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Abstract. Biology tends to reveal its mysteries to humans in numerous ways. The
uncountable shades of biological problems have always been countered through
logical and rationalistic approaches. However, certain pathogenic diseases like
pandemics have always resulted in irrational responses which, most of the time,
crop up from fear. Albeit, fear is inevitable; its upsurge results in a plethora of
irrational responses like superstition, hatred, blame, stigma, to name a few. The
article contextualizes the Indian literature on pandemics from the nineteenth
century and the media coverage on the current Corona crisis to examine the
irrationality towards pandemics. It explores whether or not there is a change in
the behaviour of people from medieval to modern India. It also reflects upon
questions like why is irrationality aggravated during a pandemic. The study
concludes with how the reaction of nineteenth-century India is incidentally similar
to the response that has been recorded during the Covid 19 pandemic, despite the
technological advancement and modernization.
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INTRODUCTION

Epidemics and pandemics have always been a determining part of
human history and have been instrumental in shaping the political
and socio-economic aspects of human civilization. The massive
effect on human society has occurred due to their lasting effects for
centuries, and on being responsible for millions of deaths, the
ongoing coronavirus' is not an exception.
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The number of people infected and the loss of lives that have
happened by Covid-19 so far has brought people face to face with
the horrors of death. When a pandemic sweeps through the
population, it generates a multitude of reactions both at the
individual and collective levels. Every society suffering from a
disease, diverted and frustrated by its effects, has tried to develop a
variety of ideas and beliefs to deal with it. Epidemics are
humanitarian crises and, hence, the subject of the humanities, as
much as they are the subjects of social sciences, biological and
medical experts. Therefore, the role that literature plays in
understanding the social aspects of this global catastrophe becomes
important. It indeed is a fact that together with novelists, some of
the most influential global personalities like Judith Butler, Noam
Chomsky and Slavoj Zizek have been opining on COVID-related
matters. Hence, in conjunction with the biomedical paradigm,
Humanities has an active role in 'reading' diseases and analyzing
their effects on those affected. (Nayar: 2020)

Researchers' who have studied the history of pandemics
propounded that their intensity has been rising from the last quarter
of the nineteenth century. Whatever happens in a society is reflected
inevitably in literature. Hence, plagues find mention in the oldest
works of literature. The most famous works of European literature
are Daniel Defoe's Journal of the Plague Year, Mary Shelley's The Last
Man, Albert Camu’s The Plague, and many others’.

Similarly, in the Indian sub-continental literature, epidemics are
dealt with prominence in the works of writers like Rabindranath
Tagore, Premchand, Fakir Mohan Senapati, Suryakant Tripathi
'Nirala', and many others. By offering a glimpse into the lives of
ordinary people during epidemics, and divulging the details of the
socio-cultural context of these cataclysmic events, these writers have
taken into consideration the response and plight of the masses. The
literary or historical accounts of these writers also reveal the
narratives of fear and erratic behaviour that remain entrenched
within the global psyche as repercussions of an epidemic or
pandemic. Thus, it reveals the inevident nature of literature that
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attempts to preserve social happenings and allows the reader to
revisit and reimagine the past.

This article contextualizes the Indian literature from the
nineteenth century to the twenty-first century to look at how society
has reacted to epidemics. Since it always takes time to develop a
literary work, the paper thus explores the behaviour of Indian
citizens during the coronavirus pandemic that has been primarily
reflected through the different forms of mass media. The paper
sheds light on the divergences or convergences that have arisen in
the societal reactions across centuries in Indian society. It will look
into the transition from medieval to modern India through the
available literature on epidemics. Paradoxical though it may appear
in the age of technology and innovations, it is nevertheless a fact
that unorthodox notions and superstitious beliefs are still prevalent
in India despite the current literacy rate being 74.04% (Profile -
Literacy - Know India: National Portal of India, 2020). The paper
thus explores how society has remained unchanged, regardless of
immense technological, scientific and educational advancement.

LITERATURE, MEDIA AND PANDEMICS

India, being a developing country, has encountered a variety of
epidemics and pandemics across centuries. The table below (see
Table 1) renders the data of several episodes of pandemics and
epidemics that have been experienced by the Indian population
from the nineteenth century till date:

Table 1: Pandemics and Epidemics in India from the nineteenth century to the
twenty-first century.

Year Disease

1817 Ist Cholera Pandemic
1829 IInd Cholera Pandemic
1852 IIIrd Cholera Pandemic
1863 IVth Cholera Pandemic
1881 Vth Cholera Pandemic
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1896 Bombay Plague Epidemic

1899 VIth Cholera Pandemic

1918 Influenza Pandemic

1970-1990 Polio Epidemic

1974 Small Pox Epidemic

1994 Surat Plague Epidemic

2002 Plague of Northern India

2003 Dengue Epidemic/ SARS Epidemic

2005 Meningococcal Meningitis Epidemic

2006 Chikungunya Outbreak/ Dengue Outbreak

2009 Gujarat Jaundice epidemic/ HIN1 Flu
Pandemic

2014 Odisha Jaundice Epidemic

2015 Indian Swine Flu Outbreak

2018 Nipah Outbreak

2019 COVID-19

Source: Compiled from different historical accounts?.

