandemic like COVID-19, whereby the remapped experience of
space and time may be cognitively negotiated with a trope that telescopes,
describes, and defamiliarizes complex spatiotemporal frames. The suspension in
space and time marking the COVID-19 world – with the experience of being
locked in closed spaces with an anxiety as well as anticipation of time –
necessitates a telescoping of temporality mapped on to defamiliarized spatial
experience which the crisis chronotope as a narrative and experiential category
offers. Such an understanding of the re-ontologized orders of space and time has
theoretical as well as increasingly practical and experiential relevance in the world
we inhabit and internalize today.
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Literature and AIDS in Mexico and India: A Reading from the
COVID-19 Pandemic
Genoveva Castro

In this paper I will explore literary representations of the Acquired
Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS) caused by the Human Immunodeficiency
Virus (HIV). According to data from the Center for Disease Control and
Prevention, more than thirty-two million people have died from AIDS worldwide
(De Cock 1553). In 1981, the first reports of the illness were released, and it was
not until years later that a treatment was developed. Equal access to medication is
still a major concern in many countries. AIDS has affected the population of the
world for forty years reaching at points pandemic proportions. My objective is to
examine AIDS in literature by writers from two developing countries, Mexico and
India, to understand the depiction of the sick body and the social dynamics around
it providing examples from poetry, non-fiction and novels. The reading of
HIV/AIDS narratives is affected by our current COVID crisis.
It was at the beginning of the 1980’s that AIDS was identified in big
cities in the United States. It was caused by a virus that could be transmitted
through contaminated blood, needles, mother to child and sexual intercourse.
Initially, many diagnosed patients were homosexuals and AIDS was called the
“gay cancer”. The fact that the virus was transmitted through unprotected sex and
needles amongst drug users contributed to the stigmatization of the illness.
Eventually, the virus reached all demographic groups across the globe. According
to Indian AIDS specialists, HIV patients became the new untouchables who were
discriminated against by medical workers, neighbours, and employers (Burns 10).
In Mexico, there were reports of infected people committing suicide out of
desperation, claims from the Catholic church that AIDS was “God’s punishment”
and reports that several companies were requesting mandatory negative tests
(Monsiváis 185-6) resulted in discrimination and rejection of infected people in
multiple contexts.
One major theme expressed in the literature that deals with AIDS is the
prejudice against those who are sick. The Mexican poet and playwright Abigael
Bohórquez (1936-1995) wrote a collection of poetry in 1991 entitled Poesida
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which is the combination of the words “poetry” and “AIDS” in Spanish. The book
addresses the pain caused by AIDS around its first decade of existence. The
collection won an international award in 1992 given by the National University of
Mexico and the Pan-American Health Organization, but the author never received
the award. Seemingly, the book made people uncomfortable and it was published
after the death of Bohórquez in 1996 (Bohórquez 57-8). In the poem entitled
“Mourning” (Duelo) he speaks about the stigma of AIDS even after people die
from the illness:
I come to mourn those who
have died of shortages,
those who are starving,
trying to satisfy their heart or their hunger,
they fell into the trap,
they were flowers made of sand, paper cut-outs,
bubblegum artifices, quicksilver souls,
discotheque weathervanes, flutter, waste,
but also, a soul, one word,
skeleton of bread and salt,
with nice corners,
like mine, like yours, companion,
a beautiful or mean thought,
but something like us,
made a bundle of blood still,
between the greenery and the water of life.
I come to mourn those who
received their scandalous funeral,
their portion, their cot, their obituary, veiled,
but more for those who
since they were born,
were confined, tagged, killed
in their own fold,
shod, shackled to a hidden desk,
a black cubicle. (Bohórquez 373-4)
Bohórquez also refers to the discrimination against homosexuals, those who were
disgraceful “since they were born” and “were confined, tagged, killed”. The bodies
of homosexuals, Bohórquez highlights, were rejected before they contracted the
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virus. At the end of “Mourning” the poet draws attention to the indifference
towards the death of the poor and the masses:
But it is all right,
in this world everything is all right:
hunger, drought, flies,
apartheid, holy war, AIDS,
as long as we don’t touch Him,
He doesn’t count,
He is simply There,
crazy with laughter,
prosperous because of death,
at ease (Bohórquez 374).
Vikram Seth – the acclaimed Indian poet and novelist – has written a deeply
emotional poem about a man dying of AIDS. Written in the form of a monologue,
the poem entitled “Soon”, imagines the protagonist speaking about his own
imminent death due to the disease. The poet imagines the grief of a couple while
one of them is sick. The protagonist thanks his partner for not giving him hope and
accepting that the end will come soon:
I shall die soon, I know.
This thing is in my blood.
It will not let me go.
It saps my cells for food.
It soaks my nights in sweat
And breaks my days in pain.
No hand or drug can treat
These limbs for love or gain.
Love was the strange first cause
That bred grief in its seed,
And gain knew its own laws—
To fix its place and breed.
He whom I love, thank God,
Won’t speak of hope or cure.
It would not do me good.
He sees that I am sure.
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He knows what I have read
And will not bring me lies.
He sees that I am dead.
I read it in his eyes.
How am I to go on—
How will I bear this taste,
My throat cased in white spawn—
These hands that shake and waste?
Stay by my steel ward bed
And hold me where I lie.
Love me when I am dead
And do not let me die (Seth 280).
Both poets expose the illness from the perspective of death. Seth portrays the
physical pain, the lack of medication, the fear of dying and the necessity for
closeness. While Bohórquez reveals stigma and injustice even after the loss of life.
Seth zooms in on the sorrow of two individuals and Bohórquez describes a larger
picture in which he laments the destiny of many. AIDS is associated in these two
instances with the anxiety of having a fatal disease well as facing social prejudice.
Non-fiction literature has also been an important medium to express the
social dynamics around the HIV virus. Mexican writer, critic, and political activist
Carlos Monsiváis (1938-2010) wrote in detail multiple essays about the
perceptions of AIDS in Mexico. He explains the moral complications of AIDS:
To the landscape of AIDS already tragic, still irreversible, are
added hatred and irrationality linked to homophobia, but it does
not stop there; the illness is brutal because it is unexpected and
also becomes the worst crime. AIDS patients are carriers of a
double leprosy: physical and moral; those who are sick are hold
responsible for it. Even children are subjected to reproach and
disgust (Monsiváis 80-1).
As AIDS spread globally, managing the illness became challenging. Nevertheless,
in the midst of all the difficulties there was also solidarity. It is not just the behavior
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of individuals or groups of people, but the response of institutions as Carlos
Monsiváis points out:
Frequently, neighbors kick out an infected person from their
apartment, the supply of medicines fails again and again and
often there is no respect for the sick. Nevertheless, a sector of
nurses and doctors are incredibly supportive. The problem
perfectly articulates prejudices, medical misinformation,
shortages of hospitals and specialized personnel (Monsiváis,
“De las variedades” 184).
The virus also foregrounded a specific population. As Monsiváis has expressed,
AIDS made homosexuals visible when the lives of famous artists and intellectuals
such as Michael Foucault, Rock Hudson, Freddy Mercury were lost (Monsiváis,
“De las variedades” 186). On the one hand, he believes, the discrimination
increased, but on the other, terms like “homophobia” started being used, making
people aware of prejudiced behavior (Monsiváis, “El Sida” 83). The preexisting
social tensions became more pronounced due to the AIDS epidemic.
In contrast to the statements about the overarching reality in Mexico, Indian
American writer Nikita Lalwani (1973) concentrated on the narrative of Dr.
Tokugha from Nagaland, India in her text “Mister X versus Hospital Y”. Dr.
Tokugha donated blood and a test revealed he was infected with the HIV virus.
The hospital violated his medical confidentiality by informing a third party and not
him of the situation. The disclosure caused many problems in his life: he was
rejected by his community, lost his job and his wedding was canceled. Dr
Tokugha’s case became public after he sued the hospital that breached the
information about his infection. Nikita Lalwani focuses on the personal narrative
of Dr Tokugha after he finds out that he is HIV positive:
‘Then it begins. I can’t sleep, nothing. They all know my status
in Nagaland. And there is such a stigma, so much shame; I
know I have to leave there. I don’t have my job anymore.
People are criticizing me. Then I start thinking I want to
disappear. I think it is very difficult to disappear. I start to
question myself—how to disappear.’ He closes his eyes and
frowns almost indiscernibly. ‘I think, is it a dream? I pinch
myself.’ Silence. He opens his eyes and presents the impossible
nature of the question to me, throwing his hands into the air
with sudden vehemence. ‘How to disappear? How is it possible
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to disappear? I think maybe I’ll go to the jungle, live there, or
go to another state and live quietly. But if people know I am a
doctor, they will wonder why I am so quiet, with no ties. They
will find out, and I will have to leave again. I thought maybe I
would go to Nepal, help people who have no hospitals. But then
I would need a visa, medical tests—it becomes difficult. Where
to hide?’ (Lalwani 24-25)
Lalwani’s narration is transformative since Dr Tokugha eventually found a place
for himself in a nonprofit organization working for HIV/AIDS and also advocated
for the right of people with HIV to get married after the right was suspended by
the Indian Supreme Court. Before the ban, Dr Tokugha married a woman who was
not infected with HIV and fought for the social acceptance of his marriage. He has
been invested in helping HIV positive people connect romantically: “Toku is trying
to actively restore this right to marriage as part of his own patients’ right to life—
by attempting to reignite that part of the human psyche that maybe we all share.
The part that believes that we own the right to love in that particular way and be
loved in return” (Lalwani 38). Nevertheless, Lalwani reminds us that Dr Tokugha’s
relative privilege allowed him to succeed. Slowly, networks of support are being
built to help people cope.
Non-fiction also offers a complex picture of social interactions for
individuals who are HIV positive. Living a good quality life, maintaining jobs,
having basic rights, securing treatment, being assisted by the state and by members
of a community, receiving respect and love, regardless of sexual orientation, are
extremely hard to obtain. At the same time, there are extraordinary efforts to start
difficult conversations, fighting against prejudice and stigma and looking after the
patients. In addition to poetry and non-fiction, the novel too has been employed to
describe the lives of those who are HIV positive and have AIDS. In his novella
entitled Beauty Parlor (Salón de Belleza) (1994), Mexican writer Mario Bellatin
portrays the beginning of the AIDS epidemic in Mexico. The protagonist is a gay
man who owns a beauty parlor and is a hair stylist. In the town where he lives,
many men are suffering from an unknown illness and dying quickly. Although the
term ‘AIDS’ is not used in the novel, it is a clear referent. The protagonist turns his
beauty parlor into a hospice in which AIDS patients are looked after when the end
is near. The main character who is also the narrator explains:
The first time I accepted a guest, it was because one of my coworkers asked for it. As I have already pointed out, before, we
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had sheltered a few who were injured by the gangs. On those
occasions it had been only a temporary accommodation. After
a while everyone left the room on their own. But that time, my
co-worker told me that an acquaintance was on the verge of
death and he was not received in any hospital. His family did
not want to take over, and due to his lack of resources, his only
alternative was to die under the one of the city’s bridges. He
had been taken there by some homeless people who covered
him with cardboard to keep him warm. The young man who
worked with me begged me to take him in. I accepted without
thinking much about the consequences because if that request
had been made at another time, I would have never allowed my
beauty salon to became a ‘place for dying’ (Bellatin 34).
The story illustrates a complicated social issue: dealing with many individuals who
are sick at the same time with a fatal illness. The novel criticizes the lack of
responsibility of institutions dealing with a plague that is killing many. The
protagonist ends up making his living by taking care of those who are dying. The
purpose becomes to give them a place where they can die:
That young man died one month after his admission. I
remember our eagerness to try to restore his health. We called
some doctors and nurses. We were also visited by some healers.
We collected some money to buy medicines which were
extremely expensive. Everything was useless. The conclusion
was simple. The illness has no cure. All those efforts were but
vain attempts to be at peace with our conscience. I do not know
where we have learned that assisting the helpless is trying to
keep them away from death at any cost. After that experience,
I made the decision that if there was no other remedy, the best
thing was a quick death, under the best possible conditions.
Death as death does not move me. The only thing I wanted to
avoid was those people perishing in the middle of the street. In
the ‘place for dying’ they had secured a bed, a bowl of soup,
and the company of other afflicted people. (Bellatin 35).
At last, the protagonist and owner of the salon catches the disease as well and
reflects on the fear and solitude that he experiences. Even after witnessing so many
people suffer, there is still uncertainty about what he will face:
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Perhaps my greatest misfortune is that the disease took over my
body too late. Had I died earlier; the transition might have been
sweeter, with my companions at the foot of my bed, attentive
to my complaints. But now I must deal with it myself. I must
suffer decay without saying a word. There are nights when I
feel scared. I fear for what will happen when the disease
presents itself in its splendor. As much as I've seen countless
guests die, now that the illness is coming for me, I don't know
what's going to happen (Bellatin 45).
The beauty salon becomes a ‘place for dying’ for men who are sick and rejected
by the social system in which they live, men who do not have the means for a
dignified death. For a little bit of money, they are provided with the basics that no
one wants to offer them. Their health will not improve; they are given a space to
inhabit until end of their lives. The title of book “beauty salon” is ironically
juxtaposed to a place full of rejected sick people awaiting death. The novel reflects
strongly on death, vulnerability, illness, and the need for closeness and care.
On the other side of the social spectrum, the novel by Nikita Singh (1991)
After All this Time (2015) depicts the life of Lavanya, a wealthy Indian woman
who lives in New York and works for a law firm. After donating blood for an event
supported by her coworkers, she discovers she is HIV positive. Her medical
condition makes her question her life choices, quit her job and go to India to
reconnect with estranged family and old friends. Back in her parents’ house in
Delhi, Lavanya is afraid of revealing her HIV positive condition:
Lavanya was living a lie. Keeping a secret that was killing her
inside. She could not handle it; she now knew. It was too much.
Every second that passed made her realize that she was one
second closer to dying, and she was doing nothing to stall it.
Nothing except pretending to be fine and ‘protecting’ those who
loved her, as if the pain of her death would be easier than
dealing with her sickness. She was tired of pretending (Singh
106).
The novel takes place in 2014, more than thirty years after the beginning of AIDS.
The narrative depicts a young woman who is suffering because she has isolated
herself and not because there is no cure if the virus reproduces in her body. Even
if she is struggling with her emotions, she can be optimistic that her situation will
be controlled:
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But first and foremost, the thought that gave her a flicker of
hope was reading ‘Being HIV positive is no longer a virtual
death sentence’ on a webpage. She had read that one phrase
repeatedly, feeling marginally better each time. It motivated her
to research her disease as extensively as she could. There were
articles explaining how HIV takes time to progress to AIDS and
how, when controlled through medication and treatment plans,
some patients have lived long lives (Singh 112-3).
The novel portrays the social order - family, friends, doctors, and institutions in a
positive light. The protagonist is supported by everyone once they know what she
is experiencing. There is no representation of prejudice or discrimination; all the
problems are inside the head of the main character. The medical system is shown
as professional, caring, and ready to deal with her situation. The readers are
informed that the protagonist is treated in the United States and India successfully.
In this instance, HIV functions as a trigger for the main character to prioritize what
is important in life.
The two novels deal with different time periods and social circumstances.
Beauty Parlor illustrates the difficulties of common citizens who have no resources
in a place in which institutions do not help with an illness that has affected many.
After All This Time exemplifies advancements in medicine and programs after
decades of development amongst wealthy and educated societies. Beauty Parlor
dwells on the rejection and fatality of AIDS and After All This Time on the hope to
live a good life with support. From all these narratives we gain a multiplicity of
perspectives on human experience and the fight against a viral disease. Literature,
after all, promotes empathy, most often defined as the capacity to see the world
from other vantage points and enhances our ability to detect and understand others’
emotions (Fischer 432). Reading a variety of genres on HIV/AIDS, we submerge
ourselves in different points of view about death, illness, physical and emotional
pain. It is not that just by reading we will suddenly care more about people, but
reading reinforces core values such as tolerance, human rights, and the necessity
of dialogue (Fischer 438). AIDS-related literature speaks extensively about
prejudice, social stigma and denial of basic rights, inviting the reader to reflect on
such concerns and nourishes our capacity for understanding. The social tensions
brought out by HIV/AIDS and represented in the work of Indian and Mexican
writers resonate strongly with those caused by the devastating COVID-19
pandemic in which we are currently immersed. Our awareness as readers of this
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literature is heightened by our immediate pandemic hit times. The HIV/AIDS
narratives reflect on the vulnerable and marginalized individuals who are singled
out and blamed for their disease. The virus amplifies the disparities and loneliness,
anxiety, lack of assistance from individuals and institutions, neglect, need for care
and closeness are also broad themes. On the brighter side, solidarity, support, and
the wish for a good life despite having a viral disease are addressed as well.
Interestingly, there is also a parallel between the topics deliberated by upon
Indian and Mexican writers. Despite being on the opposite side of the globe, there
are insights and behaviors that converge. Anxiety and discomfort with death are
universal. Hopefully, AIDS-related narratives stimulate our capacity to
acknowledge the struggle with the virus both inside the body and in the social arena
forcing us to rethink how lives can be improved and transformed.

Note: Translations of all the quotations by Mexican writers from Spanish into
English are mine.
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Boccaccio and Netflix: Imagining the Medieval Pandemic in a
Capitalist Bubble
Priyanka Das

Introduction
Pandemic is the harbinger of an apocalyptic and dystopian world, or at least that is
how it has been primarily presented to us. Abandoned homes, fallen hospitals,
defunct armies, inoperative technologies, mass graves – most of the literary and
cinematic representations depict an irrecuperable dark world. It would often begin
with an unclassified virus and may catapult into a zombie apocalypse. Although
we have relegated the doomsday to the periphery for now, the Covid pandemic has
definitely blurred the line between reality and fantasy. The objective of my paper
is to show how the apocalyptic thrust in such representations has always been
reimagining the pandemic in a medieval landscape.
Be it the earliest depiction of Sophocles’ Plague of Thebes, or Albert
Camus’ haunting tale of human resilience in the face of the devastating bubonic
plague, or Stephen King’s apocalyptic vision of a world ravaged by a biologically
induced mutated strain of super-flu, the historical credibility of a literary text
cannot be easily overlooked. Joining the bandwagon of canonical literature,
popular culture has equally entertained apocalyptic narratives since as early as
1916 with the Danish film The End of the World where natural disasters erupt on
Earth owing to fatal proximity with a passing comet. Not an off-topic thread, the
film was indeed an artistic response to the collective panic of Halley’s comet
coming too close to Earth in 1910. The film garnered immense popularity and
became an instant box office hit, confirming the power of the Culture Industry to
gather people to obsessively and voyeuristically watch the representational image
of an event that threatened to obliterate humankind. It is perhaps true that
philosophical engagement with death has disappeared, or diminished to say the
least, with Heidegger and Kierkegaard, however it can be argued that people’s
obsession with death has not. It has only changed forms from philosophy to popular
culture, and rather than actively engaging with it we have become passive
consumers, which reflects in our fascination towards zombie and apocalyptic
movies.
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This paper attempts an in-depth analysis of two texts – one literary, another
visual – to understand the ongoing coronavirus pandemic. The first one is Giovanni
Boccaccio’s The Decameron, an epic medieval text that is frequently evoked in
discussions regarding disease, epidemic and human optimism. The Decameron
captures the pragmatic challenges of a quarantine existence during the terrible
Black Death, and gives us what we may now call a European precedent of the
Arabian Nights. Set against the backdrop of a plague-ridden Florence, this
medieval text is still quite relevant when it comes to understanding the
psychological implications of a pandemic-struck world. The second text that I
intend to read against the coronavirus pandemic is the American TV series Salem,
produced at the height of digital capitalism, and has a ravaging plague at its heart.
I will use these two texts to highlight the parallels in reimagining the pandemic as
an event that challenges the centred notions of civilization and blurs the past and
the present, fantasy and reality, and situates us in a Derridean free play.

