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EDITORIAL  

 

Covid-19 and a Reality in Flux*  

 

 
This  issue of Cairo Studies in English (CSE), entitled ñCovid-19 and a 

Reality in Flux,ò explores changes in the areas of the humanities and social 

sciences. Most academic research since the onset of the pandemic has focused 

on  science, technology and economics, setting aside pressing scholarly issues 

concerning the impact of the pandemic on  the lived experience of human beings 

everywhere, as well as the cultural and artistic repercussions of these exceptional 

times.  The ten articles in this issue challenge the sense of futility and uncertainty 

which has started with the pandemic and is still felt everywhere. Through 

literary and linguistic analyses, the articles explore the fight for survival, and 

investigate the coping mechanisms with states of anxiety, depression, and social 

isolation.  Though our reality is still in flux, it is important to start learning how 

to navigate our way in a changing world, and take note of the lessons learnt from 

this moment of crisis.  

Although research on the effects of the panademic on the humanities is still 

flimsy and literature written during quarantine has not yet been scrutinised, great 

literature about previous plagues  needs to be revisited through the unique lens 

of living during COVID-19. Such literature, whether concerned with the 

fictional or the real, is a treasure to explore. Artistic expressions about  

panademics  prove that the human imagination is capable of reconfiguring 

reality. They are also capable of getting us to think about the human condition 

in the midst of a global crisis, and about the possible paths towards healing. 

Yasmine Ahmed Sweed  in ñBecause Survival is Insufficientô: Pandemic 

Narratives in the 21st Centuryò examines the paradigm shifting effect on peopleôs 

ideas, beliefs, and social structures, in Such Is This World@sars.come by the 

Chinese writer Hu Fayunm,  and in Station Eleven  by the Canadian American 

author Emily St. John Mandel. Exploring the therapeutic effect of literature Heba 

Sharobeem in ñThe Worldôs Tsunami Covid-19 and the Relief Aid of Literatureò 

examines four texts of different genres; two of which chronicle the occurrence 

of Cholera, in Egypt, while  the other two deal with the outbreak of a fictional 

pandemic. The comparison of reality and fiction continues in ñUnsettling 
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Epiphanies: Rereading Jos® Saramagoôs Blindness in the time of Covid-19ò by 

Jaidaa Gawad Hamada, where she  combines reflections on the reality of the 

situation with that on fictional infectious diseases to realize epiphanic insights.  

In ñCivil and Uncivil Classes in the Light of the Pandemic: Postcolonial 

Perspectives on the Question of Who Cares,ò Caroline Rooney veers away from 

pandemic literature and argues that the pandemic serves to 

reveal class structures and social alignments that is long-entrenched, yet 

insufficiently registered. Her analysis of Rohinton Mistryôs A Fine Balance and 

Arundhati Royôs The Ministry of Utmost Happiness shows how they offer 

frameworks of ethics of social care for us to understand what the pandemic 

requires us to re-consider.  

In ñFear Generation and Policy Legitimization Through Proximization of 

Threat in COVID-19 Discourse,ò Safaa Mustafa Alshanawani discusses 

proximation strategies that have been widely employed to communicate facts 

and legitimize public discourses about the pandemic. Dalia Hamed deals with 

the same theory in relation to childrenôs e-books in her article ñProximization 

Theory and Threat Construction in Selected E-Storybooks for Children on 

COVID-19.ò 

In ñRepresentation of Social Actors in Medical Humanities: A Multimodal 

Study of Selected English and Arabic Infographics on COVID-19,ò Lubna Adel 

Sherif addresses the establishment of a COVID-19 discourse which rests on hope 

rather than fear. Abeer Abd El-Aal Sultan in ñFighting Covid-19 with Fun: 

Multimodal Discourse Analysis of Egyptian Coronavirus Webcomics,ò deals 

with the the multimodal nature  of the internet which gave room to creative 

expressions allowed us to laugh at the pandemic as a a means of survival.  

Another paper that focuses on the healing power of laughter is ñPictorial 

Metaphors and Narrativity in Coronavirus Discourseò by Yomn Muhammad 

SharafElDin and  Nihal Nagi Sarhan. The study presents a contrastive analysis 

of Egyptian and  American memes to examine how they operate in both cultures. 

And finally, Mervat Ahmed Mahmoud applies critical discourse analyses to 

examine Trumpôs negative othering of China on Twitter during the covid 

outbreak in ñPolarization and Negative-Other óChinaô Presentation in US 

President Trumpôs COVID-19 Tweets: A Critical Discourse Analysis.ò  

In order to address this unique moment in history, in this  issue of CSE, we 

incude testimonials where writers and artists  examine how their work has been 

affected by the pandemic, and the way the creative mind deals with adversity. In 

the seven testimonials plenty is shared; starting with Samia Badihôs exploration 

of her motherhood and her notes on the transformations taking place in the art 

scene, to Elmaz Abinader and a long-entangled relationship with Lebanon which 
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climaxed in the Beirut explosion on August 4th 2020. May Temissany is 

surprised by a ñsudden explosion of creativity,ò and Seni Seneverani speaks of 

the pain as well as the ñtendrils of hopeò she keeps capturing. Siham Bent Sanya 

w Abdelsalamôs attempts to find mobility during the quarantine. Terry Gifford 

tells of how scientific data turned into poetry, and Ben Rivers realizes the need 

to collect seed and water life. 

The book review in this issue features Lawrence Wrightôs The End of 

October, which, according to Iman Jamal, prophetesses the Coronavirus. 