The practice of reading literature as history finds its origin in the
New Historicist approach to literary studies, propounded by
American critic Stephan Greenblatt. New historicism is a method
based on the parallel readings of a literary and non-literary text,
giving them equal importance. The parameter of treating all types of
text as equals is suggested by Louis Montrose, an American critic,
who claims that New Historicism deals with 'the textuality of history
and the historicity of the text'. It should be noted that ‘historicity of
texts’ means the ‘cultural specificity and social embedment of all
modes of writing’, the rootedness of a text in the social-historical,
political and cultural ambience of its production. Whereas ‘textuality
of history’ refers to the fictionality and constructed-ness of history
(Montrose 1989: 15-23). New Historicism is parallel to Derrida's
notion that reality is textualized and Foucault's idea of social
structures as determined by dominant discursive practices. Thus,
New Historicists aim simultaneously to understand the work
through its historical context and to understand cultural and
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intellectual history through literature. (Mambrol 2016)

A text can be understood as created under the influence of the
historical background and the writer's own life experience, and that
it, in turn, exerts an influence on readers in the then historical
context. Alternatively, in Montrose's words, ‘the writing and reading
of texts are being reconstructed as historically determined and
determining modes of cultural work’. (Montrose,1989). Therefore,
in the production of literary works mentioned in the paper, the
particular writers must have been affected by the socio-economic
and political factors. Moreover, the works of literature also have an
impact on the society that consumes them.

Pramod K. Nayar, who teaches at the University of Hyderabad,
argues that to scrutinize a society grappling with a pandemic, the
constituent elements of the humanities help. The fact that literary
text and the arts have represented the suffering of populations since
ancient times is to be considered foremost. Recent heightened
interest in the pandemic genre and the eco-disaster fictions provides
testimony to this. Nayar describes that literary and cultural
representations, from fiction to film, from paintings to memes
address questions like "Whose suffering is given priority? How are
the deaths of different people from different social, ethnic, and
racial backgrounds portrayed? Whose deaths are 'gtievable' (to
borrow Judith Butlet's framing question in Frames of War 2009)?"
And many more. (Nayar 2020)

Alongside the suffering, a sense of fear has always surfaced in the
pages of literature manifesting the repercussions of pandemics. The
uncontrollable rise in the rate of mortality or the inevitable
morbidity in epidemics throughout history has always incited a fear
of infection amongst the population. Scholars such as G. Papas et
al. reflect on it and claim that such outbreaks have ingrained an
involuntary impulse of 'germ-panic'. (Papas et al. 2009: 743)

Our atticle further states that there are three reasons* why germ-
panic has such a stronghold on the human psyche. This anxiety
extends (in the case of patients and exposed persons) beyond the
physical consequences of infection, to social consequences such as
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stigmatization. Since the agent is unknown, a lack of preparedness
on the part of medical authorities and misleading information
reproduced by the media may further aggravate these pathological
psychological responses. The article cites the example of the SARS
epidemic to show how both these factors have been recognized
during such times. Media miscommunications and inconsistent
health policies have also been highlighted as factors amplifying
stigmatization (Pappas et al 2009: 744) The fact that media prefers
to constantly discuss an issue, even though for awareness, also
enhances the sense of fear. There is constant exposure to images of
people rushing to buy flu vaccines and discussions on the utility and
potential shortage of antiviral agents. Apart from this, journalists
start reporting the death toll of the previous pandemics, the
hundreds of millions of human victims expected worldwide and the
anticipated expense needed to enhance preparedness. Society feels
overwhelmed by the amount of information that it receives, to the
point that the same information becomes instrumental in deciding
their behaviour towards the reception of the disease. Pappas et al.,
cite the example of the history of AIDS, another infectious disease,
to highlight the fact that such discrimination continues to exist, and
targeted populations are marginalized through germ-panic (ibid).

Since responses to any pandemic vary considerably by context,
Indian society too has displayed an array of reactions that can be
studied under various themes. Over millennia, there has been a
consistent pattern to the behaviour of humans in the Indian context
during epidemics. The picture we glean from numerous accounts
tells us that, during plague or pandemics, in particular the hoarding,
the panicking, the fear and the blaming has always been there.
Nevertheless, the good news with plague is that they end and leave
for reading literature that captures the essence of life.

BLAME, STIGMA AND HATRED: THE INDIAN EXPERIENCE

During an outbreak, the negative association between a person or a
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group of people who share the disease is a common practice. People
are stereotyped, discriminated against, labelled and treated
separately on account of having a link with the disease. Such
treatment also negatively affects those who do not have the disease
but share other characteristics with the group. Throughout history,
people have found solace in putting the blame of a disease on an
individual or a community. Sometimes, this extends even to
countries and the entire nation has to bear the brunt of a natural and
unavoidable occurrence.

Fakir Mohan Senapati (1843-1918), a pioneer of modern Odia
prose and the father of Indian short stories, wrote Rebati (1898) - his
first short story delineating the stigma that revolves around a
pandemic. Rebati, the protagonist cherishes a dream of education,
which gets materialized with the help of her father, Shayambandu
and the school teacher Basu Dev, though against the wish of her
orthodox grandma. After a few years, a tragedy strikes the village
and locals are devastated by cholera. Shayambandhu becomes the
first man who dies of it. The news spreads like a wildfire, and the
immediate responses of people ranged from skunking inside to
latching off their doors and windows to keep themselves safe from
the cruel hands of cholera. Rebati runs here and there, knocking at
every door, crying for help, but nobody comes forward except Basu.
Tognotti® remarks, “when the plague spreads, no medicine could
help, and no one could stop it from striking; the only way to escape
was to avoid contact with infected persons and contaminated
objects” (E. Tognotti 2013). However, researchers find it
unsympathetic and selfish to some extent. Instead of being
sympathetic, neighbours, and people of the community, rejected the
family and secluded them.

Master Bhagwan Das, a renowned Hindi writer, in his story Plague
Ki Chudail’, delves into the fear psychosis that traps the people of
Allahabad during the epidemic in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century. It is believed that the bubonic plague came to
India through the colonial trading route in 1896. The plague killed
around one million people in India, and hundreds of thousands of
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people were forced to abandon their homes, seeking safe shelter.
(Statista 2020).