The Medieval vs the Modern
The first objective is to understand the significance of the medieval landscape in
reimagining the pandemic in a postmodern consciousness. While Renaissance
humanists dismissed the long period from the fifth to the fourteenth centuries as
the ‘dark ages’, there has been a continuous return to the Middle Ages, almost like
a pervasive nostalgia for the enchantment of the Medieval. From the epic
prominence of Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose in 1980 till the contemporary
phenomenal success of George RR Martin’s Game of Thrones – the way
Medievalism keeps returning to us reinstates people’s affinity towards an era which
existed before the origin of print culture. This undocumented aspect of the
Medieval primarily allows two things – freedom to the artist to create and interpret
the Age according to the prerequisite of her Art, and liberty to the reader to
visualize and conceptualize the Age as per her imagination. However, reproducing
the accuracy and authenticity of the Middle Ages is a daunting task. What can be
created is rather the artists’ ambiguous idea of the Middle Ages based on her
exposure to the past events as filtered through historians.
Both the texts in my discussion are deeply rooted in the ethos of
Medievalism. The Decameron is a direct offshoot of the Black Death. A
portmanteau of two different words: ten and day, The Decameron is a collection of
100 novellas structured in a frame narrative, which had inspired Chaucer’s The
Canterbury Tales. A reassessment of Boccaccio’s text in the modern age would
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acquaint us with the Italian poetic musings of the Arthurian ‘Knights saga’
elements, a rediscovery of symbols and emblems of Jewish mysticism, a Christian
reworking of Hegelian philosophy – all of which are incorporated within
allegorical tales of love – shrouded in both the erotic and the tragic. The text’s rich
philosophy of love and death in the face of a raging pandemic cuts across ages.
The Salem Witch Trials, in spite of being a 17th century event, is confined
within the medieval belief of witchcraft and primitive practices of corporal
punishment. Besides adhering to the central plot of dark magic, that is the eternal
conflict between the Divine and the Demonic and the witches’ timeless devotion
towards Satan, the Netflix adaptations of Sabrina and Salem added another
dimension to the metanarrative of witchcraft – the witch pox culminating in a
plague, thanks to the artistic license of adding fantasy to the Middle Ages.

The Cultural Gastronomy
The first feature of Medievalism is its association with primitivism. The Bubonic
Plague was believed to have arrived in Europe when 12 ships reached the Sicilian
port of Messina with half of the sailors mysteriously dead and the other half gravely
ill, covered in blood-oozing black boils. Although Boccaccio chooses to advocate
positivity by spinning tales amidst such tragedy, his narrative is nonetheless
shrouded by uncertainty of life and haunted by the spectre of the dead. The
recurrent episodes of cooking and eating before every tale takes a ritualistic stance
for the characters who were equally disturbed by the thought of running out of
food. Within the tales, the black boils of the pestilence were described in terms of
‘bignesse of an Apple or an Egge’ that appeared in armpits or private parts of the
infected which would then rapidly spread to the entire body. In Salem, the ancient
relic of witchcraft which yields sacred knowledge and at the same time triggers the
witch-pox is called the Malum – the Latin word for evil, calamity and Apple. By
extension then, malum alludes to the forbidden fruit of Eden.
The novel coronavirus originated from Wuhan wet markets and within a
few days of the onset of the epidemic, social media and newsfeed were overflown
with the viral video of a woman having bat-soup. The bat-soup or live animals, in
this context, resemble the malum. China’s temporary ban on live animal sale
followed by reopening of the Wet Markets as early as in April 2020 has many
rationales – economy and culture being the two crucial ones. Neither Capitalism
nor food culture could suffer for long. Although the veracity of the bat-soup as the
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source of the disease still stands debatable, the existence of Asian live animal
markets has surely redefined Lévi-Strauss’ Nature vs Culture debate. The
consumption of raw, uncooked animal flesh has a primitive dimension to it. If
Medievalism is akin to primitivism, as the Renaissance thinkers would want us to
believe, then I presume we are still at it. If the eating behaviours of one country,
directly or indirectly, could cause the downfall of the entire world then the notion
of universal advancement becomes a myth. Also, the fact that Asia has served to
be the breeding ground for both the Bubonic Plague and the Coronavirus pandemic
has implanted strong racist sentiments towards an entire population which needs
to be addressed at greater lengths.

The Spatial Defamiliarization
The second feature of Medievalism is lack of population and abundance of space
which made it possible for Boccaccio’s characters to take refuge in an abandoned
Church outside plague-ridden Florence. The town of Salem too was sparsely
populated and the forest becomes a safe haven for the distressed. The modern
world, fundamentally defined by overpopulation, scarcity of space and
claustrophobic urbanization stands opposed to the feudal landscape of the
medieval. Therefore, dealing with a contagious pandemic becomes much more
challenging in the modern landscape with its dense demography. Rows of urban
buildings overtaken by zombies and the haunting silence of the empty public
spaces around us intensify the Freudian Heimlich where the home becomes the
unhomely.
Also, it is no more set in a distant future in a remote island, or in a parallel
world at a star date. The contemporaneity of the doomsday as depicted in films like
Contagion or 28 Days Later destabilizes the notion of a secure temporal and spatial
existence. The backdrop of advanced nations falling prey to deadly viruses takes
us back to Salvador Dali’s melting clocks in The Persistence of Memory, and
further reinstates the power of the uncanny since the pandemic always happens in
a space and time too familiar to us.

The Reticent Medical Science
The third feature that demarcates the medieval from the modern is the absence of
advanced medical science. Covid 19 has rejected a definitive categorization and
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pushed the limits of science by destabilizing the existing theories. The modern age,
equipped with avantgarde medical technology still failed us. If modernity implies
progress, then I argue that the experience of pandemic subverts the discourse of
progress.
While the fortunate characters of Boccaccio’s tales indulge in their
theocentric assumptions of good and bad, the Black Death, in reality, swept away
one third of Europe. Neither medical science was advanced nor were the doctors
trained to handle a plague. In the absence of a cure, their job was restricted to
record death tolls and infected patients for demographic purposes. Living in 2020
bears an uncanny resemblance to the prolonged passivity of medical science when
even highly experienced doctors could not go beyond prescribing ordinary
paracetamol tablets, and the State could do no better than enrolling infected
patients on their Arogya Setu app. Besides the obvious quarantine, similar
preventive measures were adopted to contain the spread. Be it the symbolic beak
mask of the Medieval Plague Doctor that is immortalized through the Halloween
costume, or the expensive designer masks all around us – the bourgeoisie has
always ensured to make optimal use of any human crisis.
Coming to the frontline warriors, in Salem, when native physicians exhaust
themselves, doctors with royal certificates were sent from Boston. Similarly, the
world was astounded when 52 Cuban doctors flew to Italy – an act that recognized
the altruist face of Communism against fascist mismanagements. A local parallel
could be drawn from Kerala’s efficacy to handle the Covid-19 pandemic. However,
China’s repressive state measures and unprecedented disappearance of people
stand polar opposite to the Cuban example, thereby pitting one form of
Communism against another. No wonder this pushed Slavoj Žižek to theorize the
pandemic by substituting the draconian philosophy of Communism with a renewed
one-time Communism.

The Political Return of the Repressed
Fourthly, it is always the unknown, the uncategorized – that threatens an otherwise
solid foundation of a Capitalist society. Alien invasion, biblical Armageddon,
biopolitical weapon, uncontrolled cyborgs, cannibalistic zombies – endless
experimentations have reimagined the obliteration of this planet. The abundance
of these films reflects our collective fear – the angst of losing control over both the
natural and the technological world that we have dominated so far. Therefore, one
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has to understand the pandemic as a political phenomenon, no matter how
romantically it has been approached by writers including Boccaccio. Induced by
men, or avenged by nature, the incomprehensibility of the coronavirus pandemic
situates it within a broader and multidimensional political spectrum. The
foundational politics of civilization ensures the supremacy of culture only at the
cost of repressing the natural. In the political backlash of Nature as well as in the
Haitian legend of the corpses resurrected to satisfy its unending hunger, or in other
words the figure of the ‘zombie’ – we find the return of the repressed.
Apart from the supernatural politics of repression and decolonization, the
State also plays a crucial role in the discourse of the pandemic. The threat of China
overtaking the world by inducing a biopolitical weapon pushed countries to
enhance their militarization and invest more in armaments and man power, leaving
health practitioners gasping with shortage of medical equipment. When solid proof
against China’s deliberate involvement could not be procured, India permanently
banned 59 major Chinese apps in June 2020 referring to them as being
“prejudicial” to India’s “sovereignty, integrity and national security”. The national
leaders kept on promising us schemes, while hundreds of migrants breathed their
last. We were glued to the screen and enthralled by the ‘Vocal for Local’ slogan
and in the meantime the national Covid-19 relief funds vanished. The sociodemocratic countries were relatively readier to cope with the pandemic while our
nation continued playing pranks with us by throwing us weekly challenges of
lighting candles and banging thalis.
The State repression continued at local levels in multiple forms. Besides
the prolonged durations of lockdown and their obvious economic ramifications,
the hashtag activism on social media is also a unique part of state and civil society
intervention in a digital world. The constant resurfacing of #StayAtHome alerts on
your screen, the lady reminding you of covid protocols every time you dial a
number, the constant prompts to download Arogya Setu app, the proliferation of
covid memes, the digital divide further weakening the foundation and their
repercussion on political activism against the State – bring out the multiple political
dimensions of the pandemic.
Every culture believes in a proper funeral to honour the dead. However, in
both the medieval and the ongoing pandemic, we witness that the trial of the
diseased does not cease even after death. The idea of disposing corpses faced
strong resentment from the Aristocrats in Medieval Europe and the Puritans in
Colonial New England, while in 2020 the worst-hit countries dug mass graves and
disposed the dead bodies in a casket from a high ground. In India, while millions
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of poor breathed their last in want of emergency beds and oxygen cylinders, the
medical giants continued with their exorbitant pricing of hospital beds, feeding
their insatiable capitalist appetite, thereby echoing Marx, “The bourgeoisie has
stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honoured and looked up to with
reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the
man of science, into its paid wage labourers”. The poor were thus once again
reduced to corpses floating in the Ganges or abandoned on the riverbanks. A
diseased body retaining the threat even after death is one of the most ill-fated
endings one can imagine in both medieval and postmodern scenarios.
While discussing the plight of the migrant workers, we must not forget that
bulk of them come from the Dalit Adivasi Bahujan and Muslim background who
have always been subjected to hermeneutical violence. They are not just
contemporary zombie figures, but they also assume the paradoxical figure of
Agamben’s Homo Sacer – who in theory may not be sacrificed, yet is allowed to
be killed with impunity. Therefore, caste, religion and gender discourses become
all the more important in understanding the pandemic in this digital capital era.

Coping Mechanisms and the Invisible Society
Fifthly and lastly, The Decameron only obliquely deals with the gruesome reality
of the Black Death, and in a very Anne Frank way, advocates indomitable
optimism of mankind in the face of an obliterating threat. Salem too takes an
unexpected turn when the witch protagonist undergoes redemption and eradicates
the plague. But such heightened optimism was possible because of indirect
association and a shared notion of community. The metanarrative of survival,
therefore, is intertwined with obliqueness and solidarity. Anne Frank’s optimism
stands starkly opposed to Elie Wiesel or Primo Levi’s loss of faith in mankind
because while Anne even in hiding could stay with her family in the Secret Annex,
both Wiesel and Levi witnessed their family members taken to the gas chambers
and encountered the end of the world in Auschwitz and Buchenwald. Perhaps we
wouldn’t remember Anne for her unshakeable positivity if we could access her
thoughts during her stay in the concentration camps. Careful enough not to
trivialize the Holocaust experience, my point is to read the motive of survival in
terms of collaborative efforts.
The detrimental effects of quarantine existence could be battled with
building communities. Be it the collective efforts of scientists all over the world to
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invent the vaccine, or groups of covid warriors sharing their stories of survival to
instil hope in the infected, be it student activists building up make-shift community
kitchens to feed the hungry, or lakhs of interns volunteering to help over
telemedicine, be it the institutional decisions to take recourse to virtual platforms
or the mere playfulness of social media challenges to brew the Dalgona Coffee
together and upload pictures using the hashtags – mankind could survive the
pandemic by clutching on to the straw of solidarity. Despite being physically
distant, we made ample use of technology and reproduced an invisible society.
Even this webinar, as a collaborative academic effort, manifests the strength of
human adaptability and makes us realize that we are not Robinson Crusoes
witnessing individual tragedies in a remote island, but rather facing a collective
tragedy that needs a collective solution.
But with the mind of a cynic, I take the genre of fiction with a little pinch
of salt. Is staying Optimistic possible for the child who lost both her parents or for
the parents who witnessed their child breathing her/his last? I cannot help evoking
Adorno’s phrase ‘writing poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric.’ Will fiction make
sense to the most vulnerable of the lot? Will fiction comfort them? May be or may
be not, there is no way of knowing what awaits us.

Conclusion
To conclude, it might appear that the medieval and the postmodern experiences of
the pandemic are different but such notions of differences are interrogated and
blurred in this paper. Reading The Decameron and Salem in conjunction with the
covid pandemic also establishes the powerlessness of the postmodern subject all
the more, because capitalism/modernity, unlike the feudal/medieval times, is
supposed to be the centre of advancement and progress.
It is perhaps time for us to critically reflect on the history of the pandemic,
the advancement of civilization and the vanity of humanity. The unanticipated
pandemic, the unpreparedness of medical sciences and the fact that we are still at
a loss to entirely conceptualize it or come up with a permanent solution to get rid
of it reinforces the inevitable survival of the Medieval in the modern discourse of
Society. If the Medieval was defined as the dark age, the age of irrationality and
ignorance, then are we really different? Therefore, the illusion of modernity is
exposed in the face of the pandemic and as I have argued, the coronavirus
pandemic offers us a radical criticism of modernity and capitalism.
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A Journal of the Plague Year
Re-Visiting the Text and its Futuristic Legacy
Abid Ahmad

Pandemic and History
Epidemics and pestilences have always afflicted the human race, putting them to
untold misery and suffering. When an epidemic becomes global, it becomes a
pandemic. Pandemics have not only changed history but have also led to radical
shifts in peoples and communities vis-à-vis their cultural profiles, leading, at times,
to unrecognisable changes in their identity and behaviour. Historically, pandemics
have always been treated as wrath of God, thereby causing a lot of dread and fear
among those it visits. From a religious perspective, pandemics have always been
looked at as some sort of punishment mostly for promiscuity and moral turpitude,
leading to introspection among cultural and religious entities.
Pandemic has been a historical reality. What has been changing is its name
and rate of mortality. Malaria, tuberculosis, leprosy, influenza and smallpox are
some of the pandemics that have hit the human beings in past. Another important
factor about pandemics is that it has mostly been associated with urban centres.
Starting with Greek city states, recorded pandemics have always been reported
from cities, cultural hubs and centres of civilisations. Mostly emanating from the
urban locales and cultural nerve-centres, pandemics spread faster, causing massive
societal shifts and mass migrations, rise and fall of civilizations, cultures, cultural
imaginaries and behavioural changes. Such important historical developments as
the downfall of the Roman empire and the rise of the Christian West are also
ascribed to the two plagues historically known as the Justinian Plague and the
Antonine Plague respectively.
The Antonine Plague ravaged the Roman Empire from 165 to 262
C.E. While the plague is said have devoured around one-quarter to one-third of the
empire’s population, it also triggered a profound change in the religious identity of
the Roman Empire as Christianity had made inroads into the empire by the end of
the plague. The Justinian Plague that hit the Byzantine Empire in the sixth century
is believed to have killed almost half of the world’s population at the time. This
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pandemic led to the financial collapse and the subsequent downfall of the Roman
empire. (Latham 2021)
Right from the beginning, pandemics have had religious myths and beliefs
associated with them, a fact corroborated by the developments during the current
Covid-19 pandemic. The way religious rituals and superstitious rumours were
afoot also underscore this historical reality. At the same time, pandemics bring to
the fore the bright side of humanity. Even in the present times, great humanitarian
endeavours are seen active to help mitigate human suffering. These endeavours
have been operating both at the collective and the individual levels.
Pandemics having been a typical urban phenomenon, cities have been
more vulnerable to pandemics and diseases on account of having more spaces of
interaction. “The more civilized humans became, building cities and forging trade
routes to connect with other cities, and waging wars with them, the more likely
pandemics became.” (Pandemics, 2021) This is a phenomenon which has been
visible in the present pandemic also as almost all major cities across the globe
experienced the worst fallout of Covid-19 pandemic. In short, pandemics have
been found to be great moments in history, both in negative and positive ways.
Generally speaking, how have humans responded to pandemics remains a
vital question. Pandemics tend to shape human affairs in three ways, “First, they
can profoundly alter a society’s fundamental worldview. Second, they can upend
core economic structures. And, finally, they can sway power struggles among
nations (Latham 2021). In religious contexts, afflictions as a matter of principle
are squarely seen as a reminder of life’s transience. Diseases are seen as reminders
to focus on religiosity, death, repentance, and fixing one’s spiritual affairs to
establish the connection with Divinity. At the same time, pandemics change the
collective imaginary and mythology of cultures too. Religious identity is
overemphasized. Ritual performances are appropriated in the face of helplessness
caused by the absence of any prophylactic or therapeutic intervention. Religious
class is co-opted to play their role to ward off the ill-effects of the pandemic. It is
also encouraged to give hope to people and save them from situations of extreme
gloom and suicidal tendencies.
A Journal of the Plague Years
One of the areas where the impact of the pandemic has been profound is the domain
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of art. While pandemics have been afflicting the human race at regular intervals,
humans have been responding to these afflictions persistently with great courage
and creativity. At the literary level, there have been two approaches to deal with
pandemics and their attendant issues– creative and historical. Each creative and
literary response provides a peep into those dimensions of such tragic times which
would otherwise remain ignored.
A Journal of the Plague Years by Daniel Defoe, first published in 1722,
remains one of the most definitive historical texts to chronicle the unprecedented
magnitude of suffering caused by the Bubonic Plague that hit the city of London
in the early seventeenth century. In 1665 and 1666, the city of London faced two
grave tragedies - the Great Plague of London and the Great Fire of London, as they
came to be identified by. The plague is said to have killed around 15 to 20
percent of the city’s population, while the fire burned about a quarter of London.
The plague is said to have wreaked havoc in London, changing permanently the
cultural and the demographic landscape of the city.
The book, a first-person account, is supposedly “written by a citizen who
continued all the while in London” during the plague. The title page promises
“Observations of the most remarkable occurrences” during the Great Plague of
1665. Defoe’s own name is nowhere mentioned in the text. The book is more or
less chronologically arranged without sections and headings and with a number of
repetitions. Defoe was only five years old in 1665 when the Great Plague broke
out, and the book itself was published under the initials H. F. The initials have been
supposedly traced to Henry Foe, Defoe's uncle, who is said to have been
a saddler living in the Whitechapel district of East London. However, what makes
the Journal stand apart from other equally important books of pandemic literature
is its historicity as compared to fictionalisation and its accurate chronicling as
compared to other historical accounts. The text is abundant in details while being
genuine in feelings and empathy, giving birth to one of the profoundest historical
texts that have assumed unparalleled importance in the wake of the Covid-19
pandemic.
The text needs to be explored in the light of the radical changes wrought
by the raging Covid-19 pandemic as it can help humanity in more than one way
towards its march to deliverance - both intellectual and physical - from pandemics
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and their aftermath. The book assumes more importance in view of the fact that it
was written in a time of history when other modes of recording the human response
to pandemics were not available. Today people are privileged to have audio, video
and other means of communication to accurately record the magnitude of human
suffering. Besides, social media has equipped even ordinary folks to record
individual and isolated responses too, across the affected parts of the world. This
book is a poor but critically important substitute to all modern modes of media and
communication. Through the sole medium of the printed word, the author has
graphically portrayed the extent, magnitude, nuances and contours of a tragedy that
could not have been recorded better in that context. The whole text seems to be
running in close coordination of eye and imagination. No one can differentiate the
two realms from each other. The eye spurs the imagination and imagination fills
the details.
The book begins on a personal note, justifying the presence of the author
amidst the surrounding chaos. The inability of the author to move out of the city
convincingly places the author at a vantage point from where he witnesses the
suffering all around him while standing apart. The artistic distance between the
creator and his work is not relevant here as the book lays no claim to any creative
piece of work. It avowedly is offered as a piece of history. The book soon develops
into a note, first of concern then of alarm followed by total withdrawal from active
life to desolation of parts of London as all those who could flee from the main city
to suburban areas. The workings of plague remain a mystery and its possible causes
run through the journal like an unsolved crime. (Man 13)
Then follows the detailed chronicling of the daily events of London under
siege. A mix of personal experience and hearsay, eye witness accounts and
statistical reports from official sources, Journal comes out as a terrifying account
of the contagion. Even a minor distemper would be apprehensively attributed to
the plague. “It was a very ill time to be sick in, for if any one complained, it was
immediately said he had the plague.” (13) London was totally altered as everything
was disturbed. Hopelessness seemed writ large on every face. “The face of London
was now indeed strangely altered…. Sorrow and sadness sat upon every
face……every one looked on himself and his family as in the utmost danger. (15)
So much does the landscape of London change that it looked like a city in tears.
“London might well be said to be all in tears.” (16) In this hopeless scenario,
people’s imagination runs amuck with all sections of the society reporting absurd
dreams, superstitious signs on sky and turning to quacks for prophylactic treatment
of plague. “… the imagination of the people was really turned wayward and
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possessed.” (20) Finally arrives the moment of absolute hopelessness when death
seems to be only fate of Londoners. “Death was before their eyes, and everybody
began to think of their graves…” (27)
The book vividly describes how things start evolving as the pandemic
spreads. The rich flee while the poor have nowhere to go. Superstitions, useless
prophylactic treatments, thriving quack cures, emergency measures like home
isolations, quarantine, constant observation and containment zones are occurrences
echoes of which are easily found in the current pandemic too. All the medical,
administrative and religious scenarios that have been visible during the Covid-19
pandemic are easily identifiable in the text. All modern markers like lockdown,
containment, official announcements of declaring certain areas as red zones,
restriction and even forewarning the people as a substitute of modern-day ringtones
make it read like a dictionary of the current pandemic.
The minute details about the geographical, cultural, demographic and civic
demarcations give a fair idea about the city’s character. Lanes, by lanes, streets and
neighbourhoods are mentioned by actual names, creating an impression of
historical authenticity about the memoir. Similarly, vivid details are given about
the contours of the pandemic, citing details, mentioning characters’ names,
portraying the manifestations of suffering as experienced by Londoners in the
pandemic.
In the book, Defoe goes to great pains to achieve an effect
of verisimilitude, identifying specific neighbourhoods, streets,
and even houses in which events took place. Additionally, it
provides tables of casualty figures and discusses the credibility
of various accounts and anecdotes received by the narrator.
(Wikipedia)
Using the raw sources of information of the pandemic as grist to the mill of his
imagination, Defoe retold the pandemic in his unique way. Mortality bills,
contemporaneous accounts, official decrees and the like were some of the sources
the author consulted to construct a gripping narrative limning a haunting portrait
of London. What can be gathered at the end is “a blighted city emerges from the
pages, spectral and depleted, but resilient too.” (Kavanagh 1772) A deep sense of
fear and awe pervades the whole text, keeping the reader glued to it and living the
trauma and suffering along the characters in the book:
Revealing their fear by grieving, by resorting to quacks and
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astrologers, by fleeing the city, by committing suicide, by
renewing their religious belief, or by showing extreme rage or
despair, Londoners try to grapple with the continuing
uncertainty about the causes, symptoms, and cure of the plague
in a capital which has grown unfamiliar as houses are shut,
businesses become vacant, and weekly lists of births
outnumbered by deaths appear posted on doors. However, the
most powerful image created in A Journal of the Plague Year is
of the inhabitants surviving the ravages of the plague amid tales
of compassion, charity, generosity and mercy, instead of the
fearfully anticipated riots and chaos. (Kavanagh 1772)
By the end of the book, the narrator assesses the extent of loss in terms of life and
sensibility, while adding a note of positivity to reconcile to the painful fallout of
the pandemic, “I should be counted censorious, and perhaps unjust, if I should enter
into the unpleasing work of reflecting, whatever cause there was for it, upon the
thankfulness and return of all manner of wickedness among us, which I was so
much an eye-witness of myself.” (Man 211) Man comments about the conclusion
of the book that:
The final message is clear: survival may in the end be a question
of Providence, for the world contains horrors beyond human
understanding and control. But Providence helps those who
help themselves. There are actions to be taken to avoid and
mitigate plague, to devise rules that can reinforce the merciful
workings of Providence. Next time, London might not be so
lucky.” (Man 211)