The title is self-explanatory. Plague Ki Chudail touches upon the
stigmatization that an epidemic brings along. In the story, a woman
gets infected with the virus and the doctor, in fear of infection,
hastily declares her dead. No relatives, but servants are paid to
dispose of the body and take her to the final journey. Yet, they are
not ready to perform her last rites as per the religious customs. One
of them says, “Patients of plague, cholera smallpox, when dead,
should be thrown without performing any ritual” (Hindi Samay).
She regains consciousness after a few hours. When she comes back,
people believe she is a witch. Not because she was declared dead
some hours back, but for the reason that the disease had affected
her facial features and she looked “scary” to them. This reflects the
stigma that is attached to the dead bodies of infected patients. This
stigmatization continues even today. During the spread of
Coronavirus, there have been several incidences of families not
willing to accept the bodies of Coronavirus victims. Primarily, there
is a fear of contamination due to which there has been news about
cemeteries denying burials and people attacking vehicles carrying
dead bodies.

The intensity of stigmatization is high to the level that, according
to a report published by The Tribune, a 25-year-old man was thrashed
and left unconscious with severe injuries on the suspicions of being
a “COVID-19 carrier” in Aligarh, Uttar Pradesh (Trbune 2020).
Anita Rampal, a professor at Delhi University, has a few
observations to share on the same topic and writes, “Attacks on
doctors and health-care workers asked to vacate rented homes, and
communally charged media reports invoking terms such as the
‘superspreaders’ of the Nizamuddin ‘hotspot’, have only heightened
hate and suspicion” (The Wire 2020).

According to a report published by BBC News, after several
members of an Islamic group called the Tuablighi Jamaat from
Nizamuddin', tested positive, false claims about Muslims deliberately
spreading the virus became viral. BBC News took notice of these
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accusations and featured them as a story on their official website,
where they issued data that shows how misinformation targeting
Muslims spiked in the first week of April. (Menon 2020)

The same report cites the statement of Dr Zafarul Islam, the
chairman of the Minority Commission of Delhi, who said that not
only people associated with the Tablighi Jamaat were targeted; there
were attacks on Muslims in all parts of India. In several parts of the
country, there were calls for an economic boycott of Muslim
businesses.

Anita Rampal also questions the functioning of the Aarogya Setu
application that is being propagated by the Indian government and
made mandatory by some employers and institutions. The mobile
application which geo-traces people's location and informs them
how distant they are from an infected person, not only raises
questions of compromising one's own privacy and that of an
infected person, but also of possibly creating panic, with the stigma
of coming close to someone being perceived as “untouchable” (The
Wire 2020).

Launched as a means to create awareness, the tracking feature of
the Aarogya Setu app renders a sense of fear and there is an urge to
stay away from the infected person, even in times of need. This
stigmatization continues even after the infected person has
recovered. When the government publicizes an app like this, it
should also make sure that the emotions of brotherhood prevail in
a crisis in order to fight it at a national level.

Fenglong Wang ¢ al, in their paper “Territorial traps in
controlling the COVID-19 pandemic” discuss how the fear and
mistrust that has been triggered by COVID-19 may resonate and
even augment territorial thinking in both nationalist stereotyping
and geopolitical strategies. They also point out how some racist
government agents have labelled this virus as the "Wuhan Virus' (
Wang ez a/ 2020). This racial stigmatization has operated at various
levels in the context of India. Since Wuhan is the epicentre of the
outbreak of the novel virus, China has been blamed as the carrier of
it. Most of the Indians who have been evacuated from China,
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infected or uninfected, have faced an unwelcoming attitude in their
county. Indian advertisements that should have ideally taken the
responsibility of educating the masses, on the contrary, mislead the
audience. AMUL, an Indian dairy cooperative society, released a
new topical advertisement (India Today 2020) on the coronavirus
outbreak that features Indians being evacuated from China through
two Air-India flights. "Wuban Se Yahaan 1e Aaye" (those who landed
in the flight brought the virus from Wuhan).

Itis alleged that this fuels one of the many COVID-19 myths that SARS-CoV-
2 either escaped from the Wuhan Institute of Virology in China or was a
bioweapon created deliberately in the country (Fleeming 2020). However,
Chinese diplomats and some scientific studies refute all these claims. (Dutta

2020)

This advertisement by AMUL can be held responsible for instigating
hatred and blame for people coming from or belonging to China.
Apart from people, Chinese restaurants too, have to bear the brunt
of serving food that is based on Chinese cooking, despite having no
contact with China per se. The problem remains throughout history
that in such situations, people conveniently find an entity to blame
on. Despite the repeated requests of the government® regarding
abstaining from such activities, people still indulge in these and
propagate stigmatization at various levels (Dua 2020). Sandip Roy,
a journalist and radio host, elaborates how the virus has brought to
the attention of people a civilization gap. He argues:

A local radio station actually had a jingle telling people it was fine
to eat chicken. And a walking tour in Kolkata that gives people a
taste of the city's old Chinatown has been working hard to tell its
nervous clientele that it is perfectly safe to have fried rice and chilli
chicken. (Roy 2020)

This verifies the observations that Indians have a lack of sense
when following the norms of social distancing. It is more of a thing
of convenience than of care. Considering India's history of class and
caste discrimination, this case of untouchability, blame, stigma and
eventual hatred are very convincing. Even though the Preamble to
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the Constitution of India is held high with “Fraternity” as an
important part of it, Indians still miss out on this integral value
during pandemics. Unfortunately, the people of India focus more
on the disease than the needs of the diseased.

MISINFORMATION AND FAKE NEWS

On Feb 15, 2020, the Director-General of the World Health
Organization, while addressing the Munich Security Conference,
asserted that "we’re not just fighting an epidemic; we are fighting an
‘infodemic™ (The Wire 2020). The same observations are found in
the factsheet released by the Pan American Health Organization and
WHO, which reveals how the COVID-19 outbreak has been
accompanied by a massive infodemic: an overabundance of
information — some accurate and some not — that makes it hard for
people to find trustworthy sources and reliable guidance when they
need it. This oversupply of hoaxes can be regarded as a culprit
against the misinformation and confusion related to the nature of
this disease.

WHO issued a few guidelines regarding the importance of health
hygiene to prevent the spread of the COVID-19 virus and
recommended washing and scrubbing hands for around twenty
seconds with soap or sanitiser (Kripto 2020). Following these
guidelines, even though partially, various governments around the
world, including the Indian one, have promoted the use of ethyl
alcohol or isopropyl alcohol-based hand sanitisers for hand hygiene.
This has resulted in high public demand for these products. As a
result, there is also a race to manufacture and market alcohol-based
hand sanitisers (gel) and hand rubs (liquid) (together referred to as
“ABHRs”) (Shula and Upadhyay 2020). Hand sanitiser is a
convenient  method  of  cleaning. = However, = WHO
recommended using hand sanitisers only as an alternative when one
does not have access to soap and water. Additionally, according to
the Centre for Disease Control and Prevention, a hand sanitiser may
not be as effective as washing hands. Nevertheless, this has boosted
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the marketing campaign of sanitisers and people have fallen prey to
this pseudo marketing, with a sudden demand by consumers being
noticed lately. This has also led to the most outlandish acts of social
service, when people started distributing sanitisers in the name of
giving back to society, in times of need.

According to Statista (a German online portal for statistics), a
survey about the impact of the COVID-19 on Indians in March
2020 reveals how panic-buying commenced among consumers days
before the lockdown was announced, much like in other counttries.
Half of the respondents were not able to buy hand sanitisers at all
due to their unavailability. Hand sanitisers from unknown brands
were purchased by about 26 per cent because reputed brands were
sold out during the survey period.

It should be noted that a fake or misleading news piece that has
been circulated in the virtual world can have a real impact on many
people. If the recent studies are analyzed, it could be inferred that
this game of misinformation, emerging from unreliable sources, has
been a peculiar problem in India during the Coronavirus pandemic.
Prevalent marketing practice in Indian society has been to reap
benefits and capitalize from tragic situations. It has been observed
that brands generally capitalize on this opportunity to build the trust
of the consumer in their product. According to a report published
amidst the COVID-19 outbreak, the number of brand advertisings
on TV has increased by 10 per cent in week 17 of the current
calendar (Apr 25 to May 1), as compared to week 16 (Apr 18 to 24).
Week 17 had 2138 brands advertising on TV, as compared to 1948
brands in week 16 (Malvani 2020). The way a brand responds in
times of a crisis influences the masses and affects the psychology of
all those who are grappling with it. In an attempt to promote their
brands, advertising companies tend to extend dubious claims
without any sufficient evidence in support of them. False
advertisings claiming their medicines have the potential to cure
Coronavirus were being promoted without any scientific evidence
or carrying out proper research and development procedure. Rupin
Chopra, in his article India: Rise in False and Misleading Adyertisements
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amidst Coronavirus Outbreak, cites companies that have been found
following such practices. He argues that the economic sector of
society can be held responsible for creating exponential fear
amongst the general public. Several of the products that claimed to
have the potential of curing Coronavirus have been recently delisted
by Amazon. Likewise, Facebook too has banned all misleading
advertisements for products claiming to cure it". (Chopra 2020)
Similarly, Arihant Mattress tried to selling “anti-Coronavirus”
mattresses, while Baba Ramdev (MD of Patanjali) is marketing his
Giloy (Tinosporacordifolia juice) tablets as being an effective cure
against the virus. These alternative cures are not only legally but
ethically wrong as well. They also pose health risks to consumers.
A report was published by Boom (an IFCN Certificate Fact
Checker), titled Fake News in the Times of Coronavirus: A Boom Study. It
shows 178 fact checks on Covid-19-related misreports from January
to May 2020. The study was conducted through data and evidence
of viral information, dealing with topics like prediction theory,
bioweapon, economy, health, politics, Italy, China, cure, prevention,
treatment, lockdown and communalism that were trending between
January to April. While most of the misleading claims were
circulated with videos (35%), there were also a significant number
of text messages with fake cures being shared (29.4%), treatments
or quotes from celebrities, along with images (29.4%) that were
either misrepresented or doctored. There were a small number of
audio clips (2.2%) going viral with false context (Chodari 2020).
Similarly, scholars from the University of Michigan researched
misinformation in India. Their study, which was released on Apr 18,
2020, used 243 unique instances of misinformation from an archive
maintained by Tattle Civic Technology. The archive represents all
the stories that have been debunked by six fact-checkers: AltNews,
BOOM live, Factly, India Today Fact Check, Quint Webqoof, and
News Mobile Fact Checker, certified by the International Fact-
Checkers Network (IFCN) between Jan 23 and Apr 12, 2020. The
misinformation that was circulating on various social media apps, as
found by the study, were classified into seven categories, of which,
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culture, government and doctored statistics. About 62 fake stories
were related to culture, defined as messages targeting a particular
socio-religious, ethnic group, followed by 54 instances of fake news
around government announcements and advisories. See Table 2.

Table 2. Types of Misinformation in India

Category Instances | Definition

Culture 62 Messages with cultural references such
as to a religious/ ethnic/social group or
a popular culture reference

Cure, Prevention & | 37 Messages suggesting remedies

Treatment (alternative or mainstream), preventive
measures, and vaccines-related
misinformation

Nature & the 16 Messages that have references to

Environment animals and the environment.