Journal between Tale and Truth
Much as the Journal may remain a source of one of the greatest human tragedies,
the sources for the memoir and its status as fact or fiction have always been the
questions of intense debate. While the book has been celebrated as a classic text of
pandemic literature, its claim of being an authentic account of what happened
actually on ground during the deadly pandemic has been more or less termed as
apocryphal.
The biggest factor which has led to the incredulity of readers and critics
alike is Defoe’s journalistic background with its element of sensationalism found
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elsewhere in his writings. Prior to taking creative writing as his full-time
occupation, Defoe had made a brief stint as a successful journalist, a job that has
distinct demands of sensationalism, aiming at immediacy even while reporting or
interpreting facts of doubtful nature. The most remarkable feature of this book
remains the fact that it has been written in the first person and captures the
information directly from the people who were in the thick of things. From that
angle, the text is more important than ordinary historical accounts of the London
pandemic. On the other hand, it re-imagines at the personal and emotional levels
the death and destruction wrought by the plague. In that sense, the book is not
merely a historical text but a creative expression of a tragedy that remains
unsurpassed in the history of London.
Placed somewhere between history and fiction, the Journal reinforces the
poststructuralist discourse of blurred lines among the traditionally demarcated
genres, underscoring the tenability of trans-generic categorization of historical
texts too. It mixes history with imagination to produce a work of art that cannot be
reduced to any particular branch of art. It cannot merely be quoted as an ordinary
historical source. At the same time, it re-imagines history in an unconventional
way that defies any abstract historical understanding of the London pandemic. It
adds poignancy to figures and historicity to pure imagination. It is not merely
history as there are no generalisations but specific characters in specific contexts.
Conversely, it is not any fictitious account either as there are no compulsory
creative ingredients like plot and proper characterisation as understood
traditionally.
There’s no plot—just a straightforward linear narrative. There’s
no attempt at characterisation; indeed, the only character in the
book is the narrator and the reader learns little about him except
that he’s an acute observer with a sceptical turn of mind. And
there’s no fancy writing—no imaginative description, no
dramatic crises, no surprises. Instead, he gives us a worm's eye
view of how the texture of everyday life is turned upside down
in a city hit by a disaster that its inhabitants could neither
understand nor mitigate. (Martyn 2007)
While many instances of mutual empathy, concern and commiseration are shown
on several occasions, every such event is said to have happened on the other side
of the town or far from the area where the author is putting up. Similarly, shocking
scenes of moving pain, agony and misery are vividly described “but to believe
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them, we also have to believe that the narrator was indeed there, not to mention
possessed of a faultless memory.” (Jordison 2020)
There are conversations, dialogues among more than one character and
there are vivid descriptions of apocalyptic suffering, pain, death, etc, which could
not have been possible for the author to watch because of the obvious constraints
on mobility. Such questions raised doubts about the nature of the details of the text
which in turn have led different scholars to different conclusions. Initially the
Journal was easily accepted as a credible work of non-fiction, so much so that
Watson Nicholson argued that “there is not one single statement in the Journal,
pertinent to the history of the Great Plague in London, that has not been verified”
(Wikipedia) But soon questions were raised about the credibility of its details.
However, the debate remained confined to how much of it was fact and how much
fiction. But by the early twentieth century, the book was summarily dismissed as a
“historical novel,” “romance,” “a work of fiction”, and some critics went to the
extent of saying that “It is the intensity of the focus on the narrator that makes A
Journal of the Plague Year more like a novel than like ... history. (Wikipedia) Sir
Walter Scott described it as “one of the peculiar class of compositions which
hovers between romance and history than a historical account.” Walter George
Bell, a historian of the plague, noted that Defoe should not be considered to be a
historian because he uses his sources uncritically. (Wikipedia)
Walter Wilson, who wrote Memoir of the Life and Times of Daniel De
Foe (1830) described the work as an “alliance between history and fiction,” and as
“pseudohistory”. (Wikipedia) Walter Raleigh, in his late nineteenth-century
history of the English novel, called the book “sham history.” (Wikipedia) In a study
of “pseudofactual” fiction, Barbara Foley says the Plague Year “creates the
majority of its particulars.” (Wikipedia) John Man says that the book occupied an
odd no man’s land between fact and fiction. Everyman edition. (Wikipedia) He
maintained that a modern publisher might call it faction, no man’s land between
fact and fiction. (Wikipedia) This debate called into question the actual field of the
journal, making it tenable for critics to place it in a genre of its own that does not
fit into any conventional category.
Concurrently, the text could be heralding the end of the poststructuralist
celebration of the local as against the global, the micro as against the macro. It
describes a local pandemic with limited impact and magnitude but describes in
detail the human response to it unfolding in the same way as in the current Covid19 pandemic. The geography of suffering depicted in the book shows clear
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differences of class. The pandemic makes inroads as per the social strata existing
in the society. The pandemic is not random but has a pattern. It attacks faultlines.
It breaches gaps to enter the populace. Even if it is divinely ordained, it operates
through human logic. Defoe reinforces this in his book:
With the disease tightening its grip and the death toll soaring,
the author is forced to stay close to home. He observes what
happens in his immediate locality, the triangle between
Aldgate, Petticoat Lane and Houndsditch. A powerful sense of
place is created in a claustrophobic, twilight world of rookeries
and alleyways. The churchyard at Aldgate (now St Botolph’s
without Aldgate) becomes a mass grave as a large pit is dug
‘about forty feet in length, …and about fifteen or sixteen feet
broad…and about nine feet deep…lying in length parallel with
the passage which goes to the west wall…out of Houndsditch,
and thus east again into Whitechapel. (Kavanagh 1772)
Despite the significant spatio-temporal gaps, the current Covid-19 Pandemic and
the London Pandemic show some remarkable similarities So do the human
response to them, demolishing the shibboleths of racial and ethnic superiority as in
the face of such crises, humans behave the same irrespective of racial and ethnic
differences. Beginning with denial, disarray and finally the chaos of fear, fright
and fleeing, the characters, real or imaginary, end up behaving the same way as
humans did in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. Pandemics have been seen to
help humans rediscover their hidden potential which comes forth in moments of
acute crises:
Defoe captures the pragmatic fatalism of Londoners but never
condemns their behaviour, even in the most abject of
circumstances. Unlike say Dickens, he never sentimentalises or
moralises about the East End poor who bore the brunt of the
ordeal. Instead he seems to admire their fortitude remarking
upon a brutal courage. (Kavanagh 1772)
Similarly, there are dimensions of the text that need to be underscored for their
parallel in the current pandemic. They include the obsession with daily figures of
mortality and infections, official admonishments to stay indoors and avoid travel,
administrative quarantine of the infected persons. Such details could never have
been the work of Defoe’s imagination as we have seen it happening before our
eyes.
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Temporal Distortion, Spatial Defamiliarization and the Global
Pandemic.
Seema Bashir

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit the world, people all around the globe were
forced into government-imposed or self-imposed lockdowns, during which they
were confined to their homes. Frequently populated places like offices, arcades,
shopping malls, plazas, tourist attractions, city squares etc, which otherwise
bustled with human activity came to a standstill. Visual representations of these
empty places via pictures or silent videos reached us through print and online
mediums. These pictures or videos captured a world that was built by human
beings, for human beings, but devoid of human beings. Evan Puschak, a video
essayist, in his Youtube video titled “When The World Became A De Chirico
Painting” compares these empty scenes of the pandemic to the paintings of Giorgio
de Chirico, an Italian artist who developed a stock of motifs ranging from empty
arcades, towers, elongated shadows, mannequins, and trains among others.
According to Sanford Schwartz, these motifs were used by de Chirico to
create “images of forlornness and emptiness” that paradoxically also convey a
feeling of “power and freedom”. De Chirico painted images of towers, walls,
empty plazas that suggest “the way you take in buildings and vistas from the
perspective of a train window” as a remote observer who is made to experience
“the power that comes from seeing things that way: you feel you know them more
intimately than the people do who live with them day by day.” (Schwartz 22)
Many years before the pandemic hit, pictures of empty spaces by graphic
designer and photographer Rudy Vanderlans evoked the melancholy of vacant
parking lots and other barren California landscapes. Colin Ellard, a neuroscientist
at the University of Waterloo who studies the impact of urban design on human
psychology, in an interview to that whenever there is a human form in an image,
the human eye is drawn to it more than any other feature of the image, impacting
your psychological response to the image. “When you see a setting with other
people, those people swamp your response, we really zero in on the faces,
especially in pictures.” (Ellard 198)
In December 2015, Ann Sussman, an architect and writer Janice M. Ward
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set up a study at Boston’s Institute for Human-Centered Design that aimed to better
understand how the surroundings are perceived by viewers. They found that
perception is innately “humancentric”: In their study, they came to the conclusion
that viewers hunted for a human subject in a particular frame and neglected the
surrounding architecture in the favour of the human subject.
Scientists believe that projecting emotions, memories, and fantasies is
more effective on a blank architectural canvas. Edward A. Vessel, a neuroscientist
at the Max Planck Institute for Empirical Aesthetics believes a lack of people in a
photograph may aid the viewers in imagining themselves in the image, thereby
creating a potentially enthralling experience which is intrinsically different from
viewing the same space when flocked by people. “Looking at a space where there
are the tell tale signs of human life but no humans, we do inevitably project
experience into there, our memories, thoughts about what might be going on,”
(Vessel). The ability to project one’s own self into an empty space might give the
observer a sense of ownership over the space itself. “When we’re looking at spaces,
vistas, we’re attracted to them. There’s a sense of wanting to feel ownership,
possession of those spaces.” (Ellard) Pictures of large empty spaces that surfaced
online during the lockdown also provoked sublime experiences in the minds of the
viewers who at once came face to face with the historicity and the present state of
these spaces. There’s a representation in an observer’s head that is trying to capture
and represent the size of the space, creating a mental model of something very
large and that sometimes also contains him. These eerie images give us a moment
to contemplate the history or the potential or the way that people might move
through those spaces and the millions of human echoes–the impressions and
memories that these spaces have contained through their lifetime.
Evan Puschak believes that the images of the empty spaces offered
avenues for reflection and pondering and presented a new reality for us to interpret
and question:
To see reality without the mediating filter of our ideas about it, the
world must be made new for the viewer and to make the world
new, it must be made strange. The artist must live in the world as
if in an immense museum of strangeness, full of curious multicoloured toys, which can change their appearance. (during the
COVID lockdowns)…cities became immense museums of
strangeness and for a little while, it was possible to see what we
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built through alien eyes. What kind of species would make such
monuments. What drove them to design their world like this. What
forces and desires gathered them into communities of such extreme
density and are they satisfied with what they have made for
themselves. In a year of such pain and suffering, these images
offered a small but unique gift of reflection. (Puschak)

Time Perception and Time Distortion.
The study of time perception is a field within psychology and neuroscience that
refers to the subjective experience, or sense of time, which is measured by a
person’s own perception of ‘the duration of the indefinite’ and ‘unfolding of
events’. The perceived time interval between two successive events is referred to
as perceived duration.
Craig Callender, a professor of philosophy at UC San Diego, says that
there is a distinction in the psychology of time perception between retrospective
judgements and prospective judgements. Retrospective judgements occur when we
think back over a duration of time in the past and then estimate how long it seems
to us when viewed from the present. Prospective judgment occurs when we think
forward to the future, and estimate how long the time in front of us will actually
feel like. Though both retrospective and prospective judgements occur in the
present, they look back or forward to different slots of time. Therefore, vis a vis
the pandemic, we make a retrospective judgement of how the time passed in 2020,
the worst hit year. Looking back upon the year, what greets us is the memory of
limited activities, low moods and scattered attention. Thus, our perception of time
is largely affected, putting everything at a standstill, retrospectively. Dr Callender
explains that the retrospective duration estimates depend a lot on information flow
and memory. The newer our experiences, the more imprints are formed on memory
and thus longer our perception of time. Due to novel activities coming to a halt,
not much was being laid down as new memories. Therefore, even if the time in
that moment of a lockdown felt endless, looking back upon it will make it seem
rather shorter than it was. The emotions generated by a particular situation also
affect how little or more we remember it. For people in stable households, a lesser
range of emotions, also reduced the landmarks of time stored into our memory,
skewing the perception of time. On the other hand, people in unstable households
like the ones affected by domestic violence, poverty, hunger in the lockdown
experienced a plethora of emotions, thereby sharpening these unpleasant memories
93 | Seema Bashir: Temporal Distortion, Spatial Defamiliarization and Global Pandemic

and consequently the perception of time. In a YouTube video titled “Time,
Tarkovsky And The Pandemic”, Evan Puschak says that doctors or essential
workers on COVIDs front lines might remember a lot and their early days might
seem like a year’s worth of experience to them. To people in their homes however,
that time retrospectively feels scant. Evan Puschak says “Whether COVID time
seemed long or short, for everyone I think there was and is a sense of temporal
distortion (YouTube Video)
A survey conducted at Liverpool John Moores University in the United
Kingdom found that physical or social distancing during the pandemic has affected
people’s perception of time. Ruth S. Ogden, the lead researcher of the survey
created an online questionnaire that asked 604 participants in the United Kingdom
to rate on a sliding scale how fast they felt time was passing compared to normal,
both over the course of a single day and over a full week, between April 7 and
April 30, 2020. The questionnaire also asked participants about their emotional
state, task load, and their feelings about their social interaction during this time.
Ogden discovered that about 20 percent of the participants experienced time as
normal during lockdown, 40 percent experienced it as slower than normal, and 40
percent faster than normal. “When I looked at what made time pass slowly, I found
that being older (above 65) and having low levels of satisfaction with current levels
of social interaction and high levels of stress were likely to make someone feel like
lockdown was passing slowly. Conversely, being young, busy, and socially
satisfied made lockdown pass more quickly,” she said.
It is a well-known fact that our time sense depends on mood, general
happiness, and routine. A person enjoying an ice-cold drink at a tropical beach will
have a different time sense than someone slaving away, nine to five, at an office.
The perception of time contracts by the enjoyment of events and dilates by the
boredom of doing menial tasks. Differences in the speeds of those times are
dependent on situations because “the brain uses time dilations and contractions to
coordinate and synthesize our motor and other sensory functions”. The brain, by
way of an internal clock mechanism, regulates our body responses and learns to
perceive the passage of time from memories of events that happen. (Mazur)
In the months of the COVID-19 lockdown, we were indoors, with scarce
human contact with our relatives, neighbours, and friends. That kind of living
distorted the memory of events in time. It played with our minds to induce a strange
zombie like feeling. Time and memory are tightly linked, therefore, significant
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events become milestones in the timelines of our lives because memories are the
markers of time. In the days of the COVID lockdowns, our memories became
muddled; they clumped together in our repeated routines that made every day feel
as if it is the same as the day before. Alongside our disturbed routines, feelings of
fear, paranoia, anxiety associated with the disease further impinged on our
thoughts, creating a cycle of an unpleasant déjà vu, that is both fleeting and dreary
when viewed from the lens of the present. Jess Joho in an online article sums up
the effect of COVID on time perception as follows:
So even though the minutes drag on for people struggling with boredom
during quarantine, nothing actually happens as the weeks go by. The
conflict between short term and long-term time perception then causes a
shock of whiplash, when you realize that while you were languishing in
all that nothingness, spring had arrived without you even noticing. On
the other hand, those who are too busy to pay attention to the passage of
time look back and are reminded of everything they had to do in such a
short span of time. It all feels like it happened a lifetime ago. (Joho)
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Saramago’s Vison of an Epidemic: An Analysis of Blindness
Aaliya Mushtaq Baba