Casualty 36 Messages relating to deaths, illness of

people in the pandemic, including
graphic images of suffering (not
including doctored statistics)

Business and 15 Messages relating to scams, panic-

economy buying and target businesses with fake
positive cases.

Government 54 Messages have government

announcements and advisories or refer
to police, judiciary, political parties.
Doctored statistics 23 Messages that have exaggerated
numbers of positive cases or death

counts and fake advisoties.

Source: Study on Misinformation (released on Apr 18, 2020), University of
Michigan.

A similar report was published by BBC News in July 2020. As the
report suggested, false claims were spreading in India through
WhatsApp messages and social media posts that claimed eating
vegetarian food and eliminating meat from the diet could prevent
getting Coronavirus. As a consequence, people stopped eating meat.
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There were reports that some of the meat traders were giving away
chicken for free because they did not know what to do with the
stock. These false claims had an impact on the meat market,
contributing to losses of up to 130 billion rupees in the poultry
industry (Menon 2020).

Social media is full of false cures, with unverified videos of
doctors doing the rounds. Anita Rampal explains, in The Wire, how
these false claims and misinformation have also been propagated by
influential people who have the potential to impact society. She
writes, “no less than the former president of the Indian Medical
Association endorsed the mass lighting of candles and flashlights at
9 pm for 9 minutes on Apr 5, with an inventive concoction of
scientific jargon and yogic principles (Rampal 2020).

RELIGIOUS BELIEFS AND SUPERSTITIONS

Harishankar Parsai (Indian satirist), in one of his essays titled Gardish
Ke Din'" (1971), recalls terrible times from his childhood during a
plague epidemic in the 1930s, when he lost his mother. Parsai
describes how, in the toughest of times, religious scriptures were
enough to provide their family with the kind of relief that is expected
from medicine. He writes:

The plague raged in our small rural town, and most people had abandoned
their homes and led them to live in huts in the jungle. Our family had not. Ma
was terribly sick. We could not take her to the jungle. In our desolate
neighbourhood, enveloped in silence, only our house showed any trace of life.
The nights were dark, and their only light was a tiny candle in our home. And
I was scated of candles. Even the town's stray dogs had disappeared. In the
overwhelming stillness of those nights, even our own voices frightened us.
But every evening we would sit near our dying mother and sing the aarti —
'Om jai jagdish hare. Bhaktjano ke sankat pal me door kare'

There have been multiple reports of superstitious activities post the
sudden rise of COVID-19 cases in India. People of Kapranda
district, Bihar, performed p#ja (prayer) at home to keep the deadly
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Coronavirus at bay. The village women collected the trash from
their homes in earthen pots after the p#a and disposed of it outside
their village. The villagers believed that, by doing so, they would be
able to restrict the entry of the deadly virus into their place (Pureeu
2020). In some other districts, people believed rumours that hair
strands are coming out of the 'Bal-kand' chapter of Ram Charitra
Manas. It was circulated that the hair strand should be boiled in
water, and this water should be consumed to cure Coronavirus.
Surprisingly, several people claim to have found hair strands in the
'‘Bal-kand' chapter of Ram Charitra Manas (New India Express
2020). As if this was not science-sceptical enough, India's ruling
political party, Bharatiya Janata Party, has been displaying irrational
behaviours as a defence strategy for Coronavirus. According to a
report published in Sewlin (an online Indian News portal),
members from Bharatiya Janata Party gathered in crowds to drink
and promote cow-urine as a vaccine to Covid-19 (Gupta 2020). This
claim was soon refuted somewhere around March 2020, when
people realized that, instead of curing, this could make people sick.

Lately, there have been drills of #hali-banging and diya-lighting
(beating pans and lighting candles), as urged by the Prime Minister
to get rid of the Coronavirus, instead of providing genuine
consolations in terms of economic and health-care relief. This
reminds us of Phanishwar Nath Renu's short story Pabalwan Ki
Dholak (Wrestler’s Drum), published in 1944. The story is set in North
India, which places, side by side, the cholera outbreak and the
changing socio-political conditions in nineteenth-century India. The
protagonist, Luttan Singh Pahalwan, loses his sons as well as his life
in this epidemic. Amidst the horror of the cholera epidemic, Luttan
would beat his drum from evening till morning to wane away from
the effects of the epidemic. The villagers started considering him as
the only ray of hope in this crisis instead to rely on medicine or
vaccine. The unbroken rhythm of Singh’s drum used to convey the
message that the epidemic would not kill the spirit of the people,
but the villagers started perceiving it as the only solution to their
problem. (Aaroh 2014). These superstitious beliefs are nothing but
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an escape from the acceptance of the reality and nature of the
disease. People generally resort to such unproductive thoughts and
actions when an antidote or the promise of a vaccine in the
immediate future seems difficult.

GREED AND INHUMANITY

A moving account of the 1918 Spanish Flu, almost a hundred years
back, which claimed an estimated 12-17 million lives in India and
between 50 million and 100 million globally, is found in Ahmed Ali's
novel Twilight in Delbi, published in 2011. Ali poignantly describes
the uncountable deaths that touched almost every family in the city
and writes: “there was not a single hour of the day when a few dead
bodies were not carried outside the city to be buried” (Ali 2011: 172-
173). He also makes an extremely pitiable picture with the
description of shroud thieves stealing sheets from the graves and
how gravediggers raised their fees four-fold during the pandemic.
“They did not bother to see that the grave was propetly dug or deep
enough or not. They had so many more to dig”. Ali wrote that Delhi
became the city of the dead. Nevertheless, the people of Delhi,
manifesting their opportunistic temperament to the most, wrote
songs on leaflets and sold them for a pice (a former monetary unit of
India) each. He further writes: “How deadly this fever is / Everyone
is dying of it / The hospitals are gay and bright / But sorty is men’s
plight (Ali 2011, 171). Quite similarly, the Covid-19 pandemic has
once more proved how ruthless, oppressive and corrupt the society
could be in times of crisis. There have been reports of how some
doctors have been swindling their patients out of their money in this
distressing situation, leaving them destitute. The morality flaws of
society are also evident in the behaviour towards the underprivileged
section, like the migrant labourers who had to walk hundreds of
kilometres, with empty stomachs and bare feet, in order to reach
their homes. Not only that there were reports of how they were
overcharged for the convenience. It illustrates how a pandemic
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could make people blinded in greed and lead to their abandoning of
qualms in monetizing the hardships and struggles of fellow society
members.

CONCLUSION

The study of pandemics through literature not only reflects the
attitude of people across ages but also how they shape the human
mind and tends to modify their behaviour. Different novelists have
used plague as a topos to show its multiple dimensions. Fear has
been a common and inevitable phenomenon during the pandemics;
however, fear that is depicted in literature can be constructive if it
motivates society to adopt preventive measures. The lack of
literature on the Coronavirus and the abundance of information
through mass media like television and the internet, creates a gap
between the ideal practices and the adopted strategies. The whole
series of evidence suggest that the proclivity to blame, hate,
stigmatize, is not a pre-modern idea; rather, people still stick to the
same beliefs. In this view, irrationality towards pandemic questions
the rationality and scientific approach of educated Indians. It is
difficult to compile all sources on the epidemics and pandemics in
Indian literary history. This study was conducted, therefore, with the
belief that it may divert people’s attention towards literature to know
more about their ignorance and decipher the actual picture of
pandemics. It is also a sad reality that epidemics will continue to
strike in societies in the days to come. One has no control over their
advent but adopting a rational and humanitarian approach has to be
given immense importance. In the earlier epidemics, the climate had
been of a significant impulse to control the disease; however, there
has been no climatic effect on Covid, which makes it essential for
the people to be more vigilant as the recovery rate is directly
proportional to the efforts of the masses to control the disease.
Some Indian writers, including Gayatri Spivak, have also
emphasized how human brotherhood enables society to survive. We
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need to understand and realize the value of unity and brotherhood
in sailing through such crises.

NOTES

1.

10.

COVID-19 is an infectious disease caused by the newly discovered
Coronavirus (which originated in Wuhan, China). When an infected person
coughs or sneezes, the COVID-19 virus spreads through droplets of saliva
or discharge from the nose.

All these works reveal the bleak conditions of humanity during pandemics.
Daniel Defoe, Journal of the Plague Year, gives us an account of the Great
Plague in London (1665). It describes the devastating events of a city faced
with superstition, hysteria, unemployment, looting and fraud. Shelly
describes the future earth of the late 21st century devastated by an unknown
pandemic that sweeps across the world. Camus’ The Plague is a story of the
death rates and citizens of Algeria (Oran) due to the plague.

Historical accounts like Patrick R. Saunders Hastings and Daniel Krewski’s
reviewing the history of pandemic influenza and the “Brief History of
Pandemics” (Pandemics Throughout History) by Damir Huremovic.

First, infectious diseases are invisible. Secondly, they can easily pass from
person to person, and the third is that they are imminent.

Scholar at the Department of Biomedical Sciences, University of Sassari,
Italy.

Translated in English as “The Witch of a Plague”.

A Muslim religious mosque, headquartered in Nizaamudin area of Delhi.
The mosque is visited by thousands of people to offer prayers.

The Indian government directed all telecom companies to play a pre-
recorded caller tune when someone makes a call. The caller tune goes like,
“Coronavirus se aaj poora desh lad raha hai, yaad rahe humain beemari se
ladna hai, beemar se nahi” translated into English as “The entire country is
fighting against Coronavirus, but remember we have to fight the disease, not
the patient”.

Infodemic refers to a sudden flow of information associated with a specific
topic that grows exponentially in a short period, generally owing to a
particular incident, such as the current pandemic.

In an interesting case in India, popular soap manufacturer Reckitt Benckiser
(India) Pvt Ltd, which owns the brand Dettol, amidst the Coronavirus
outbreak broadcasted an advertisement which indicated that washing hands
with soap cakes was an inefficient means to fight disease-causing germs
while handwash offered better protection. Later, Hindustan Unilever
Limited (HUL), manufacturing soap and related products under the brand
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name “Lifebuoy” contested against Reckitt Benckiser before the High Coutt
of Bombay and contended that the impugned advertisement advocated false
claims. Subsequently, Reckitt Benckiser removed the advertisement from
the public domain.

11. “Days of Adversity”.

REFERENCES

Ali, A.2011.Twilight in Delbi a Novel. Delhi: Rupa & Co.

Feb 6, 2020 “Amul's New Ad on Coronavirus Outbreak Divides T'wittet. In Bad
Taste, Says Sona Mohapatra.” https://www.indiatoday.in/trending-
news/story/amul-s-new-ad-on-Coronavirus-outbreak-divides-twitter-in-
bad-taste-says-sona-mohapatra-1643771-2020-02-06 (last accessed on 14
July 2020).

Bureau, OB. Apr 22, 2020 “COVID-19 Superstition: Odisha Villagers Perform
Puja to Keep Coronavirus at Bay” ODISHA BYTES.
https:/ /odishabytes.com/covid-19-superstition-odisha-villagers-perform-
puja-to-keep-Coronavirus-at-bay/ (last accessed on 15 July 2020).