The novel Blindness (1995) by the Nobel laureate Jose Saramago is about an
unnamed city’s disorientation when it is hit by an epidemic of contagious “white
blindness”. The author doesn’t convey the location of this city, so as to create a
timeless and universal allegory of human condition. The novel is prophetic in the
way it captures the all-too-familiar scenes of quarantine, paranoia, fear and distrust
experienced in the backdrop of the Covid-19 scenario. Saramago offers a spectacle
of fate where people are strictly divided by good and evil. In other words, the story
describes what would matter if blindness made things like money, jewels, and even
the standards of physical beauty not important anymore and people relapse to their
basic survival instincts.
In the novel there is no apparent cause for this infection, the first man who
goes blind is shown to stop at a traffic signal and suddenly he realizes that he cannot
see. The blindness he experiences is not black but a whiteness which cannot be
penetrated: he describes it like: “it’s as if I were caught in a mist or had fallen into
a milky sea.” As soon as the situation seems to worsen, the Government, in order
to protect the ones with sight, decides to put the infected people in an abandoned
mental hospital which is strictly guarded by soldiers. To avoid contact with the
infected lot there is a public address system through which announcements are
made by the soldiers about the rules to be followed. “Paradoxically, the plague of
the blindness makes the false and parasitic nature of the state too obvious even for
the blind to avoid seeing at the end of the day.” (Martel 139). There is a terrifying
incident where a blind man tries to move towards the soldiers but the soldier out
of sheer panic shoots him. “... the sergeant’s only comment was, It would have
been better to let them die of hunger, when the beast dies, the poison dies with it”
(page no?) Commenting on the clash of identities and role reversal within the
novel, Joby Joseph and Catherine Edward in an article titled “Expression of
Multidimensional Identities in the Post-truth World: Innate Identities in
Saramago’s Blindness” contend:
The identity of a society in a brutal state of affairs is amply
demonstrated here with all stakeholders doing things going
against the grain of humility and humanity... The identity born
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out of institutionalization makes the foot soldiers within it to
commit murders without any prick of consciousness. When
people become part of a structured framework, they forget the
cardinal or basic emotion ruling human society that is
compassion, pity, and mercy towards fellow human beings. The
novel offers a challenging commentary on the injustices of
Portuguese society in particular and capitalist life in general.
(Saramago 2)
The internees are denied basic medicines due to which simple infections become
fatal. As the plot plunges into more ruthless and dark terrain, the internees are
directed to bury their dead. But they have no means of digging the soil except for
a spade that is thrown towards them. Things turn from bad to worse. After
sometime, the electricity is cut off and water supply stops. It is because all the
people in the city are going blind and there is hardly anyone to provide basic
amenities. The mental asylum is representative of the prisons during the war and
detention centres where political prisoners have been kept during autocratic
regimes:
In the novel Blindness, the various characters are
representatives of these variegated identities playing out one
after another such as individuals struggling to reconcile with
their surroundings, the confinement of people in a
concentration camp type of situation and their woes in it, the
diametrically opposed people trying to find a common thread
to survive in this world, the chaotic structure of governance
system that is built up parallel to one’s identity and the
fluctuations in the fortunate riding upon the backs of multiple
identities. (Joseph 3)
Saramago has a unique writing style where the disruptive narrative lends added
gravity and tension to the hypothetical situation as to what would happen if the
values we are used to are completely disrupted. The ironical streak in the novel is
best represented when even an ophthalmologist in the land of blind is also a useless
man. The characters in the novel do not have names, they are referred to as the first
blind man, the first blind man’s wife, the car thief, the doctor, the doctor’s wife,
the girl with the dark glasses, the boy with the squint, the man with the dark eyepatch, the surgery assistant and so on. One argument holds that the characters are
mere stereotypes or possible caricatures, however one cannot miss the irony at
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work as the writer refuses to give them de facto names. The veneer of
sophistication, discipline and etiquette which is easily scratched and torn perfectly
corresponds with a dearth of paragraphs and limited punctuation. Only commas
and periods, and embedded dialogue where voices crisscross with no quotation
marks or attribution to conveniently tell them apart abound in the text. Also, there
are interjections from other people while someone is talking. Isabella F. Dach in
an article titled “Jose Saramago’s Blindness: Intertwining Form and Content”
while terming the novel a classic illustration of how structure and style can be best
employed in reinforcing the content of the text, argues:
The absence of these “normal” features of a novel makes
reading it difficult for someone who is not used to Saramago’s
writing style. However, these characteristics were not
implemented by chance but chosen deliberately to serve a
certain function: Since most readers will be unfamiliar with
such unique features, they will probably have to reread
sentences or entire passage to understand the meaning the
author intends to convey. Thus, a reader will become
particularly absorbed in the text, even up to a point of having
the impression of becoming an additional character in the novel
and experiencing the story’s blindness in a similar way that the
protagonist does. Rereading and pondering certain passages of
the novel is especially important due to the long and sometimes
confusing sentences the author uses and also due to the fact that,
throughout the text, he employs stream-of-consciousness form,
a technique which gives the characters’ thoughts complete
freedom from the limitation of time and space (Dach 44).
One of the first characters who lost vision is an ophthalmologist and the only
person who remains unaffected is his wife. However, she pretends to be blind only
to be able to accompany her husband to the quarantine-asylum. No one except her
husband knows that she can see. She alone bears witness to the grotesque events
that follow. It gets completely overwhelming for her as it: “the only thing more
terrifying than blindness is being the only one who can see.” (pp) She lives in a
constant state of fear of meeting the same fate as others. In fact she dreads sleep
because she is apprehensive that when she wakes up she may no longer see
anything. In one instance on being enquired by her husband about time, looking at
her watch, she breaks down, because she had forgotten to wind her watch. She
realises that like others in the asylum she too will no longer have a sense of time.
The novel depicts an unprecedented catastrophe where people do not know what
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to do anymore and are reduced to their basic human instincts. The whole of
quarantine asylum gets terribly dirty and people start defecating wherever they are,
in the wards, and even on their beds. There is stench and squalor everywhere. The
bleak view of human nature is highlighted when a group of blinded armed
hoodlums, assisted by a certain man who is blind since birth (hence better
equipped), take control of the food delivered to the asylum, exposing others to
deprivation. They demand that the rest should give them valuables in exchange for
food. When the valuables are exhausted the thuggish blind internees demand sex
from women, if the rest didn’t want to starve to death. As a result, all women
including the doctor’s wife get raped by the hoodlums and one woman loses her
life in this act of violence. It is then that the doctor’s wife decides to utilise her
power of sight to act and murders their leader to prevent further damage to innocent
inmates, and later on sets the place on fire. “At this point, instead of acquiescing
to the bandits’ demands, the doctor’s wife rebels, limiting their narcissistic rule
and rejecting their enforced degradation. She understands it is one thing to be able
to see and another to bear the responsibility of sight.” (Stanley 303)
At its elemental level, Blindness is a book about power, the power to still
see when no one else can, the power of a gun and the absolute and literal death that
can be inflicted with it as well as the power of having been born blind and therefore
being better trained in comparison to everyone else who had been suddenly struck
blind. Nonetheless, the way power plays out between individuals is intricately
problematised in the novel. The paradox of power and association is brought out
in the grocery store episode when the doctor’s wife along with others discover that
the army has abandoned the asylum. They join blind people outside who wander
around the devastated city and fight one another for food to survive. Since the
doctor’s wife can see, she goes to find food in the basement store and to save her
little adopted family, but in doing so she leaves the door open. When she returns,
she finds the basement filled with the dead. In leaving the door open she
inadvertently had lured them to their death with the smell of food. This is a classic
example of not being mindful of the privilege of abundance. It is so easy to narrow
our lens and be content with feeling a sense of responsibility towards our narrow
circle and not others. In doing so we not only ignore but often actively harm those
outside of our little circles. The doctor’s wife continually widens her interactions
with the world, not out of the desire for power but out of her respect for
responsibility. The book thus is an ode to the redemptive power of love and
compassion in the face of a massive adversity. Apart from staying true to the love
she had for her husband, it never occurs to the doctor’s wife that being the only
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person who could see, she can exploit others, instead she helps them. Towards the
end, everyone gains sight as inexplicably as they had lost it. Until then the doctor’s
wife had to take care of everyone. Some might think that being the person with
most ability she got exploited. However, unlike the thief or the thugs in the asylum
she saw her privilege not as power alone, but debt too.
Blindness is a self-consciously philosophical novel which is written not
with the intention to scare or shock the readers but to make us contemplate the
societal fears that are at play and the overarching unpredictability that governs the
phenomenon of life. The blindness thus maybe symbolic of the self-imposed
blindness that we collectively participate in displaying our obstinacy to see
undesirable things around us. In the end the narrator of the text asks:
Why did we become blind, I don’t know, perhaps one day we’ll
find out, Do you want me to tell you what I think, Yes, do, I
don’t think we did go blind, I think we are blind, Blind but
seeing, Blind people who can see, but do not see. (Saramago
326)
It is in this context that the doctor’s wife emerges as “a person with vision”, seeking
succour from within and not from external agencies like the Government. As James
Martel puts it in his article “An Anarchist Power Amidst Pessimism”:
In this way, what she is holding onto isn’t her own but
everyone’s vision. She is not in this sense representing them but
simply holding onto a collective power when it is lost in all
other persons. When the others have lost their sight she holds
onto their perspective and keeps it alive in very dark times. The
“contagion” of courage and resistance that she seems to have
spread in the face of terrible conditions and the most stark
possible form of archism (but maybe because it is so stark it is
also its truest form) is therefore not in fact something she gives
to others, but is simply a case of each other person being
allowed to return to their original form of sight even if they
remain blind for the time being (Martel 137-138).
The simple conclusion one must draw is that everything could be very easily
destroyed and we need human compassion to form strong bonds with our fellow
beings and forge meaningful relationships. By presenting a shocking examination
of what happens when an entire city goes blind, the novel Blindness inspires a
sense of gratitude in appreciating life and its mingled blessings.
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Human Suffering and Disease: Searching for Answers in The
Plague
Insha Iftikhar

The perennial problem of human suffering has been a challenging puzzle for the
philosophers, scientists and theologists alike. During the current times of crisis
when the wave after wave of corona pandemic is hitting us, the question: how to
be happy? has been replaced by queries like how to survive? How to be mentally
stable? and how to beat the constant challenge of suffering and helplessness? We
are sailing through a significant phase in the human history where not only is there
a threat of human population being swiped out but we are also witnessing a
significant change in the functionality and structure of the social and economical
institutions that is depriving us of social protection, leading to isolation, alienation,
fear and mental instability. The deadly plagues have been portrayed fictionally
from the ancient times by writers like Homer, Sophocles (Oedipus Rex), and also
by writers of recent times like Jose Saramago (Blindness) and Lawrence Wright
(The End of October). The apocalyptic plot of The Plague provides authors a rich
ground to explore metaphysical themes with mythical, realistic or fantastic
orientation. Albert Camus in the novel The Plague has also attempted to
aesthetically imagine the apocalyptic scenario of a plague hit city and contemplate
upon humans helpless suffering during such hard times.
Raised in poverty by a single parent and witnessing the cruelties of World
Wars, Camus perceived human life as a form of endless suffering. His fiction
translates his philosophy of absurdism quite profoundly and thus he won the Nobel
prize for literature in 1957. His essay Myth of Sisyphus (1942) is the cornerstone
of his philosophy of life. Sisyphus, who is enduring the punishment from gods of
endless labour of pushing a heavy rock uphill, acts as an extended metaphor for
human life as a state of constant suffering. Sisyphus' suffering will end as would
that of all human beings, only when death comes to him. He accepts the state of
torture and avoids death. His labour is fruitless yet necessary. Camus writes about
the absurdity of human condition in the essay, “[M]an stands face to face with the
irrational. He feels within him his longing for reason. The absurd is born of this
confrontation between the human need and the unreasonable silence of the world”
(Camus 28).
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According to Camus, the absurdity of the human condition cannot be
transcended. Therefore, the only way out is to rebel against this by embracing
wholeheartedly this state of absurd suffering. Oliver Gloag discusses Camu’s
philosophy in the light of his literary works. According to him, Camus being
convinced by the absurd and meaninglessness of life, resolved that it is better to
boldly face the absurdity and not to shy away from it. Camus calls this state as “the
will of the absurd”. In his novels, this new awareness and acceptance of suffering
and death replaces the traditional world order of religion and reason. By
courageously adopting this new consciousness, human beings may not be able to
generate meaning for themselves but they would be able to secure some kind of
dignity for themselves in a graceful manner.
An invisible virus causing physical and mental suffering, a quarantined
city, overwhelmed authorities, clueless doctors and full graveyards: this is the
description of the atmosphere and setting of Camus' novel The Plague. As is
evident from this description the novel becomes a microcosm of the present day
world hit by the Corona pandemic and also of Camus’ philosophy of life. The
protagonist of the novel is Dr Rieux. It is revealed later to the reader that the
narrator of the novel is not an all-knowing voice but Rieux himself. This is to add
to the uncertainty of the situation; despite holding a degree in medicine, Rieux is
clueless about the behaviour of the virus and the harm it can cause to human life.
Throughout the novel he tirelessly battles against the virus and the arbitrariness of
life and death cycle in the times of the plague in Oran. The plague absurdly appears
and disappears without any cause. The virus captures the city wherein numerous
rats are mysteriously found dead in Oran. This echoes the first theory of the cause
of Covid-19 that considers the bats of Wuhan to be the cause of transmission of
the virus in the human world. The novel vividly captures the pain caused by an
invisible virus and reading the novel at the present moment has a cathartic effect.
Though written much before the Covid crisis, the description of the death of a child
named Jacques in the novel captures the state of suffering that the world is going
through currently:
In the small face, rigid as a mask of greyish clay, slowly the lips
parted and from them rose a long, incessant scream, hardly
varying with his respiration, and filling the ward with a fierce,
indignant protest, so little childish that it seemed like a
collective voice issuing from all the sufferings there. Rieux
clenched his jaws, Tarrou looked away. Rambert went and
104 |

English Studies in India, Volume 28, December 2021

stood beside Castel, whose closed book was lying on his knees.
Paneloux gazed down at the small mouth, fouled with the sores
of the Plague and pouring out the angry death-cry that has
sounded through the ages of mankind (Camus 206).
The people of Oran not only suffer physically but also psychologically in the same
way as people of the world are suffering from the last two years because of Covid19. Camus captures this aspect of the pandemic as well. The mental anguish, as we
know by now, is not only suffered by those who get infected but also by the whole
population because of isolation, separation from loved ones, fear of social contact,
closing down of public places that provide various services and entertainment:
There were feelings all could share, such as fear and separation,
but personal interests, too, continued to occupy the foreground
of their thoughts. Nobody as yet had really acknowledged to
himself what the disease connoted. Most people were chiefly
aware of what ruffled the normal tenor of their lives or affected
their interests. They were worried and irritated (Camus 73).
Through different situations of the various characters of the novel, Camus shows
us different sides of the times of disease. Raymond Rambert, is a journalist who
gets trapped in the quarantined city of Oran. Desperate to be united with his family,
he tries to escape without any success. Soon the plague kills all his motivation to
leave and he is forced to wait hopelessly for the virus to end it’s rage against
humanity. The absurdity of the whole situation is highlighted by the death of Jean
Tarrou, who is killed by the virus despite being one of the most morally elevated
characters in the novel. His goodness fails to save him from the plague. Dr Rieux
is the Sisyphus of the novel as Camus' vision of “the will of the absurd” comes
across through his character. Every day in Rieux's life, he is confronted with
suffering death and meaninglessness but he still chooses the “new consciousness”
i.e., he accepts and embraces the absurdity of the plague and willingly puts his
labour into the act of saving lives of his patients. He is thus like Sisyphus, the
absurd hero who is pushing the rock uphill despite knowing that reaching the top
is nearly impossible and his labour may be futile.
Dr Rieux’s vision is contracted by that of a priest, Father Peneloux who
believes that the plague is a punishment from God for the sins of the people of
Oran. During the Covid-19 we also saw such sermons being circulated by religious
leaders. As Camus did not have faith in God or any other form of divinity, Father
105 | Insha Iftikhar: The Human Predicament in Times of Disease: Searching for Answers…

Paneloux's interpretation of the plague is deconstructed by Dr Rieux (the
mouthpiece of Camus) he asks him a simple question i.e. why does God allow little
children to undergo unbearable pain and die at the hands of the plague? To this
Father Paneloux has no reply. Also, in the novel we see that Paneloux himself
becomes the victim of the virus and dies despite being a religious man. He is
offered no reward for his religiosity and the hope from the religion does not save
him from the randomness of suffering and death.
It must be noted however that Camus also rejects the approach of total
hopelessness and suicide. Like many of the cases of youngsters attempting suicide
during the pandemic, in the novel too, character named Cottard who is eccentric
and secretive, attempts to end his life to save himself from suffering. Camus totally
rejects this approach of dealing with the absurdity of the human condition and the
pain it causes. Instead of oscillating between the two extremes of suicide and hope
of religion, human beings should act on the principle of ‘as if’ i.e., ‘as if’ we can
generate meaning in life and ‘as if’ human actions and struggle mattered. Dr Rieux
and his best friend Jean Tarrou illustrate this idea of ‘as if’ and ‘the will of the
absurd’ in the novel. Both of them put in hard labour in an effort to save lives and
fight the virus. Like the doctors and the frontline workers fighting Corona virus,
who despite knowing that the absurd cycle of life and death could defeat them
anytime, both these characters choose life over death; not only for themselves but
also for others. The courage to fight the absurdity of the plague raises them to the
stature of the heroes.
Camus also rejects the reliance on reason or Kierkegaard’s idea of ‘leap of
faith’ as a solution. According to him neither can reason help us make meaning out
of the absurdity of life and death nor can any spiritual doctrine assist us in facing
this cruel randomness of life cycle. Thus, relying on anything beyond our present
condition is useless according to him. Only if we accept the situation in the here
and now, we might be able to create some moments of joy for ourselves in spite of
this absurdity. Kierkegaard’s vision of the subjective truth that one holds on to is
not acceptable to Camus since it leads one to take the ‘leap of faith’ which is again
a delusional belief in the spiritual realm. The belief is based on insufficient
evidence and creates the delusion of protection and security.
Camus observed that if one takes a leap of faith, personal truths as well as
the spiritual realm conceals the knowledge of the absurd and transform
it into dust. The subjective world of truth has developed a sequence of hierarchical
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beliefs which have no basis in the rational realm or the physical realm of existence.
This creates a passion that only hampers human capabilities of reasoning and
pushing him/her in a world of delusion. At the end of the novel the virus disappears
and the people of Oran celebrate their victory. Dr Rieux however reminds us that
the virus has disappeared without any reason or cure. Although the occasion is a
happy one, it is absurd and random:
He knew what those Jubilant crowds did not know… That the
plague bacillus never dies or disappears for good; that it can
glide Tom at for years and years in the furniture or the Lenin
chests… Perhaps the day would come when, for the bane and
the enlightening of men, it would rouse up its rats again and
send them forth to die in a happy city (Camus 236).
Unlike Camus, Kierkegaard views absurd as condition of reality that cannot be
justified on rational explanations. This absurd condition leads to the collision of
the religious aspect with the ethical one. It is this condition of the absurd that
prompts us to take the leap of faith.
To conclude, the decision of taking a leap of faith in the face of a plague
or a pandemic like Covid-19 neither rests on reason nor does the decision of
accepting the absurdity of life or living by the ‘as if’ principle given by Camus.
Either of the two choices can be based on human passion and not human reasoning.
However, it is worthwhile to mention that while adopting Camus’ ‘new
consciousness’, ‘the will of the absurd’ and the ‘as if’ principle, in the present
scenario requires tremendous courage on our part, Kierkegaard’s suggestion of
taking the leap of faith could cure us of the frustration of nihilism, acute alienation
and psychological torment caused by the Corona pandemic. Even if the leap of
faith turns out to be a delusion, it momentarily connects us to the other. The other
can be science, religion or any subjective truth but it keeps us going as it satisfies
the human need to be connect.
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Hope in the Post-Apocalyptic Ruins of Cormac McCarthy’s The
Road
Najma