Capritto, Amanda. Mar 3, 2020 “When You Should Use Hand Sanitizer to Avoid
Getting Sick.” CNET. https://www.cnet.com/health/hand-sanitizer-how-
it-can-protect-you-from-getting-sick-and-when-to-use-it/ (last accessed on
10 July 2020).

Chopra, Rupin. May 13, 2020 “Rise in False and Misleading Advertisements
Amidst Coronavirus Outbreak - Media, Telecoms, IT, Entertainment -
India.” Welcome to Mondaq. S.S. Rana & Co. Advocates.
https:/ /www.mondaq.com/india/advertising-matketing-branding /932574
/tise-in-false-and-misleading-advertisements-amidst-Coronavitus-outbreak
(last accessed on 17 July 2020).

Chowdhury, Archis. May 8, 2020 “Fake News in the Time of Coronavirus: A
BOOM Study.” BOOM. https:/ /www.boomlive.in/fact-file/fake-news-in-
the-time-of-Coronavirus-a-boom-study-8008 (last accessed on 10 July
2020).

“Coronavirus.’

>

World Health Organization. World Health Organization.
https:/ /www.who.int/health-topics/Coronavirus (last accessed on 17 July
2020).

Dharker, Anil. May 25, 2020 “Covid-19 Has Made Migrant Workers' Plight, State
Apathy Visible.” The Indian Express. https://indianexptess.com/article/
opinion/columns/invisible-india-migrant-exodus-Coronavitus-6425627
(last accessed on July 1, 2020).

Dua, Rohan. Jun 11, 2020 “Meet Jasleen Bhalla, the Voice behind Iconic
Coronavirus Caller Tune.” Pune Mitror. Pune Mitrort. https://punemirror
JAndiatimes.com/news/india/meet-jasleen-bhalla-the-voice-behind-iconic-

150



Brolly. Journal of Social Sciences 4 (1) 2021

Coronavirus-caller-tune/articleshow/76317395.cms (last accessed on 5 July
2020).

Dutta, Prabhash K. Mar 30, 2020 “Why Coronavirus Conspiracy Theory of
Covid-19 Being a Bio-Weapon Is Wrong” India Today.
https:/ /www.indiatoday.in/ Coronavirus-outbreak/story/why-Coronavirus
-conspiracy-theory-of-covid-19-being-a-bio-weapon-is-wrong-1661248-
2020-03-30 (last accessed on 12 July 2020).

“Fakir Mohan Senapati.”” Jul 15, 2020, Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation.
https:/ /en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fakit_Mohan_Senapati (last accessed on 5
July 2020).

Fleming, Nic., Jun 17, 2020 “Coronavirus Misinformation, and How Scientists
Can Help to Fight It.” Nature News. Nature Publishing Group.
https:/ /www.nature.com/atticles/d41586-020-01834-3 (last accessed on 5
July 2020).

Ghosh, Avijit. Mar 27, 2020. “How Literature Has Helped Us Make Sense of
Pandemics - Times of India.” The Times of India. Times Of India.
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/how-literature-has-helped-us-
make-sense-of-pandemics/atticleshow/74841225.cms (last accessed on 5
July 2020).

Gupta, Surabhi. Mar 14, 2020 “COVID-19: Hindu Mahasabha Chief Offers Cow
Urine to Wotld Leaders.” TheQuint.. https://fit.thequint.com/fit-
webqoof/ cow-dung-cow-utine-for-novel-Coronavirus-fact-check (last
accessed on 5 July 2020).

“Harshad Trivedi” Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation, Jun 2, 2019.
https:/ /en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harshad_Ttivedi (last accessed on 8 July
2020).

Home. Accessed Jul 31, 2020. https://sites.google.com/site/pramodknayar
/Home (last accessed on 5 July 2020).

Jaganmohan, Madhumitha. Jul 24, 2020 “India - COVID-19 Impact on Hand
Sanitizer Purchase 2020.” Statista. https://www.statista.com/statistics/
1108889/india-novel-Coronavirus-impact-on-hand-sanitizer-purchase/
(last accessed on 25 July 2020).

Joyojeet. Apr 16, 2020 “Temporal Patterns in COVID-19 Misinformation in
India.”  Joyojeet Pal. http://joyoject.people.siumich.edu/temporal-
patterns-in-covid-19-misinformation-in-india/ (last accessed on 15 July
2020). https://knowindia.gov.in/profile/literacy.php#:~:text=The%20res
ults%200£%6202011%20census,males%20and%2065.46%20for%20females

Know India. (last accessed on 2 June 2020).

Levantesi, Stella. May 17, 2020 “Amitav Ghosh: 'I Suspect There Will Be a Huge
Wave of Novels about the Pandemic'.” Livemint. https://www.livemint
.com/mint-lounge/features/-i-suspect-there-will-be-a-huge-wave-of-nove

151



Nuzhat Akhter and Zainab Fatma - Locating Irrationality in Pandemics

Is-about-the-pandemic-amitav-ghosh-11589638359319.html (last accessed
on 2 July 2020).

Malvaniya, Urvi. May 7, 2020 “Number of Brands Advertising on TV on the Rise
- ET BrandEquity.” ETBrandEquity.com. https://brandequity.econo
mictimes.indiatimes.com/news/media/numbet-of-brands-advertising-on-
tv-on-the-tise/75601967 (last accessed on 5 July 2020).

Mambrol, Nasrullah. Oct 17, 2016 “The Textuality of History and the Historicity
of  Texts.” Literary ~ Theory and Criticism. https://
literariness.org/2016/10/17/the-textuality-of-history-and-the-historicity-
of-texts/) (last accessed on 14 July 2020).