Hailed as a milestone in the post-apocalyptic fiction, Cormac McCarthy’s The
Road was the recipient of the 2007 Pulitzer Prize. Set against the backdrop of the
post-apocalyptic American landscape, the novel explores the after-effects of an
undefined cataclysmic event where the last humans resort to violence and
cannibalism. The novel focuses on the survival story of the protagonist and
celebrates the triumph of the human spirit in the face of fear and overwhelming
adversity. Despite raising some deeply philosophical, religious and existential
questions, the novel does not downplay the pre-requisites of survival such as food,
shelter and clothing. The protagonist in the novel thrives on faith and believes in
God and the intrinsic goodness of human beings in an incredibly dark and
malevolent world. McCarthy shows how the resilient human heart prefers to hold
onto the principles of right conduct and bear the vicissitudes of a hostile world
rather than opting for suicide.
The Road depicts the journey of a father and son across the ravaged
American landscape where nothing moves except ash and dust. The two have to
move southward in search of better living conditions and warm weather. The sun
doesn’t shine anymore and the world is engulfed by perpetual cold wind and ashen
snow. The earth has become sterile, the ecosystem shows no sign of renewal,
animals are long dead and so are the trees. James Wood argues that the novel is not
“a science fiction, not an allegory, and not a critique of the way we live now, or of
the-way-we-might-live-if-we-keep-on-living-the-way-we-live-now. It poses a
simpler question… what would this world without people look like, feel like? From
this, everything else flows” (qtd. in White 534). Cars in the street are encrusted
with ash and everything is covered with ash and dust although it rains often. “Fossil
tracks in the dried sludge. A corpse in a doorway dried to leather. Grimacing at the
day” (McCarthy 11). In this post-apocalyptic atmosphere, the last humans have
turned savage and relationships are rendered meaningless in the face of acute
misery and death. Family “provides only a temporary and uncertain sanctuary, the
economy appears beyond repair, and the natural world seems to be forever altered
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for the worse” (Kollins 158). The father and the son collect semi-rotten food from
the abandoned houses and store it in a cart. Like them, the other survivors also
ransack the houses and take whatever they like. Mostly, they rummage the houses
for better shoes and blankets. In one such house the father finds no sign of life:
He climbed the stairs and walked through the bedrooms.
Everything covered with ash. A child’s room with a stuffed dog
on the windowsill looking out at the garden. He went through
the closets. He stripped back the beds and came away with two
good woolen blankets and went back down the stairs. In the
pantry were three jars of homecanned tomatoes. He blew the
dust from the lids and studied them. Someone before him had
not trusted them and in the end neither did he and he walked
out with the blankets over his shoulder and they set off along
the road again (McCarthy 21).
Perhaps the first thing that the reader notices about The Road is not the bleak
subject matter but the masterful style of the writer. McCarthy describes the
emotions of the father and son in lyrical prose and in this way the grim subject
matter is eased by the poetic grandeur of the narrative. The unconventional style
of the novel implies that the world that the father-son duo inhabits is not a usual
one. It is in this context that McCarthy doesn’t name the characters, he only refers
to them as the ‘boy’ and the ‘man’. The succinct dialogues of the characters,
coupled with precise imagery and intense emotions hint at their survival strategies.
According to John Cant, “the movement of the travellers and the movement of the
text are one” (184). The narrative shows no redundancy, there is no superfluous
word and this technique only shows how sparingly the man and the boy eat, drink
and sleep. The narrative is barely punctuated and follows the motto of ‘less is
more’. It is worth noting that McCarthy does not even use any speech tags or
quotation marks in the conversations between the father and son:
Can I ask you something? He said.
Yes. Of course.
Are we going to die?
Sometime. Not now.
And we’re still going south.
Yes.
So we’ll be warm.
Yes.
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Okay.
Okay what?
Nothing. Just okay.
Go to sleep.
Okay.
I’m going to blow out the lamp. Is that okay?
Yes. That’s okay.
And then later in the darkness: Can I ask you something?
Yes. Of course you can.
What would you do if I died?
If you died I would want to die too.
So you could be with me?
Yes. So I could be with you.
Okay. (McCarthy 8-9)
McCarthy poignantly delineates the strong relationship between the father and the
son. Their love and care for each other is the most heartening aspect of the novel.
This life-affirming bond inculcates a sense of hope and renewal in the hearts of
both the characters as well as the readers. Even in the bleakest of scenarios, the
reader realizes that God has perhaps not abandoned the world. Carl James Grindley
argues that the narrative is “rich in religious, primarily Christian terminology” (12).
The word ‘God’ appears thirty-three times and ‘Christ’, five times. The question
of faith is at the heart of the novel; John Clute states that the “central riddle of The
Road is God” (qtd. in Josephs 133). It is indeed their strong faith that helps them
escape many dangers. A case in point is a scene where they find the hideout of the
cannibals and see:
The mummied dead everywhere. The flesh cloven along the
bones, the ligaments dried to tug and taut as wires. Shriveled
and drawn like latterday bogfolk, their faces of boiled sheeting,
the yellowed palings of their teeth. They were discalced to a
man like pilgrims of some common order for all their shoes
were long since stolen. (McCarthy 23-24)
They are petrified at the sight of mutilated people in the basement whose limbs
have been systematically cut and devoured. The man fears running into cannibals
and therefore always carries a revolver. The reader is able to sense the man’s
extreme anxiety as he tries to protect his son, not only from the possible dangers
but also from negative feelings of desperation and dread. In a world where humans
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are nearing extinction, he makes a flute for his son who plays a “formless music
for the age to come. Or perhaps the last music on earth called up from out of the
ashes of its ruin” (81). The post-apocalyptic life is normal for the boy. He is born
in an excessively hostile world and can’t imagine having friends or relatives or
even a stable life. Donovan Gwinner argues that the little boy “seems like a
somewhat reticent apprentice to the man—observing, asking, absorbing—but
perhaps reluctant to know too much, too soon” (141). However, the father teaches
basic education to his son whenever circumstances allow him. As a result, the boy
is also able to read the labels on canned food items and the abandoned roadside
hoardings. The boy’s informal learning and education is however, curtailed
because the father’s main aim is to save him from marauders and cannibals. Ashley
Kunsa observes that the peculiar feat of the novel is that “…it accepts the
disjunction between where the world/fiction has been and where it is going, and in
this moment of possibility — after the old and before the new — reconciles
barbarous destruction with eloquent hope” (69).
McCarthy doesn’t give any details about the apocalyptic event. It is only
through flashbacks that the reader realizes that the event has happened sometime
around the boy’s birth. His mother put an end to her life because the suffering
became too much for her to bear. The man reminisces the argument that he had
with his wife where the two try to persuade each other. The woman doesn’t think
of herself as a survivor but “the walking dead in a horror film” (McCarthy 57). The
wife tells the man: “I’m speaking the truth. Sooner or later they will catch us and
they will kill us. They will rape me. They’ll rape him. They are going to rape us
and kill us and eat us and you wont face it. You’d rather wait for it to happen. But
I cant. I cant” (57-58). Donnelly notes that in the novel “human bodies have
become commodities to be consumed by the masculinized appetites of other human
bodies”. It is this fear that “leads the boy’s mother to suicide as an act of resistance
against her own commodification” (162).
However, in a clear contrast to this, many critics opine that the mother is not
a good parent or even a good human being because she is obsessed with her own
thoughts and doesn’t take care of her baby or empathize with others. She doesn’t
perform her duties as a mother because she doesn’t do anything for her son other
than giving birth to him and is therefore seen as a “foil for the father, who provides
for the boy’s physical and emotional needs” (Åström 125). Susan Kollin observes
that the woman’s decision to kill herself is not a consequence of post-traumatic
stress but a result of “having a different set of embodied experiences that have
provided her with a different knowledge and understanding of what the future
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might entail” (170). In one sense, her assessment of the future is accurate because
the journey on the road confirms her fears as the novel shows that women are raped
and the babies are eaten as soon as they are born.
After his wife’s death, the man along with his son moves “out along the
blacktop in the gunmetal light, shuffling through the ash, each the other’s world
entire” (McCarthy 4). The man goes through a lot of struggles to give a slightly
better life to the boy. Berit Åström observes that “the novel consistently presents
the mother as unable and unwilling to care for her son, thus highlighting the
father’s post-feminist achievements” (124). The father inculcates the sense of good
and the bad in the boy. In a total contrast to the mother, the boy’s father believes
that they are the chosen survivors who carry the fire of life. He leaves no stone
unturned to keep his son warm, find him better shoes and shelter. Randall Wilhelm
argues that the father’s endeavours are “a strategic attempt to maintain a sense of
dignity and a meaningful connection to human history as a means of surviving in
this raw new world, where barbarity and the threat of cannibalism continuously
loom” (qtd in Edenfield 591).
The man realizes that he is unwell only when he coughs blood and despite
being terminally ill and exhausted, he prefers to live a life of danger and starvation,
only to teach his son the importance of life, goodness and hope. Kennedy observes
that the “father and son’s decade-long survival in the face of such brutal and
unlikely odds is ‘providential’, their tale a messianic parable, with man and boy
walking prophetically by rivers, in caves, on mountaintops and across the
wilderness in the spiritual spoor of biblical prophets” (qtd. in Kunsa 65). Many
times the man frantically searches for something to eat but has to munch on the
dried apples and sleep under the dirty tarpaulin. The man never thinks of going
against his values and equally upright is his son who tells his father:
We wouldn’t ever eat anybody, would we?
No. Of course not.
Even if we were starving?
We're starving now.
You said we weren’t.
I said we weren’t dying. I didn’t say we weren’t starving.
But we wouldn’t.
No. We wouldn’t.
No matter what.
No. No matter what.
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Because we're the good guys.
Yes.
And we're carrying the fire.
And we're carrying the fire. Yes. (McCarthy 136)
According to Cant, the fire symbolizes “that vitality that burns within the ardent
heart, the mystery that is the spark of life itself and that needs no reason to exist”
(188). Fire also stands as a symbol for hope and humanity. Paul Patton states that
it is “a metaphor for some kind of moral order and as such the guarantee of a future
humanity that is clearly intended” (142). It is in these moments of desperation that
the man thinks about “…beauty or about goodness. Things that he’d no longer any
way to think about at all” (McCarthy 137). McCarthy also envisages the end of the
world by bringing attention to the use of language. He shows how signs have been
“irrevocably divorced from the things they represent, a dying state of signification
and meaning to match corporeal death” (Gwinner 143). He shows how the man
always tries to think about something to say but somehow doesn’t find the right
words. McCarthy attempts to explain the inexplicable:
He tried to think of something to say but he could not. He’d had
this feeling before, beyond the numbness and the dull despair.
The world shrinking down about a raw core of parsible entities.
The names of things slowly following those things into
oblivion. Colors. The names of birds. Things to eat. Finally the
names of things one believed to be true. More fragile than he
would have thought. How much was gone already? The sacred
idiom shorn of its referents and so of its reality. Drawing down
like something trying to preserve heat. In time to wink out
forever. (McCarthy 51-52)
In spite of its acute hopelessness and bleak imagery, the ending offers a ray of hope
when the boy meets a good family. In this context, Christine Temko argues that
the text carries the seeds of hope throughout the narrative, and it is only towards
the end that the reader is shown the signs of a prosperous new world:
despite the seeming futility – and perhaps parodical aspect – of
the father’s frequent spiritual blathering, the ethical
questionability of his actions and the horrific depths to which
the author seems to let the majority of the inhabitants of his
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deathscape succumb in order to survive, there are traces within
the text itself that McCarthy did not intend for chaos, predation
and the impossibility of meaningful communication to have the
last word. (152)
Even after the man’s death, the boy carries on the legacy of life by choosing to
live. Rather than being a tragic exploration of a post-apocalyptic life, it is a tale of
hope and compassion. McCarthy shows that it is because of the difficulties and
sorrows that the boy becomes wise. He asks his father:
What are our long term goals? …
What?
Our long term goals.
Where did you hear that?
I dont know.
No, where did you?
You said it.
When?
A long time ago.
What was the answer?
I dont know.
Well. I dont either. Come on. It’s getting dark. (McCarthy 170)
Survival and goodness is the only long term goal that the man has. “He knew only
that the child was his warrant…. If he is not the word of God God never spoke”
(3). With these lines the reader realizes that the man’s duty to safeguard the little
boy is of prime importance not only for his own familial reasons but for the
spiritual regeneration of the world too. As Randall Wilhelm says, “In a world bereft
of order, without the civilizing structures of generations of human history, a world
seemingly in its last struggle of existence, what should be the ethical behavior of a
human being – to himself, to others, to higher humanistic or spiritual values?” (qtd
in Edenfield 583).
He tells his son that he was appointed by God to protect him and that was
his job. The idea of goodness and hope is highlighted through the character of the
boy. Sometimes he even surpasses his father in matters of compassion and is even
shown questioning him on the difficult choices that the latter makes. A case in
point is a scene where he sees a boy about his age and wants to help him.
Confronting his father, he says “What if that little boy doesn’t have anybody to
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take care of him…What if he doesn’t have a papa?...I’m afraid for that little boy…
I ‘d give that little boy half of my food” (89-90). Thomas Jordan notes that by
questioning his father and “…asserting his moral authority, the boy eliminates any
question that his desire to help those around him is born out of mere childish
innocence” (238). Similarly, in an altercation between the thief and the man, the
man holds the thief on gunpoint as a result of which the thief returns everything
that he had stolen from the boy. Also, as a punishment, the man leaves him naked
on the beach. This is yet another episode where the father has to choose survival
over goodness. This again doesn’t go well with the boy who implores the father to
be kind and humane. The man reprimands the son and says: “You’re not the one
who has to worry about everything.” In response to this, the boy angrily says that
“Yes, I am … I am the one” (McCarthy 277). Cant observes that “…the father’s
determined pragmatism in the face of potential danger is constantly challenged by
the boy’s assertion of the claims of conscience (189). However, the reader senses
that the father’s ardent desire to instill moral values in his son has shown positive
results and it is through the little boy that the world would see renewal and growth.
Kunsa calls the boy a “new Prometheus, a twenty-first-century good guy” (69).
When the man dies, the boy sits with his body for three days and then moves
out on the road and meets a stranger. The stranger is nice to the boy and tells him
that he is a ‘good guy’. He tells him that he doesn’t eat people and he has a family
too. The stranger reaffirms McCarthy’s belief that “Goodness will find the little
boy. It always has. It will again” (McCarthy 300). The man helps the boy with his
father’s remains and later takes him to meet his family. McCarthy also balances
the absence of the female character in the novel by introducing the stranger’s wife.
The woman receives the boy with great care:
when she saw him put her arms around him and held him. Oh,
she said, I am so glad to see you. She would talk to him
sometimes about God. He tried to talk to God but the best thing
was to talk to his father and he did talk to him and he I forget.
The woman said that was all right. She said that the breath of
God was his breath yet though it pass from man to man through
all of time. (McCarthy 306)
The hope that there is a renewal possible owes to the fact that in an extremely ugly
and cruel world, the father and the son remain morally upright and do not add to
the already macabre environment. When humankind plunges into hopelessness and
uncertainty, the power of hope becomes more evident. In the novel, it is only the
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difficult times that teach the father and the son how powerful hope can prove to be.
The present-day corona virus pandemic may not be similar to the
apocalyptic disaster in the novel but the challenges mounted on families, hospitals,
governments and social organizations in both the cases are same. The
repercussions that the boy and the man have to deal with are not alien to the
contemporary readers. For instance, the scare of disease, isolation and death are in
a constant battle with hope and resilience both in the novel and in the current
pandemic. It is pertinent to mention that McCarthy doesn’t project hope as a mere
passive feeling of positivity that things will improve but an active form of service
towards humanity which is borne out of compassion towards each other. Hope has
many facets, the most important being a proactive response to a risky or hazardous
situation. It is hope that serves as an antidote to fear and purposelessness and drives
people to become cautious yet productive. It is only by quashing each other’s
anxiety that the man and the son were able to make it to the other end. Similarly,
what the world needs now to combat corona virus is boundless hope.
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Chronicling a Crisis: An Analysis of Cormac McCarthy’s The
Road.
Iram Qureshi

Widely considered to be one of the greatest living American authors, McCarthy is
notably popular for his novels All the Pretty Horses and No Country for Old Men.
While these novels catapulted him into eminence after a languishing literary career,
it was, however, his 2006 novel The Road that was awarded the prestigious Pultizer
Prize for fiction and was a critical as well as a commercial success. The resounding
popularity of the novel can be ascribed to McCarthy’s impeccable “rewriting” of
the “myth of the American West” (Ibarrola- Armendariz 1) as well as its
interpretation as a literary response to 9/11 by way of evoking “a world inflected
by some catastrophic event” (Worthington 112).
However, there are many thematic and stylistic strands that the novel
actively or subtly weaves or puts forth that makes it one of the most probing and
insightful works of post-apocalyptic literature. While John Hay in the work
Postapocalyptic Fantasies in Antebellum American Literature identifies traces of
the genre in pre-Civil War fiction, Robinson in his book American Apocalypses:
The Image of the End of the World in American Literature avers that “the whole
question of the apocalyptic ideology . . . is fundamental to American literature”
and goes on to enumerate the likes of Coover, Vonnegut, Pynchon and Barth as
authors who afforded canonicity to American apocalypses. The Road with its
heavily daunting imagery of collapse of a civilization, violence and parched
landscape inhabited by sporadic survivors convincingly manifests itself as a
postapocalyptic text. The paper examines the motifs of humanity, vulnerability and
survival as depicted in the novel as these themes or concerns have transpired to be
all the more pertinent and challenging in the context of the pandemic. The Road
sets out to map the journey of an unnamed father and his son following an
unspecified cataclysm as they attempt to survive a ravaged landscape and trudge
southwards in anticipation of a hospitable environment and to escape another
hostile winter in the north. The novel opens in medias res after the civilizationending catastrophe, suicide of the boy’s mother and quite markedly—in the woods
flanking the road:
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When he (the father) woke in the woods in the dark and the cold
of the night he’d reach out to touch the child sleeping beside
him. Nights dark beyond darkness and the days more gray each
one than what had gone before. Like the onset of some cold
glaucoma dimming away the world . . . With the first gray light
he rose left the boy sleeping and walked out to the road and
squatted and studied country to the south. Barren, silent,
godless. (MacCarthy 1)
At the outset, the reader confronts a world which appears preordained to be
progressively damaged. The description of the setting—of the “country to the
south” as “barren, silent, godless” is arguably the most intense premonition of the
ensuing ravages, dread and brutality that the characters encounter. Godfrey
identifies certain topographical markers in the novel and suggests that the
characters are bound south to the Gulf of Mexico from the Appalachian Mountains
(170). The reference to “interstate highway” (Godfrey 13) and “state roads” in the
novel indicates that the novel is set in America although the places remain
indeterminate (Godfrey 43). However, notwithstanding these specificities or
inferences, the namelessness of the locations, places and major characters
universalizes the novel and its themes. Quite notably, as the novel progresses
McCarthy lends universality to the narrative by examining the convoluted
relationship between resolve and despair, suffering and solace and “fire” and
“darkness” as they play out in times of crises. Søfting observes that “it is harder to
imagine a landscape closer to hell on earth than one we meet here” and “progress
and development no longer seem possible” in the given wasteland but also asserts
that “the psychological inner self of the characters constitutes a utopian element”
(Søfting 704). Dialectical tensions emanate early in the novel and persist till its
denouement. The father and the son— “each the other’s world entire”, scouring
and scavenging on their way do represent a diminutive utopia in the midst of
dystopia (McCarthy 4). The “solitary”, “dogged” and “cauterized terrain” that the
pair traverse offers little to no assurances, but it is the exchanges between the father
and the son and the father’s efforts to deliver the boy from any possible danger that
is work’s remarkable feature (McCarthy 12-13). That is not to say that the utopia
that the pair inhabit is impenetrable, quite contrarily it is immensely precarious,
and the father stands well aware of the frailty of their chances and vulnerability of
their relationship. While the father believes the child to be the “word of God” and
his “warrant”, yet as Noble notes in his article, “The Absurdity of Hope in Cormac
McCarthy’s The Road”, throughout the narrative the man “offers his son assurance
which he possibly cannot justify based on his knowledge or experience” (Noble
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101). Making multiple references to Søren Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling
Noble suggests that the association between the father and the son is heavily
derived from Kierkegaard’s reading or rereading of the biblical story of Abraham
and Isaac. Noble states:
His divine calling creates an ethical dilemma for the father
since in the world they inhabit it appears that the kindest act a
father can do for his child is to kill him or her before the child
suffers greatly. The father’s similarities to Abraham are evident
in the conflict between his ethical obligation to spare his son
from enduring severe suffering and his duty to preserve his son
according to divine calling (Noble 96).
This is perhaps best represented in one of the most unsettling encounters that they
have with death. The father spots a house on a hill and desperate for food, he breaks
open the hatch of the cellar of the house. However, to their utter horror they find
men and women confined in the basement to be consumed later by cannibals.
While they manage to flee the house before the cannibals arrive and hide in the
woods, yet the aftermaths of the near-death encounter are tellingly described. The
boy, looking like “something out of a deathcamp—starved, exhausted, sick with
fear” (McCarthy) and the man almost resigning to fate and even contemplating
killing his son if he falls prey to the cannibals is arguably the most poignant part
of the novel. Yet, as hope is resurrected in the novel to be thwarted again, so does
fear. Most part of the rest of the narrative is a fine balancing act between fatalism
and grit, and Pudney significantly points out “the reader is left with a choice
between powerful arguments for both hope and despair” (293). Quite markedly in
the latter part of the novel the reader comes across a passage in which the father is
even hoping against hope. His awareness of what seems inevitable because of both
his worsening chronic cough and the anti-landscape that overwhelms them is
juxtaposed with impractical optimism:
They ate well but they were still a long way from the coast. He
knew that he was placing hopes where he’d no reason to. He
hoped it would be brighter where for all he knew the world grew
darker daily… At night when he woke coughing he’d sit up
with his hand pushed over his head against the blackness. Like
a man waking in a grave. (McCarthy 228)
The dialogue between the son and the father barely days before the father’s death
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can be said to neatly summarize the theme of hope and despair in the novel. The
son seems to be aware of the irredeemable violence and brutality that been
unleashed in the world that he inhabits, and the father still tries to give him some
semblance of normalcy and positivity:
Why don’t you tell me a story? . . . . You have stories inside that I
don’t know about.
You mean like dreams?
Like dreams. Or just things that you think about.
Yeah, but stories are supposed to be happy.
They don’t have to be.
You always tell happy stories.
You don’t have any happy ones?
They’re more like real life . . . .
The man watched him. A lot of bad things happened but we’re still
here.
Yeah.
You don’t think that’s so great.
It’s okay. (McCarthy 287-288)
The fact that the boy believes that his stories are “more like real life” and therefore
not “happy” is a very succinct but thoughtful remark on what it means to exist in a
postapocalyptic world and at the same time his reticence, that is to say,
unwillingness to reflect or remark on what it means live through such tribulations
reveals the nightmarish quality of his life. The novel draws to a close with the
father’s death and the boy is accommodated by a family that consists of a man, a
lady—presumably his wife, two kids and a dog. While most of the critics or readers
regard this closure as a deus ex machina, but what is significant about it is that
McCarthy does not let it be the thematic closure of the novel. Conversely, he leaves
the future of the boy nebulously unknown. Also, he further enigmatizes the
narrative in the last passage of the book:
Once there were brook trout in the streams in the mountains.
You could see them standing in the amber current where the
white edges of their fins wimpled softly in the flow. They
smelled of moss in your hand. Polished and muscular and
torsional. On their backs were vermiculate patterns that were
maps of the world in its becoming. Maps and mazes. Of a thing
which could not be put back. Not be made right again. In the
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deep glens where they lived all things were older than man and
they hummed of mystery. (McCarthy 307)
While trout traditionally symbolizes hope, confidence and community, it is
juxtaposed with a bleak possibility of a promising future. It can therefore be
asserted that the novel is not a clarion call for optimism, nor does it represent an
absolute obliteration of hope, but it “opens up the possibility that hope might
matter” and Graulund also points out that “any reading focusing solely on one
interpretation will have to ignore quite a few signs to the contrary in a novel that
tellingly ends with the word ‘mystery’” (Graulund 76). Moreover, in light of the
above discussion, it can also be argued that it is love and compassion that both
literally and figuratively makes the journey worthwhile rather than flimsy hope. A
dialogue between the son and his father in the opening passages perhaps best
represents father’s devotion towards his son even in the face of abeyant if not
imminent death:
Can I ask you something?
Yes. Of course you can.
What would you do if I died?
If you died I would want to die too.
So you could be with me?
Yes. So I could be with you. (McCarthy 9)
The Road is also a profound commentary on the analogous theme of
humanity. Throughout the journey the boy is the torchbearer of humanity, of “fire”,
a recurring symbol in the novel that can be interpreted in the light of Eastern
religious convictions signifying kindness and purity. The boy dwells a world where
one is either the predator or the prey. The starkly Darwinian world entails risking
one’s own life to help the fellow travellers, but it is through him that McCarthy
seems to advocate sympathy and compassion as a collective response to mitigate
the misery that overwhelms humanity during calamitous times. Additionally,
although the man constantly tries to instill in the boy the sense that there are no
“godspoke” men on the road and attempts to steer him clear of all possible dangers
from other individuals, yet it is on humanity that the future of the boy squarely
relies after his father’s death.
The prose of the novel also deserves a mention in any study of the text for
it is frequently archaic as well as stylistically atypical. McCarthy eschews
customary punctuation and grammar, and such sentence structures drew
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considerable literary attention by complementing the novel’s themes. Lindsey
argues that McCarthy’s prose style helps “underscore a broken, fragmented, and
ultimately empty world” (Lindsey 276). The text can be said to indicate that rare
punctuation, brief paragraphs and a temporally distorted narration that borders on
Jameson’s understanding of “schizophrenia” correspond to the new real, the new
world where the abundance and linearity of the preapocalyptic world is nonexistent (Galens 254). Moreover, the analogous notion of time and memory are
also problematized in the novel and serve as a grim reminder of what has been
popularly termed by various authors, analysts, and behavioral scientists as “The
Pandemic Time Warp”. Although the narrative indicates that the disaster struck
roughly forty years ago at 1:17, but the given post-apocalyptic world is decidedly
distorted—temporally and spatially. While in the opening passages the man
supposes the month is October and hasn’t kept a calendar for years, the narrator
also makes a very stark reference to the triviality of time in the depopulated setting
of the postapocalyptic landscape: “No lists of things to be done. The day
providential to itself. The hour. There is no later. This is later” (McCarthy 56).
Bruyn points out that “when nature and culture are devastated, the novel shows the
meanings we have attached to space and time dissolve” and makes a poignant
observation regarding the post-apocalyptic world— “the human world is made and
hence can be unmade” (782).
McCarthy in his exclusive interview with Oprah Winfrey in 2007 had
explicated that the book asks us to be grateful for what we have, an oblique but a
stark premonition of what would follow a decade later. McCarthy leaves the cause
of what seems to be an earth-wide destruction open to interpretation perhaps
indicating the vulnerability of human lives and also stressing the need to appreciate
what may seem to be quotidian while we have it. Moreover, The Road is a novel
that resonates strongly with the contemporary reader. Whether it is the graphic
depiction of the eerie deserted streets or the uncertain future of the boy, it is
strongly akin to living during the pandemic times. Additionally, the complex
relation between hope and despair and by extension Christian and atheistic views,
that the novel calls attention to, is also pertinent in the above context. It can be said
that the novel comes closest to the challenges that both desperation and faith pose
given the fragility of human lives. It is a world where faith is no easy option and
despair can be fatal. The novel offers no easy answers and doesn’t lend itself to
easy interpretations but so doesn’t life particularly in times of crisis.

125 | Iram Qureshi: Chronicling a Crisis: An Analysis of Cormac McCarthy’s The Road

Works Cited:
Godfrey, Laura Gruber. “‘The World He’d Lost’: Geography and ‘Green’ Memory
in Cormac McCarthy’s The Road.” Critique: Studies in Contemporary
Fiction, vol. 52, no. 2, 2011, pp. 163–175. Source: doi:10.1080/00111610
903380113.
Galens, David. Literary Movements. Gale Cengage Learning, Vol. 3, 2002.
Graulund, Rune. “Fulcrums and Borderlands A Desert Reading of Cormac
McCarthy’s The Road.” Orbis Litterarum, vol. 65, no. 1, 2010, pp. 57-78.
Ibarrola-Armendariz, Aitor. “Cormac McCarthy’s The Road: Rewriting the Myth
of the American West.” European Journal of American Studies, vol. 6, no.
3, 2011, pp. 1–15., doi:10.4000/ejas.9310.
Lindsey, Banco. “Contractions in Cormac McCathy’s The Road.” The Explicator,
vol. 68, no. 4, 2010, pp. 276-279. Source: doi: 10.1080/00144940.2010.53
5455.
MacCarthy, Cormac. The Road. Picador, 2006.
Noble, Alan. “The Absurdity of Hope in Cormac McCarthy’s The Road.” South
Atlantic Review, vol. 76, no. 3, 2011, pp. 93–109. Source: https://
www.jstor.org/stable/43739125. Accessed 03 Aug. 2021.
Pudney, Eric. “Christianity and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road.” English Studies,
vol. 96, no.3, 2015, pp. 293-309. Source: doi:10.1080/0013838X.2014.99
6383.
Søfting, Inger-Anne. “Between Dystopia and Utopia: The Post-Apocalyptic
Discourse of Cormac McCarthy’s The Road.” English Studies, vol. 94, no.
6, 2013, pp. 704–713., doi:10.1080/0013838x.2013.815390.
Winfrey, Ophrah. “Oprah’s Exclusive Interview with Cormac McCarthy.”
Oprah.com, 2007, www.oprah.com/oprahsbookclub/cormac-mccarthy
on-writing. Accessed 1 Aug. 2021.
Worthington, Marjorie. “The Fleeting ‘9/11 Effect’ in ‘The Good Life’ and ‘Lunar
Park.’” The Journal of the Midwest Modern Language Association, vol.
44, no. 2, 2011, pp. 111–125. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/23622095.
Accessed 12 Aug. 2021.

126 |

English Studies in India, Volume 28, December 2021

The Pandemic, Trauma and Resilience: A Reading of I am
Legend
Insha Mattoo

Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend is a quintessential dystopian, post-apocalyptic
novel published in the year 1954 and is set in the future in the year 1975. It has
been described as a subgenre of science fiction, science fantasy, and dystopia. Such
kind of fiction is usually set in a time period where the earth is coming to an end
or where civilization has collapsed. Hicks defines this kind of fiction as, “Both
depictions of cataclysms that destroy the earth and texts that portray the aftermath
of a disaster that annihilates a nation, civilization, or all but a few survivors of the
human population” (Hicks 2).
Post-apocalyptic fiction can teach us a lot about how to find our way and
survive through pandemics. This genre can teach one about hope, community, and
resilience as well as the potential for worst-case scenarios. It allows the reader to
contemplate how we can preserve our own humanity during distress and put our
anxieties in perspective. Since the beginning of the 21st century, the level of interest
in fictional apocalypse has escalated. Perhaps this isn’t surprising when we
consider that the new millennium began with a global panic about an impending
apocalypse. The post-apocalyptic has allowed us, as readers and as viewers, to
evolve alongside the genre. We now know the signs, symbology as well as
thematics of the ‘end of days’. This kind of knowledge can be seen both as comfort
as well as curse. Presently, we are operating in a new context, for example, our
Covid-19 world doesn’t comply with our usual narrative expectations. But as this
real pandemic develops, one could make use of one’s knowledge of storytelling
and genre fiction to help one understand, structure, as well as communicate one’s
new lived experiences. The pandemics propound a timely reminder that
government as well as society needs to harness the power of narrative. From
“wobbly” government communications briefings and social media disinformation,
the recent Covid-19 has made it clear that no section of society can function
without an effective storytelling, a coherent narrative is not a nicety in a time of
crisis, it is a foundational need. Post-apocalyptic works are often characterized by
the loss of a global perspective as protagonists are on their own. Such type of
fiction presents the harsh reality of immediate survival of human being after a
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world catastrophe. The time could be directly after the catastrophe, focusing on the
psychology of survivors, the ways and means to keep the human race alive and
together as one.
While conforming to basic tenets of post-apocalyptic genre and
incorporating the formal elements of postmodernism such as intertextuality,
bricolage, allusions, and self-reflexivity, I am Legend comes across as a selfreflexive text that draws attention to its status as fiction. There are number of
allusions and intertextual references to other vampire and pandemic novels such as
Bram Stoker’s Dracula, Roger Leie’s music piece, The Year of Plague,
reminiscent of Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year and Leonard
Bernstein’s piece for orchestra and solo piano, “Age of Anxiety,” titled after W.H
Auden’s poem of the same name. Matheson also makes use of a fragmented
narrative style to create a playful atmosphere in the novel. This not only helps him
explore and reflect upon the chaos of the world, but also allows him to play around
with time and space, and display the sense of psychological fragmentation that
protagonist is going through. The novel keeps on oscillating between an
apocalyptic and a post- apocalyptic world. Matheson employs postmodern
techniques such as flashbacks, and non-linear narrative to achieve a greater depth
in conveying Neville’s psychological state of mind, and show the intensity of the
trauma that the protagonist is suffering. He makes use of the notion of vampires,
psychological escape, disturbed dreams, and hallucinations to present the
traumatized state of the character’s mind. Neville has recurring and frightening
dreams of the day his wife and daughter died due to the pandemic and he finds
himself in the same torment that he was the day they died, whenever he dreams
about that calamitous day. The past in the novel is represented as intruding on the
present in the form of dreams and memories, and it also gives a picture of the
pandemic to remind readers that the world we know today was shaped by the
pandemics of past. One such instance in the novel is:
Did he have to start thinking about them again? He tossed over
on his stomach with a curse and pressed his face into the hot
pillow. He lay there, breathing heavily, body writhing slightly
on the sheet. Let the morning come. His mind spoke the words
it spoke every night, Dear God, let the morning come. He
dreamed about Virginia and he cried out in his sleep and his
fingers gripped the sheets like frenzied talons (Matheson 10).
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Sigmund Freud in this regard points out, “Dreams occurring in traumatic neuroses
have the characteristic of bringing the patient back into the situation of his accident,
a situation from he wakes up in another fright” (Freud 13).
Matheson shows how crisis has affected the individual lives of those
infected as well as their loved ones through the plight of his protagonist. The way
the writer presents an apocalyptic world where the highly contagious and incurable
virus is spreading fast, scientists not being able to find an effective vaccine, people
getting infected everywhere, the helplessness of not being able to find a safe place
for the family to move; the possibility of an impending lockdown find an uncanny
parallel to the recent Covid -19 global pandemic.
The protagonist often remembers his family and the past memories tear his
heart. He finds it excruciatingly painful every time he thinks about them and then
yearns for the good old life with his dear ones before the pandemic. Often Neville
finds himself visiting time and again Virginia’s resting place and passionately
wishing and praying for death as to bring an end to the agony and vacuum that the
death of his family brought and even wishes to reunite with them, but he never
really contemplates suicide or attempts it. Survivors of pandemics when they lose
loved ones often go through this kind of situation which is identified as PTSD:
Then he sat down beside the casket and rested his forehead
against its cold metal side. Silence held him in its cold and
gentle hands. If I could die now, be thought; peacefully, gently,
without a tremor or a crying out, if I could be with her. If I could
believe I would be with her. His fingers tightened slowly and
his head sank forward on his chest. Virginia. Take me where
you are. A tear, crystal, fell across his motionless hand
(Matheson 26).
Freud opines that people who experience a traumatic event would often reenact
that experience and from this he came to the conclusion that people hold an
unconscious wish to die but that the life instincts largely tamper this wish. Also,
what is notable is that Neville does not initially directly name the vampires. In the
beginning of the novel, he refers to them with adjectives like “they,” which is yet
another sign of trauma; he avoids calling them by name in order to avoid all the
unpleasant memories the name carries:
In the beginning he had hung these necklaces over the windows.
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But from a distance they’d thrown rocks until he’d been forced
to cover the broken panes with plywood scraps. Finally one day
he’d torn off the plywood and nailed up even rows of planks
instead. It had made the house a gloomy sepulcher, but it was
better than having rocks come flying into his rooms in a shower
of splintered glass. And, once he had installed the three airconditioning units, it wasn’t too bad. A man could get used to
anything if he had to (Matheson 4).
Throughout the novel, one gets a heartening picture of how a human being can
survive even in the most testing and trying circumstances. Neville, in spite of
innumerable hardships, depression, his addiction to alcohol and the ennui he feels
every now and then always maintains his composure and gets back to fight these
inner demons as well as the outer ones, that is these vampires. He engages himself
with a number of things, such as household chores, reading, researching on
vampires, listening to music and just tries to forget the trauma and loneliness.
Sometimes he finds himself in utter hopelessness, unable to concentrate on work,
loses his appetite and sleep and finds it impossible to carry on, but then his quest
to survive outlives his despondency. In this way, Matheson beautifully expounds
indomitable resilience of the human spirit, which, no matter how trying and
harrowing the situations are, always tries to bounce back to life.
Matheson also highlights the amazing survival skills of the protagonist to
fight for life and survival, to maintain his sanity in spite of helplessness, loneliness
and no human connection. The writer also displays how Neville maintains his calm
and composure, his resistance to temptations, despite the fact that these vampires
pester him the worst they can, by hurling stones at his house, cursing him,
destroying his generator, washing machine, spreading the gasoline from drums, by
snarling and fighting amongst themselves and the beautiful women vampires even
seduce him to come out of the house. By presenting this side of Neville, Matheson
shows no matter what the circumstances are, it is up to one’s own self either to
become a victim or the victor; to succumb to the situation or try to survive in it in
the midst of catastrophe, calamities or pandemics:
Outside they howled and pummeled the door, shouting his
name in a paroxysm of demented fury. They grabbed up bricks
and rocks and hurled them against the house and they screamed
and cursed him. He lay there listening to the thud of rocks and
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bricks against the house, listening to their howling (Matheson
35).
Although Matheson in the novel follows the classical vampire tradition,
the reader is generally familiar with, like these vampires would be away during the
day and step out at night, their extreme sensitivity to sunlight, blood drinking,
aversion to garlic and fear of crucifix, and Neville is also well aware of these traits
of the vampires, yet the writer presents him as an analytic scientist who is all the
time reading, researching, analyzing, and conducting experiments as to what
caused such a deadly plague that turned the whole human population into vampires.
Neville often tries to discover the scientific cause of the pandemic. He carries out
experiments on infected individuals, which helps him to understand a number of
living and dead varieties and hence more effective ways of destroying them. One
could easily conclude that this novel is not just a poignant tale of a survivor of the
pandemic evoking in readers a keen sense of sympathy for him, but it also coveys
a message that preventive measures may be necessary in order to protect society in
future:
It wasn’t a virus, then. You couldn’t see a virus. And there,
fluttering delicately on the slide, was a germ. I dub thee
vampiris. The words crept across his mind as he stood looking
down into the eyepiece. By checking in one of the bacteriology
texts, he’d found that the cylindrical bacterium he saw was a
bacillus, a tiny rod of protoplasm that moved itself through the
blood by means of tiny threads that projected from the cell
envelope. These hairlike flagella lashed vigorously at the fluid
medium and propelled the bacillus. For a long time he stood
looking into the microscope, unable to think or continue with
the investigation. All he could think was that here, on the slide,
was the cause of the vampire. All the centuries of fearful
superstition had been felled in the moment he had seen the
germ. The scientists had been right, then; there were bacteria
involved. It had taken him, Robert Neville, thirty-six, survivor,
to complete the inquest and announce the murderer—the germ
within the vampire. Suddenly a massive weight of despair fell
over him. To have the answer now when it was too late was a
crushing blow. He tried desperately to fight the depression, but
it held on. He didn’t know where to start, he felt utterly helpless
before the problem. How could he ever hope to cure those still
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living? He didn’t know anything about bacteria. Well, I will
know! He raged inside. And he forced himself to study
(Matheson 76).
I Am Legend is a highly symbolic novel and can be also read as a Zombie
apocalypse novel. Matheson intermingles the vampires in his novel with zombie
tendencies. He intentionally makes use of Zombie/ Vampire narrative as it carries
strong connections to the turbulent social landscape of the United States in the
1960’s, an era that was characterized by social upheavals, the rise of Cold War
Politics, Civil Right Protest, and the Vietnam War. The novel becomes a kind of
political commentary as well and such a narrative and is often employed by writers
to function as a metaphor for much deeper fears such as mass contagion, atomic
destruction, communism, globalism, and racism. Some scholars have argued that
the vampires symbolize the African- American civil rights movement, which was
gaining power during Matheson’s time in Los Angeles. Others opine that vampires
evoke the increasingly public sexuality of 1950s America. While all these critical
viewpoints may be convincing in one way or the other, it’s difficult to
find one particular symbolic explanation for the vampires. One could assume,
these vampires symbolize ‘otherness’ itself and the way people time and again
automatically resort to violence, fear, and superstition when responding to people
who are not like them. One could say that these vampires serve a dual purpose in
the novel – one it helps the writer to present the post-pandemic world with an
intensity and also these vampires become a parable of the turbulent social
landscape of the 1960’s America:
But are his needs any more shocking than the needs of other
animals and men? Are his deeds more outrageous than the
deeds of the parent who drained the spirit from his child? The
vampire may foster quickened heartbeats and levitated hair. But
is he worse than the parent who gave to society a neurotic child
who became a politician? Is he worse than the manufacturer
who set up belated foundations with the money he made by
handing bombs and guns to suicidal nationalists? Is he worse
than the distiller who gave bastardized grain juice to stultify
further the brains of those who, sober, were incapable of a
progressive thought? (Nay, I apologize for this calumny; I nip
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the brew that feeds me.) Is he worse, then, than the publisher
who filled ubiquitous racks with lust and death wishes? Really,
now, search your soul; lovie—is the vampire so bad? All he
does is drink blood (Matheson 20-21).
Like any post- apocalyptic narrative, I am Legend analyzes the predictors of both
the ‘end of the world’ and the coming of the new age. It shows a new species that
is the vampires coming to destroy the earth. One day, Neville finds a woman in
broad sunlight and is overwhelmed with happiness to have found human company
after so many years, he takes her to home, praying and hoping that she isn’t
infected. He naively tells her all about that he has discovered about the virus in the
three years and how he has been living and managing things on his own. He also
tells her that although he hasn’t found a cure, he knows what caused it, and what
its effects are. She knocks him out and then a group of vampires seize him and drag
him out of his house into their world. Though Neville at this point has lost his fear
of the vampires, they are afraid of him and want him dead. He understands and
accepts the fact just the way he hates them, they hate him too, for he too has killed
their loved ones. At the end, Neville swallows the pills that Ruth has given him to
make his end easier. He accepts the inevitable mortality of the human race and the
fact of the end of the old race and coming of the new:
He stared back. And suddenly he thought, I’m the abnormal one
now. Normalcy was a majority concept, the standard of many
and not the standard of just one man. Abruptly that realization
joined with what he saw on their faces—awe, fear, shrinking
horror—and he knew that they were afraid of him…He knew
he did not belong to them; he knew that, like the vampires, he
was anathema and black terror to be destroyed. And, abruptly,
the concept came, amusing to him even in his pain. A coughing
chuckle filled his throat. He turned and leaned against the wall
while he swallowed the pills. Full circle, he thought while the
final lethargy crept into his limbs. Full circle. A new terror born
in death, a new superstition entering unassailable fortress of
forever. I am legend (Matheson 159-160).
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Social Media Culture: The Evolving Face of Digital Literature
During the COVID-19 Pandemic
Oroosa Anwar & Tuba Khan