Mathur, Barkha. May 7, 2020. “Funerals Andlast Rites in the Times of
Coronavirus: Do COVID-19 Infected Corpses Pose Risk? All You Need to
Know: News.” NDTV. https://swachhindia.ndtv.com/funerals-and-last-
rites-in-the-time-of-Coronavirus-do-covid-19-infected-corpses-pose-tisk-
all-you-need-to-know-44429/ (last accessed on 5 July 2020).

Menon, Shruti. Jul 1, 2020 “Coronavirus: The Human Cost of Fake News in
India.” BBC News. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-
53165436 (last accessed on 13 July 2020).

Montrose, L. A. 1989. Professing the renaissance: The poetics and politics of culture. In H.
A. Veeser (Ed.), The New Historicism. London: Routledge.

NewlndianXpress. Mar 24, 2020 “’Anyone Sleeping Would Turn to Stone":
Superstition Emerge in Uttar Pradesh amid Coronavirus Fears.” The New
Indian Express. The New Indian Express. https://www.newindianexp
ress.com/nation/2020/mar/24/anyone-sleeping-would-turn-to-stone-sup
erstition-emerge-in-uttar-pradesh-amid-Coronavirus-fears-2120972.html
(last accessed on 28 July 2020).

Nayar, K. 2020, April.What the Humanities Can Teach Us During a Pandemic.
https://thebastion.co.in/ideas/what-the-humanities-can-teach-us-during-
a-pandemic/ (last accessed on 14 July 2020).

Online, FE. “Coronavirus Treatment: Private Hospital Charged Rs 1.19 Lakh for
One Day, Says Telangana Govt Doctor.” The Financial Express. The
Financial Express, Jul 6, 2020. https:/ /www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/
health/ptivate-hospital-charged-ts-1-19-lakh-for-a-day-for-covid-treatment
-telangana-govt-doctor/2015055 (last accessed on 5 July 2020).

Pan American Health Organization, 2020, May 1. “COVID-19 Factsheets:
Understanding the Infodemic and Misinformation in the Fight against
COVID-19.” https://www.paho.otrg/en/documents/understanding-infod
emic-and-misinformation-fight-against-covid-19 (last accessed on 15 July
2020).

Pappas, G., 1j. Kiriaze, P. Giannakis, and M.e. Falagas. “Psychosocial
Consequences of Infectious Diseases.” Clinical Microbiology and Infection 15,

152



Brolly. Journal of Social Sciences 4 (1) 2021

no. 8 (2009): 743-47. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-0691.2009.02947 x.
(last accessed on 23 July 2020).

Rampal, Anita. 18 April 2020. “We Are Fighting an Infodemic in the Time of

'Coronoia’.” The Wire. https://thewire.in/media/Coronavirus-infodemic-
misinformation (last accessed on 5 July 2020).

Rai, Saurav Kumar. Jul 23, 2020 “Pandemics Through Indian Literary Lens.” Live
History India: Stories that Make India. Live History India.
https:/ /www.livehistotyindia.com/covet-story/2020/07/06/pandemics-
through-indian-literary-lens (last accessed on 22 July 2020).

Riva, Michele Augusto, Marta Benedetti, and Giancarlo Cesana. October 2014
“Pandemic Fear and Literature: Obsetvations from Jack London's The
Scarlet Plague.” Emerging infectious diseases. Centres for Disease Control
and Prevention. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/atticles/PMC419
3163/ (last accessed on 11 July 2020).

Roy, Sandip. Mar 9, 2020. “What Literature Can Teach Us about the
Coronavirus.” Livemint. https://www.livemint.com/mint-lounge/featu
res/what-literature-can-teach-us-about-the-Coronavirus-11583757813854.
html (last accessed on 29 July 2020).

Setvice, Tribune News. May 9, 2020. “Accused of Being Coronavirus Cartier,
Man Thrashed in UP's Aligarh; Six Booked.” Tribuneindia News Service.
https:/ /www.tribuneindia.com/news/nation/ accused-of-being-Coronavit
us-carrier-man-thrashed-in-ups-aligarh-six-booked-82614 (last accessed on
31 July 2020).

Shukla, Anay, and Anil Upadhyay. May 12, 2020 “Alcohol-Based Hand Rubs and
Sanitizers - Regulatory Requirements, Uncertainties and Important
Considerations ~ for Doing  Businesses in India.”  Lexology.
https:/ /www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=b44ab4b{-f596-4747-84
be-ec93c28b9ee7 (last accessed on 5 July 2020).

Tognotti, Eugenia. February 2013 “Lessons from the History of Quarantine, from
Plague to Influenza A.” Emerging infectious diseases. Centres for Disease
Control and Prevention. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC3559034/ (last accessed on 25 July 2020).

Wang, Fenglong, Sainan Zou, and Yungang Liu. “Territorial Traps in Controlling
the COVID-19 Pandemic.” Dialogues in Human Geography 10, no. 2 (2020):
154-57. https://doi.org/10.1177/2043820620935682 (last accessed on 5
July 2020).

Wrestler’s Drum. UgaIdM® 161 WBUNYRATMRY], hitp:/ /www.hindikahani.hindi-
kavita.com (last accessed on 5 July 2020).

“YIdHaN.”  Wikipedia.  Wikimedia ~ Foundation, Jun 15,  2020.
https:/ /hi.wikipedia.otg/wiki/ %0 E0%A4%ADY%E0%A4%97%E0%A4%

153



Nuzhat Akhter and Zainab Fatma - Locating Irrationality in Pandemics

B5%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%A8_%E0%A4%A6%E0%A4%BEY%E0%A
4%B8 (last accessed on 5 July 2020).
ARXYTAFGN @ WHHIgsd = PBeFL  Accessed  Jul 31,  2020.

https:/ /www.hindisamay.com.

154