Introduction
The versatility of literature lies in its ability to present itself in various forms; to
challenge tradition; to question narratives or to tell the same stories in a different
fashion. In the twentieth century, when Jacques Derrida declared that “everything
is a text” and that nothing lies outside of it, he was aiming to challenge the very
structure of what literature was assumed to uphold—tradition. It is not so that
history has never produced unconventional literature; it is tradition that hasn’t been
accommodating enough to acknowledge it. In challenging literary tradition,
Derrida also deconstructed the idea of a text and its constituents. Such
de(con)struction of a text’s definition brought about reformation and uncertainty
in convention. N. Katherine Hayles notes:
Deconstruction shares with chaos theory the desire to breach
the boundaries of classical systems by opening them to a new
kind of analysis in which information is created rather than
conserved… uncertainty is privileged above predictability, and
fragmentation is seen as the reality that arbitrary definitions of
closure would deny (Hayles 176).
As ‘literature’ was re-examined after this major breakthrough, information became
dynamic instead of remaining static. Boundaries were permeated and destroyed as
time looked ahead with incertitude: how would the text of the future live up to its
new definition? This very uncertainty of dynamics is fittingly captured in digital
texts of the twenty-first century. From updated modes of production and
consumption to creative methods of reproduction, digital literature has changed the
face of text-to-reader interaction. Moreover, in the present times, the text-to-reader
equation has an added variable, which could be anything from another reader to
text(s) within a text. Social media aptly fits in this description, where information
is infinitely generated with a marked spatio-temporal transcendence.
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This paper, however, concerns itself with another aspect of the text and its
role in offering solace to the reader in an era where uncertainty not only defines
literary texts but also human existence. The onslaught of the novel COVID-19
pandemic since the end of 2019 has severely impacted human lives, pushing people
within the confines of their homes. The pandemic brought global functions and
systems to an abrupt stop as people predicted the arrival of a ‘new normal.’ As the
world adjusted to the pandemic, a drastic change in lifestyle was brought about
globally. Businesses switched to online retail, employees began working from
home, students and teachers interacted digitally, and people held social gatherings
on social media.
Everything that happens around the world is recorded and misrecorded in
the internet archive on online platforms such as social media (Instagram, Twitter,
Tik Tok), collaborative workspaces (Trello, Slack), video calling apps (Zoom,
Google Meet), online gaming, educational spaces (Google Classroom), messaging
apps (WhatsApp, Telegram), online movie streaming apps (Netflix, YouTube),
blog pages, and similar others facilitating digital interaction. Apart from using
digital platforms for work-related reasons, studies have shown an increased usage
of social media platforms during the lockdown (Eden et al. 2020; Kumar and
Dwivedi 2020). Paradoxically, internet users, alongside practising social
distancing also practised digital distancing due to information overload, or to
maintain a healthy lifestyle.
The paper deals with the nature of content and discourse produced and
consumed in digital spaces and their literary relevance. To narrow down the
diversity of selected literary texts, the paper shall focus on social media, mostly
revolving around the interface of Instagram and Tik Tok.

Social media: A Community-based literary text
The pandemic and its induced lockdown globally impacted individuals mentally
and psychological—especially those belonging to the younger generation—with
reported cases of loneliness, depression, escapism. Such psychological states led
to increased use of social media among adolescents (Fernandes et al., 2020),
although adults also participated in social media use. The lockdown compelled
people—either out of fear or due to unavoidable circumstances—to stay indoors,
away from their friends, family, and the outside world. With restricted mobility
and a shortage of time-filling tasks, people resorted to participating in the
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production and consumption of texts available on social media platforms.
Adolescents and young people spent more time on social media to stay connected
and cope with the psychological effects of physical isolation (Ellis et al. 2020).
With people spending more time on social media platforms, there was a surge in
the production and reproduction of content (texts).
The digital/virtual space, just like its physical counterpart, is capable of
pulling users into a world of its own. The differentiating point, however, is that
virtual spaces are customizable as per the user’s liking. As internet users, we are
in control of what we interact with visually and aurally. Despite lacking the
profound experiences of physical existence, such as touch, taste, and smell, the
digital space is quite capable of stimulating human senses—at least enough to
create an immersive experience. Immersive experience, or immersion, has been
defined by theorists and critics as the intensity of simulation within which an
individual feels completely suspended while disconnected from their native reality.
Such an experience could be stimulated by technology or storytelling.
Before the concept of immersion is further explicated, it is imperative to
understand the theory of spatial presence propounded by Wirth et al. in 2012. The
theory argues that internet users feel a heightened sense of emotional involvement
and trait absorption (immersion in sensory experiences) in a virtual environment.
Hartmann et al. furthered this theory to study the spatial presence experience of
users’ attention in a two-dimensional media environment and discovered that
digital media can be immersive. Whether it is online gaming or social media
interaction, internet users feel immersed in the digital environment these platforms
create, to the point of losing awareness of the source of simulation (Hartmann et
al. 2015). Despite being conscious of their native reality, users tend to focus on the
immediate space (here, digital simulation) due to its powerful impact on the mind.
The concept of social presence is used when referring to a heightened
sense of social connectivity and belongingness in a medium, which can be applied
to social media usage (Gao et al. 2017). As the internet is a transnational place that
unites geographically diverse users, the concept of co-presence further explains the
concept of online interaction where people from different parts of the world are
united on a single digital platform (Bulu 2012). The pandemic led to physical
dispersion, and the internet (specifically, social media) facilitated the coming
together of people virtually to battle physical isolation and separation. With lesser
control over their physical surroundings, people were seen exerting power on
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social media through liking posts, posting pictures/videos, chatting with friends,
watching videos, reading memes, and more. The way the human mind indulges in
a work of fiction while disconnected from reality, people were seen reading texts
online and enriching their senses with digital mood modification. It can be derived
from the above arguments that digital media grants individuals some power over
defining their own realities wherein they escape from the real world and find
solace in virtuality. This makes digital media a piece of literature with fantastical
elements where reality is broken down and reconstructed to the user’s liking.
Various niches (we can also consider these as genres on social media) have
observed an increase in activity related to the production and consumption of
content on social media. This kind of participation online, as mentioned by Zajc in
the abstract to his paper, “Social Media, Prosumption, and Dispositives,” can be
linked with the “concept of 138resumption” which “claims that with the rise of
digital technologies, the barriers separating production from consumption have
disappeared.” (Zajc) Social media users “consume content” as well as “create it,”
often in accordance with the niches on social media. The recent increase in such
138resumption can be linked with the physical confines of quarantine or lockdown
which ensued after the drastic spread of COVID-19. Limits of physical space were
overcome with the help of the limitless digital space of social media. Pandemic
induced online activities became a catalyst for the growth of newly formed
communities, gave definition to communities that were in the process of formation
or gave rise to new communities altogether. The following sections cover some
major niches on/of social media.

‘Going outdoors’ via Foodstagram:
Eating can be considered a performance of which humans are a part. The Internet
gave a different definition to the act of eating by providing platforms like blogs,
YouTube channels and Instagram accounts for the creation, execution,
reproduction and criticism of recipes that people shared globally. Multiple studies
have been done on this developing field of food enthusiasts and/or
bloggers/influencers. This paper, however, is concerned with how the entire world
joined the act of eating or sharing together online during the pandemic. With the
advent of COVID-19, this act of eating and all the processes prior to it took a new
meaning. People found comfort in making and sharing their food at home. Taking
testimonies from various sources Chelsea Brasted, in her BBC article, explores and
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attempts to explain how, through cooking and baking, people felt a “sense of calm
and control even as the world... seemed to fall apart.” (Brasted)
In the early stages of lockdown, the Internet took a local candy from the
streets of South Korea to almost every country—Dalgona coffee travelled the
world while those who made it remained within physical boundaries (Clayton).
The number of dishes people created, recreated and shared online kept increasing
with the number of days people had to be confined within their homes. It is
important to note that with activities like baking, people were creating foods that
they otherwise would have enjoyed outside, in public spaces or perhaps would have
acquired the food item after a nice stroll to the grocery store. Social interactions
such as dining out and hosting or attending a dinner party were halted. People
found their own way of remembering, recreating and even maintaining these
interactions via social media. Jon D. Holtzman, in his paper “Food and Mempory”,
defines memory by including in it, “events that subjects recall or emotionally reexperience, the unconscious (perhaps embodied) memories of subjects, how a
sense of historicity shapes social processes and meanings, nostalgia for a real or
imagined past, and in-vented traditions” (363). The link between food and memory
during the pandemic is rooted in people’s wish to let the outside world in through
food and then sharing this recreated piece of the outside world online. Holtzman
also mentions how “remembering” and “forgetting” is linked with rituals related
to food at funerals (372). When the entire world went through grief and mourning,
food became an outlet for emotions and a tool to keep memories intact while also
forgetting befallen tragedies.
Food also became a means to resist discrimination and stigma. East Asian
communities faced severe discrimination/racism in the wake of the pandemic. As
a response those targeted took to social media to talk about their heritage and
culture, and to exhibit that difference in appetites did not make them less human in
any manner. An Instagram user Lisa Kitahara (@okonomikitchen) whose account
is based on creating vegan recipes of Japanese dishes, shared a video of preparing
and eating a dish called natto. In the caption, she emphasized the importance of
teaching food culture and that “no one should feel ashamed or embarrassed to eat
food that their parents make for them.” She even urged her followers to share
similar dishes with the hashtag ‘Don’t Yuck My Yum’. Speaking up in response
to Asian hate, an Instagram account @omsom with more than 43,000 followers,
shared a picture asking an important question: Do you ride for our communities as
hard as you ride for our food? The format of social media websites perfectly caters
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to the act of storytelling while also aiding it with audio-visual content. Such a
format becomes a powerful tool in sharing informative and educational content
paired with anecdotes, humour or even bits of popular culture.

Reviewing Online
As public spaces associated with academia, media and recreation closed, the digital
space now provided opportunities for discussion and debate. One important feature
was the concept of a ‘webinar’ – that allowed a virtual exchange and deliberation
of ideas. It is important to note that social media was already a prominent agency
in hosting such discussions before Covid 19. The pandemic, however, brought
together educators, writers, academicians, and critics together as users of social
media alongside non-specialists. The mixing of these groups on social media also
provided a space where scholarly texts could be discussed and presented in a freer
manner. Maarit Jaakkola in his paper “From re-viewers to me-viewers”, explores
various definitions of the term ‘review’ and explains how reviews offer insight into
a “cultural object” to the general public while answering questions about its value
and quality. He further explains that this practice can be both “institutionalised and
non-institutionalised” (Jaakkola 3). This non-institutionalised form of reviewing,
or as Jaakkola puts it, “vernacular reviewing” can be considered a major feature of
the digital space. Vernacular reviewing became an important outlet for people
during the pandemic to make use of the temporal fluidity that was a characteristic
of pandemic life. The social media platform Instagram, helped people form their
own community of bibliophiles, often operating under the title of
Bookstagrammers, to discuss and recommend books across various genres. Many
movie reviewers revisited popular movies from the 2000s and provided fresh
insights to these popular works as an advanced (and perhaps matured) audience.
For example, the movie Jennifer’s Body was revisited by several reviewers on
YouTube where they discussed how marketing targeted a predominantly male
demographic while the movie was meant for a larger audience, and was, in fact,
way ahead of its time.
Social media promoted the audience from being consumers to active
participants in the criticism of any object of culture. This bridged the gap between
viewing content and the common masses and is an important aspect of social
media. Because it also caters to younger audiences, it is interesting to note that
social media can also become a great promotional tool for attracting young readers
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and critics. Such an interaction is vital in the promotion of intellectual thought to
the general masses and an overall understanding of culture and human thoughtthemes with which many of our cultural texts are concerned.

Memes, Videos, and the Comments Section
The format, inception and distribution of any internet meme is based on certain
factors among which its context is most significant since the references a meme
makes, defines the audiences that it will engage. It is the nature of a meme,
therefore, that it will allude to events, people, texts and even other memes for
propagation. They cannot be separated from the evolving body of internet products
and will include elements that are references or allusions. Therefore, internet
memes have an element of Intertextuality and refer to “multiple ways in which any
one literary text is in fact made up of other texts, by means of its open or covert
citations and allusions, its repetitions and transformations of the formal and
substantive features of earlier texts, or simply its unavoidable participation in the
common stock of linguistic and literary conventions and procedures that are
‘always-already’ in place and constitute the discourses into which we are born”
(Abrams 398). The memes, therefore, become intertexts which cannot exist as
meaningful texts without their relation with other texts. Interestingly, like other
postmodern strategies, memes often employ techniques like pastiche, parody, etc.
(Fathallah 2020). The use of parody on a platform like the Internet, where
information is available to people all around the world at once, allows a single
meme to connect a number of people, generate discussions and even produce more
memes. Using parody in this manner can combine various cultures, communities
or groups together. Pastiche, which is combining various elements together—a
kind of cut and paste in genre, content and style is the most significant part of
meme creation.
Memes not only combine various elements from multiple genres, but also
these juxtaposed elements make hilarious meanings in a newly arranged sequence.
Memes are created in accordance with popular Internet trends in a given
community. Memes also combine high art with the culture of the masses reducing
the gap between the elite and the masses. The site of production and distribution
of memes is the Internet which can be considered, in a way, as a body of combined
elements of popular culture. Hence most of the information transferred to the
Internet is initially translated into a common style, language or format. The
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ubiquitous nature of Internet memes and their involvement in areas ranging from
marketing and promotion to social awareness has made them the new language of
the Internet. Memes have been evolving along with the internet and have acquired
various formats—images, gifs, videos etc.
As an excellent form of distraction and entertainment, memes and videos
on certain social media apps such as Instagram and TikTok were widely circulated
to help people pass their time and cope with pandemic-induced stress and
loneliness. Video challenges such as the ‘Bored in the House’ viral audio and
‘Don’t Rush Challenge’ gained immense popularity at the beginning of the
lockdown as people were quarantined all by themselves with little to no outside
contact. The ‘Bored in the House’ trend was where people recorded mundane
activities of quarantined life synced with the viral audio of a girl repeating the
words “bored in house and I’m in the house bored.” The ‘Don’t Rush Challenge’
was a video challenge where a group of friends recorded videos of themselves
dressed plainly before getting “glammed up” and posing in front of the camera.
The sequence of each friend doing their part followed with passing something on
to the next friend, most popularly a makeup brush. This challenge was started as
an excuse to dress up, as people did not have a reason to do so while confined to
their homes. The challenge also enabled friends to unite virtually and create
memories while separated by distance. The most notable thing about these
challenges or trends is that everybody attempts to recreate them in their own way.
With the audio and basic concept remaining the same, every user adds their own
creativity and innovation to the video, making it generic yet unique at the same
time. Such an opportunity has enabled internet users from diverse nations and
ethnicities to unite on a global platform and express their individual identity while
crossing cultural differences.
The internet language of memes has always been able to adapt itself to a
prevailing event, incident, or calamity, thanks to its devoted speakers. With the
onset of the pandemic, internet users began creating and sharing memes about the
coronavirus, life in quarantine, and the environmental benefits of restricting
humans indoors. Some even went as far as bullying or mocking the Asian race for
the coronavirus and labelling it a ‘Chinese virus.’ These memes were based on the
format of literary pastiche where an image from a movie, advertisement, painting,
or anything is taken in a new context to amplify the emotional/comical impact of
the accompanying text. Circulating memes not only add to the archive of digital
literature but also help to revive the literary source that is being referred to for the
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meme template. This further enforces the intertextual nature of image/video
memes.
Social media platforms that are characteristically interactive in nature
allow feedback in the form of likes, reactions and comments on posts. When a post
is shared, it is open to discussion and criticism. The comment section under social
media posts is a dynamic space open to all users alike. These comments are not
merely written reactions to the posts, rather they are often a source of further
knowledge on the subject being talked about in the corresponding post or an
elaborate description by its writer in agreement or disagreement with the post or
even just a prompt to spark further discussion. In provisioning such a section, social
media provides all users with a chance to critically analyze any content. People can
express their views, find like-minded people, debate and expand their
understanding of a certain subject through this section. Maarit Jaakkola quoting
several scholars has mentioned that the traditional institution of criticism “allowed
only a limited group of cultural connoisseurs selected and legitimized by media
and cultural institutions to make public and informed assessments to educate
audiences, based on their alleged superiority in the refined taste” (Hohendahl 1982,
Titchener 1998, Blank 2007). Another very interesting feature of social media is
that of censorship. At the individual level, account owners hold the authority to pin
and delete certain comments that they might find offensive or not in line with their
own opinions. They can also turn off the comments section of a post they don’t
wish to be debated upon. It could also be done out of fear of posting something
provocative that might invite an unfavourable reaction. Just the way Jack from
Lord of the Flies carried out savage acts from behind the mask without
accountability, social media users can get a little too comfortable while interacting
with others online.

Conclusion:
The ability of social media to transcend spatio-temporal, economic, individual, and
imaginary limitations highlights its intensely dynamic and complex nature. As
literature is a mirror of life, there is a pressing need for academics to meticulously
flesh out the nuances of individual and community existence in digital spaces. The
end of this study marks the beginning of a literary phase where social media is not
merely used for recreation but read for its aesthetic and social functions.
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Pan(dem)ic in Delhi
Radha Chakravarty
You might call it
A kind of capital punishment –
In our separate, solitary zones
Marked red, orange, green
(Not traffic lights, but colour
Codes for counting our dead),
Alone, together, we struggle –
To contain our fear, retain
Our sanity, sanitize
Our souls, wash our hands, wash
Our hands, wash off the smell
Of our guilt, as an accusing sky –
Now a clear-eyed, smog-less blue –
Looks down, at Delhi in lockdown.
We wash our hands and wait, wondering
When, where, the axe might fall.
Behind our masks, we nurse our loneliness.
Behind barred doors of temple, mosque and church,
Our gods too are lonely, attended only
By ghosts of the lately dead. By the river,
Nigambodh goes up in flames. Crematorium –
Electric ash explodes. Abandoned bodies
Burn, unmourned. The soil turns, raw
With grief of quick-dug graves.
In the pan(dem)ic, we learn new wisdom:
No curfew can stop death.
Forsaken monuments mourn – Red Fort,
Qutb Minar, Jama Masjid, Nizamuddin.
On empty roads, peacocks preen.
Like the sound of distant thunder,
A million marching feet resound
On the highway. The air grows dense
With migrant rage. Unhomed hordes
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Abandon our cruel city in search of home,
Holding hope in work-weary hands.
Bleeding footprints traverse our TV screens.
From a safe social distance
We watch them leave, and learn,
In the pan(dem)ic, new wisdom:
You cannot mask our indifference,
Quarantine the despair of the damned,
Sanitize the bitterness of the betrayed,
Lock down hunger, their longing to belong.
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Message in a Bottle
[Lockdown 2020]
Radha Chakravarty

Shipwrecked on separate islands
Marooned in locked up lonely homes
We wash our hands, afraid to breathe,
And wonder if, wonder when,
The world we know might end.
From behind our masks,
Beyond the surging waves of death,
The horizon of hope looks distant.
We teeter on treacherous shores
Of not
knowing.
Hours, days, weeks. Many sunsets pass.
Another night. No rescue in sight.
Stars rise—cold statistics,
Constellation of numbers, climbing graph
Of losses, charted on a television sky.
Fear spreads. A growing dread
Goes viral, in the wind.
Every breath now a prayer
Every dream an apocalypse
Every poem a cry for salvation—
Message in a bottle, adrift
On a deadly, uncharted sea.
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Another Exodus, 2020
Radha Chakravarty

No seas part for their crossing. No promised land
Awaits them on that other shore.
Displaced, their years of toil disowned
By our callous city, migrant masses leave
This place of unbelonging.
No grieving friends, no fond farewells,
As they commence the longest journey.
Fear in a knapsack on the back,
Dream of home a bundle on the head,
They trudge their weary way, together,
On a journey to nowhere.
No signposts here. The sky their guide,
And thirst for home, their friend.
No mask conceals their hunger.
They do not wash their hands,
Calloused from days of work:
On the road to nowhere, there is
No water. The highway to oblivion
Is not sanitized. Sadness seeps
Like blood from soles of broken feet,
Leaving tell-tale narratives on the soil.
But their flagging footsteps track
Their still unbroken faith in finding home,
As they march, on the highway of their dreams,
Their longest journey.
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Ode to Lost Freedom
Oroosa Anwar

If I were to turn the least of our troubles
Into descriptive lines of nostalgic poetry,
I would choose to whine, complain—
To throw a fit.
And I would revel in the greys of what could be
And what is not.
It would reap me no benefit,
But certainly add to my collection
Of what the world looked like
At a certain point in life.
And maybe, just maybe—
Somebody would find comfort in it:
Speak not to me of riveting possibilities,
Brandish it not in my face so tauntingly—
For I am covetous
Of wonders, and those who can make them.
Mention not to me marketplaces, gatherings, and tea stalls,
For I am famished—
To feed my eyes and fingertips with splendid sensations.
Don’t go about describing a tea stall,
And how the chaiwala pours tea from his black saucepan
Into small clear glasses in swift motions—
For the fall of the first drop of chai
From the pan to the bottom of the glass may seem momentary,
But feels like an eternity
To someone like me who can’t afford it.
No, I have riches lining up to the ceiling of my room—
I make a bed out of it.
But I cannot afford to spend it—
For my sky has been carved
Out of silhouettes of buildings, trees, and high walls
That cast shadows on the ground in the shape of monsters
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Hiding under my bed of riches.
I cannot watch the sunrise or sunset
For my horizon is blocked by boundaries I can’t conquer,
And stories of ruins befalling civilisations:
Bunkered—one upon the other,
Guarding me against myself
As I pass away days
Morbidly crossing out tally marks on that very wall—frustrated.
So speak not to me of freedom,
For those walls are too opaque for even my vision to pierce through;
Let me just lay here on my bed of riches—coveting,
All the wonders I couldn’t make and sunsets I couldn’t witness.
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This Too Shall Pass
Tuba Khan

More than a year
Of chanting a prayer
Like Dadiamma on her rosary,
“This too shall pass.”
Perhaps it will
Pass like a sandstorm,
Accumulating on your windowsill
Heaps of sand.
Perhaps it will pass
like that bitter tablet
which melts in your mouth
before you can swallow it.
Perhaps it will pass
like an eerie shiver down your spine
That visits you unannounced
for reasons unknown.
This too shall pass!
Perhaps like that shaded patch of road
Encountered on your way
Back from school
On a sunny day.
Perhaps like that breeze
Faintly filtering
Through a damp cloth
Before you hang it for drying.
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Perhaps it will pass quickly
like a meme,
On your news feed
Leaving laughter; its successor.
This too shall pass...
And perhaps it will be remembered;
In scars,
in slight smiles,
on a lazy Sunday with an old friend,
in memories scribbled
at the back of notebooks,
in journals,
public and personal,
Or maybe, in hastily written verses.
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How Many Miles To Lakhimpur?
Manju Jaidka

“Come, we need to move on,” Shankar nudged Parvati who had fallen into a dull
stupor leaning against the trunk of a kikar tree that provided little or no shade.
“Hm…m…m…,” she murmured, her eyes still shut. With one end of her sari pallu
she wiped the sweat of her brow and shifted slightly, one hand encircling her
swollen belly. Three-year-old Lakshmi lay fast asleep, her head on her mother’s
knee, her mouth wide open.
Stonily, Shankar looked on, his face blank like a wiped-out slate. There she was,
in the sixth month of her pregnancy, pale and listless, unmoving but for the
rhythmic rise and fall of her abdomen. At her feet lay the bundle she had carried
on her head all the way from Jalna. She had wanted to help him carry their tin trunk
but Shankar had not allowed it.
“Take the potli of clothes, Parvati,” he had told her gently. “You have enough load
to carry.”
So, with the bundle on her head, holding little Lakshmi by the hand, Parvati had
walked by his side, often asking for a sip of water or for a moment’s rest whenever
she got out of breath.
Shankar carried the tin trunk that held all their worldly possessions, a sling-bag
across his shoulders that was full of rotis, achaar and water for the long trek, and
a gamchha around his neck. This gamchha was often rolled into a turban for his
head whenever felt like hoisting the tine trunk to his head. When his neck ached
with the load, he would bring it down and carry it like a bucket of water again.
Like a bucket of water? He smiled wryly. Water. If only the rusted tin trunk would
turn into a bucket of water. Or a lake. Or a pond nearby where he could take a dip.
A nice, long, cool dip that would ease out all the fatigue and pain from his body.
Like the pond in the middle of his village where he often bathed Sanwari, his
favorite buffalo.
He now sat musing on the trunk which he had carried all day. All day and the day
before. And before. This was the fourth day and they were nowhere close to
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Lakhimpur. Not even halfway, in fact. Removing the gamchha that hung around
his neck, he wiped his face with it and squinted up at the clear blue sky above and
the inexorable, relentless sun that continued to rain down its ire, scorching the
earth, shriveling up its greenery, sapping all energy out of its inhabitants.
The trunk on which he sat was hot, too, but there was no other option. No sign of
a rock or boulder that he could use as a stool. So, Shankar bravely bore the touch
of hot tin on his bottom and sat hunched, looking at his sleeping wife with glassy
eyes. From time to time he turned to look at the snaking rail tracks that gleamed
menacingly in the afternoon heat as they stretched on to nowhere. Then he would
turn and look at the others who lay broken and dissipated, huddling under the shade
of a tree or a bush.
They were not alone. Not far from them lay the family of Vishnu who also hailed
from his village. Vishnu, with his brother, his wife, and their three children, a
sister-in-law and a cousin. They were scattered under another kikar tree, dead to
the world. On the other side of the railway track were the residents of the
neighboring village. About fifty of them, men, women, and children, all clutching
desperately to meagre patches of shade in an almost barren landscape.
Bodies strewn about in a battle-field. Like unclaimed bodies in Kurukshetra, in the
TV serial Mahabharata that they had watched just a week earlier at the dhaba near
their colony. Pandavs and Kauravs engaged in a fight unto death. But, thought
Shankar, who are the Pandavs here? And who the Kauravs?
“Shiv! Shiv! Shiv!” he muttered under his breath and touch his ears devoutly.
Up against an unknown enemy, unseen, omnipresent, what were the chances of
winning this particular battle?
Two months ago, it was a different world altogether. It had the semblance of
normalcy. He had a fixed routine. He would wake up in the early hours of the
morning, step out of his makeshift shack and pick his way across heaps of garbage
and rubble to Vishnu’s hut. Invariably Vishnu would be waiting outside, puffing
on a beedi, or splashing his face with water from an old drum. They would both
fill up a plastic bottle each and head for the fields nearby to answer nature’s call.
En route, they would stop under a neem tree, break off a twig each, and chew upon
it. The bitter taste of the twig would drive out the stale taste of last night’s dal-rotionion and the country liquor they occasionally bought from the nearby theka.
The chewed neem twig having softened into a smooth brush, they would rub it
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vigorously over their teeth and gums, intermittently talking about random matters
like the weather, the daily wages the Contractor-Babu gave them, and the need to
take some time off to visit the nearest post-office to send home some money for
ageing parents.
On one of these early morning trips Vishnu had told him about the dangers of
‘Karona’.
“Karona?”
“Yes. A abhayankar beemari that has come in from Cheen,” Vishnu had told him.
“Everyone seems to be falling sick.”
“Really?” Shankar wanted to know more.
“It has come from foreign,” Vishnu told him. “Yesterday my chacha’s son returned
from Mumbai. His factory has closed. He has lost his job because of Karona.”
Shankar had not paid much attention then. But during the day there were others
talking about it. The Contractor-Babu had called them during lunch-time and
briefed them about the disease that could strike them anytime. Anywhere.
“So much so,” the Babu had said, “we may have to stop the construction. They say
we may have to stay within our homes.”
That was strange to Shankar. Whoever stopped working because a disease had
broken out?
“It’s not an ordinary sickness,” they were informed, “but a mahamari that can
spread like wildfire. We all have to be careful.”
Three days later the lockdown was declared. All work was halted. The world itself
seemed to stop moving. Trains and buses stopped running. The roads were emptied
of all their traffic. The bustle and clatter of the city died out. An eery stillness
inched its way into the scene. It was a stillness in which the chirping of the birds
and the whistling of the winds could be heard again. The pall of dust and haze that
usually hung in the air disappeared. The sky was seen again. The blue sky in which
they could once more see stars twinkling at night.
But for construction workers, this was little consolation. The little money they had
soon vanished. The tin pans in their makeshift kitchens were soon empty. There
was no work, no food, not even the chance of work being resumed in the near
157 | Manju Jaidka: How Many Miles to Lakhimpur?

future, or food being made available despite the state’s tall assurances.
So, one day, all the fifty mazdoors decided that enough was enough. Instead of
dying of starvation in an alien state, it was better to go home and starve.
“But how will we go?” they wondered. “Buses and trains are not running.”
They thought of pooling money to hire a truck. But that too was not possible. All
interstate borders were sealed.
Nothing, just nothing could be done. Death by starvation stared them in the face.
Finally, one day Vishnu made up his mind: “Bhai, I have just two hundred rupees
left now. I cannot let my family starve. Tomorrow morning we are setting out on
foot. It may take us a week or ten days, or more, but we are going back home.”
“On foot?” Shankar was aghast. “But it is thousands of miles away. And all roads
are closed.”
“True. I thought about it. We will follow the railway line. There are no trains
running and there will be no checks along the rail track. We will take enough rotis,
some onions, water bottles, and a few belongings. God willing, we shall return one
day. But for now, we must go.”
He had clearly made up his mind.
“And because no trains are running these days, we can actually walk on the track.
It will be like our own private road,” he guffawed loudly.
Shankar discussed it with Parvati that night. Parvati had cooked three rotis which
they had divided between themselves after sprinkling some salt on them. Their
daughter, Lakshmi had gone off to sleep and Parvati sat shoo-ing mosquitoes off
her face with her sari pallu.
“Let us go too,” she suggested.
“But how can you? In this condition?” Shankar protested.
“In this condition don’t I heave loads of brick and stone all day?” Parvati
countered.
Shankar fell silent, thinking.
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Two days later, much before the sky had begun to lighten the eastern sky, before
the birds began twittering in the trees, they were all trooping down, roughly in the
direction of the nearest railway track.
“I know the direction, don’t worry,” Vishnu assured them. “I’ve been on this track
a hundred times. From here the rail track goes to Aurangabad, from Aurangabad
to Bhusawal, from Bhusawal to Nasik, from Nasik to….”
Walking along slowly in small groups, they soon hit the railway track and began
their long arduous journey. Shankar carried the tin trunk on his head, Parvati the
bundle of clothes. With her free hand she held Lakshmi’s hand tightly. As for little
Lakshmi, she hung on tightly to her favorite toy, a one-eyed ragdoll that bore little
resemblance to the colorful plaything it had once been. Baby Asha, the doll could
not be left behind, so she too was part of the exodus.
They walked. And walked. They stopped to rest from time to time, filled their water
bottles, carefully unwrapped a couple of rotis and munched them in silence. Then
they got up and walked again. They passed small stations on the way. Some big
ones, too. All of them were deserted. Lifeless. Like haunted remnants of a world
that must have existed once upon a time. Occasionally they saw a stray dog or pig
grunting and rooting along the railway tracks, looking for food or some faecal
matter to gorge on.
They kept walking. Under the inexorable evil eye of the sun, their feet stumbling
over the uneven path, they kept walking, stopping only when one of them was
about to faint. The heat, humidity and dehydration took its toll. A little girl fell sick
and her parents had to stop at a village to show her to the local vaid. Some of them
stayed back with them, the rest carried on. Shoes, which were never in a good
condition, gave way and were tied to the feet with strips of cloth torn out from
fading saris. Feet were calloused and torn; fingers developed angry bruises as they
continued to carry the weight of bags which seemed to grow heavier and heavier
with each passing moment.
When the sun went down it was easier. The heavens stopped raining fire and the
earth gradually cooled down. Sometimes a gust of wind that arose from nowhere
brought unexpected relief.
“Purbaiya,” the cry would go up. The wind from the east that they longed for.
Whether it was from the east or not was immaterial; any kind of breeze would bring
them some solace.
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Sitting on his tin trunk, Shankar wondered if he had taken the right decision. But
it was too late to turn back now.
Waking Parvati from her slumber, he said, “We must move on.”
Parvati, in turn, woke up Lakshmi who looked for her Baby Asha, clasped her to
her heart, and sat up. Shankar called out to Vishnu and his family who shouted out
to the others. Within minutes they were all ready to start walking again.
When the sun began to sink slowly they were still walking. They walked with the
sun behind them, their shadows growing longer and longer. The railway track
snaked ahead, disappearing around a rocky bend or fading into the horizon straight
ahead.
Lakshmi tugged at his dhoti. “Papa, how many miles to Dadaji’s house?”
Shankar looked down and smiled: “We’re going there, beta.”
She clasped his finger tightly, saying, “We’ll go to the mela in Lakhimpur, papa?”
“Yes, we will.”
“And you’ll get me another doll, papa? This one is going to die.” She held up Baby
Asha sadly. The ragdoll, limp and sodden with grime and sweat, certainly seemed
to give up the ghost.
“She’s going to die,” repeated the three-year-old and the words fell on Shankar like
the blow of a hammer. There was an ominous ring about them.
“Don’t worry, beta, we’ll get you another pretty doll, better than this.” Shankar
tried to shut out those innocently uttered words from his mind. What did the baby
know about death?
“New doll! Ammi, papa will get me a new doll,” she hopped back to her mother
and tugged at her sari.
“Godi,” she demanded. “My feet are tired.” She wanted to be carried.
Parvati sighed and picked her up. It wasn’t easy, balancing her weight, her rotund
belly, and Lakshmi at the same time, but she was used to it. When she could no
longer bear it, she would stop to rest and the entire procession would halt for a
while.
But today, they had lost a couple of hours in the afternoon and now she was
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determined to continue walking as long as possible. Or at least as long as she could.
A young man walking alongside began to sing softly. It was a peppy Punjabi
Bollywood song that spoke of the pleasures of getting happily drunk. The song was
picked up by the others in the group.
They continued walking. The sky had darkened and a sliver of a moon shone
weakly over the horizon. The ground still felt hot through the soles of their worn
shoes but a light wind sprang up that dried their perspiration and somewhat lifted
their spirits. The heat was no longer oppressive.
Soon, it was past midnight. They had been walking non-stop for hours.
“Halt,” cried a young man who was their self-appointed leader. “We will stop for
food now, rest awhile, and then carry on. We have to cover as much distance as we
can during the night.”
Everyone agreed. But first some rest. And some rotis.
They sat in scattered groups, the younger lot ahead. The boys probably had a bottle
or two tucked away that they would pass around and take a swig or two. The
‘family-walas’ had their separate group.
Parvati unrolled some stale rotis and passed them around. Vishnu’s wife shared
some pickle with all. They sat on the railway tracks, munching their frugal meal.
The laughter of the boys in the distance wafted across with the wind. They seemed
to be in high spirits. Alchohol-induced, probably, Shankar thought. But how did it
matter? Let them enjoy the little pleasure of life even in these trying times.
Parvati and Lakshmi had finished their food. Lakshmi lay nestled in her mother’s
lap, her head resting on the swollen belly. Parvati, too, lowered herself on the
wooden planks of the railway tracks and lay down, placing her bundle under her
head like a pillow. Vishnu and his family stretched out a little distance away.
Shankar surveyed the scene. The boys in the distance were still in high spirits but
their songs were less boisterous now. They seemed to be tired. So was he. It was
not just his feet but his whole body that hurt. He lay down beside Parvati, resting
his head on the steel track which felt hot under his cheek, so he doubled up his
gamchha and used it like a pillow. Lying on his side, with Parvati nestled against
him, Shankar reached out to stroke the sleeping Lakshmi’s hair.
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“Mmmm, papa,” she murmured in her sleep. “We’ll go to the mela.” She was
dreaming of wearing a new dress and going to the fair in Lakhimpur where her
father would get her a new doll. Baby Asha lay abandoned by her side, her single
eye looking unseeingly at the stars above.
Parvati was fast asleep too, breathing heavily. He patted her head gently. She let
out a gentle snore. Shankar caressed her face and she snuggled closer to him.
Shankar sighed. If only he could make life more comfortable for her. If only they
could get on to a train that would take them straight to Lakhimpur. A train that
would come chugging along and take them away from this mahamari-stricken
world to another world, a world wholesome and new. A world where he and Parvati
and Lakshmi would not have to trudge miles and miles and miles before the next
decent meal.
Miles and miles and miles….
The world had fallen silent. The boys in the distance too had quietened down. The
universe seemed to be asleep.
Shankar shifted his head on the warm steel tracks and closed his eyes. He was soon
dreaming of embarking on a journey. Holding Parvati and Lakshmi by the hand,
he was getting on to a train that would take them straight to Lakhimpur. He could
hear the hooter of the train as it chuffed along gaily, whisking them away. Far, far
away.
The hooter sounded louder and louder. He smiled.
Next morning the newspaper headlines screamed: “Sixteen Migrant Labourers
crushed to Death Under a Goods Train.”
Accompanying the news item was a blurred picture of mangled bodies. Strewn by
the side of the railway tracks were some uneaten rotis and a one-eyed ragdoll
staring blankly into space.
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