 

The editors of this issue would like to extend a special thanks to Dr. Walid 

Elhamamsy, for his earlier participation in this issue, and give him credit for its 

title. Thanks are also due to all reviewers for the time and insightful remarks they 

gave to this issue. We are also grateful to all contributors for their valuable 

contributions, and their patience and understanding. Last but not least special 

thanks go to Dr. Amira Fawzi, the editorial assistant, without whose dedication, 

hard work and scrupulous leadership of the editing team,  this issue would not 

have been completed. An extended thank you is due to the team of copyeditors 

for their careful reading of the papers: Aya El Shafei, Amira Zoheiry, and Samah 

Awad.    

  

 

Maha Elsaid (Cairo University) 

Sahar Elmougy (Cairo University) 

Amani Tawfik Attia (University of Pittsburg, USA)
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Fighting Covid-19 with Fun: Multimodal Discourse Analysis of 

Egyptian Coronavirus Webcomics 

 

Abeer Abd El-Aal Sultan* 
 

   

Introduction  

Egyptians are well known among the Arab societies as being a comic people 

who always laugh, and distinctively mock every single aspect in their life. They 

are even called "ϣϧЫж ϸъмϒ" (jokesters). Despite that fact, comics in Egyptian 

society is not generally regarded as a serious form of art. This was clear during 

the coronavirus crisis when the Egyptians resorted to creative online comics 

(webcomics) that widely spread and circulated on social media to express their 

emotions and evaluate the performance of their government in dealing with the 

crisis. This triggered the criticism of many who claimed that the Egyptians are 

immature in their reaction, and even accused them of belittling the crisis.  

The phenomenon of webcomics in Egyptian society is a recent occurrence 

and is an emerging media form. As admitted by Høigilt (2017,4), comics is 

generally an art form that receives ñlittle academic attention,ò and little 

ñscholarly explorationò in Egypt, as well as in all Arab countries despite the fact 

that Egyptian comic magazines and comic strips in newspapers have been a long 

tradition before the Egyptian uprising in 2011. Furthermore, it is only since the 

January 25 Revolution that young Egyptian comic writers and amateurs have 

begun to use creative forms of satire, including webcomics, among other satirical 

tools (Mehrez 2012; Høigilt 2017). Following the January 25 Revolution, online 

comic strips have attracted much attention. However, very few attempts have 

been made to theorize upon the issue, and there is no intensive scholarly 

discussion in the field of webcomics studies. There is no accessible literature on 

the topic. 

The present research paper attempts to explore the online comics, associated 

with the pandemic age in Egyptian society. The aim is to identify the complexity 

of their nature, and therefore prove their status as being a unique means of 

creative expression worthy of scholarly discussion. The study aims at 

 
* Lecturer in Linguistics, Department of English Language, Literature and Simultaneous 

Interpretation, Faculty of Humanities, Al -Azhar University. 
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highlighting the massive effect of webcomics in creating stereotypical 

knowledge without verbalizing any word. 

The study concerns itself with answering the following interrelated questions: 

how do the Egyptians linguistically construct their social position towards a 

certain political decision, such as lockdown and curfew rules in general and what 

are the typical techniques used in their webcomics? What are the pragmatic 

features underlying Egyptian webcomics? Do webcomics trigger a discourse of 

inclusion and exclusion? To what extent can webcomics be considered an 

effective medium of expression and an instance of cultural production in 

Egyptian society? 

The present research paper analyzes samples of Egyptian webcomics from 

the period between March 2020 and July 2020. The samples have been collected 

from various Facebook pages which are not categorized as political pages; rather 

they are pages that publish content on current social issues. This type of 

webcomics of laypeople is particularly chosen because they reflect the thoughts, 

emotions, fears, dreams, and aspirations of the people. The samples collected are 

grouped thematically based on a number of topics which were politically 

significant at that time. These include: (i) the Egyptians under the quarantine and 

their reaction to the government decisions of imposing the lockdown and curfew; 

(ii) the crisis of the doctors with the Egyptian government (following the 

Egyptian Prime Ministerôs public criticism of doctors and his claim of their 

responsibility for the rise in the death toll of coronavirus victims in Egypt). 

Accordingly, the data is divided into two groups, tackling these two thematic 

topics, respectively. They are more specifically chosen among many others 

because at the time of their publication, they were widely spread and circulated, 

in addition to the large number of likes they received. Some of them have the 

signature of their author or their webpage on them, but others do not. Among 

fifty collected webcomics, the study focuses on a total of nineteen.  

The present study adopts a multidisciplinary approach, including a framework 

of social semiotic analysis (in terms of visual discourse analysis and grammar 

of visual design), pragmatic analysis (in terms of speech acts, implicature, 

politeness), critical discourse analysis (in terms of Hallidayôs Systemic 

Functional Linguistics and the perspective of ideology), sociolinguistic 

exploration (in terms of intertextuality), and with special glimpses to narrativity. 

An eclectic approach is the most appropriate technique for tackling such a hybrid 

medium, especially, because there are differences between printed comics and 

webcomics, though they are both subcategories of comics.  
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A Brief History of the Development of the Medium of Comics 

The first manifestation of the art of comics was in a pure form of graphic and 

textual cultural productions. The first form of the art of telling visual stories 

accompanied with words appeared in cave paintings, in the Egyptian wall 

paintings which combined images with inscriptions. It appeared also in the 

medieval church wall paintings as an important ñnarrative art,ò during the 

eighteenth century (Ryan 2008, 4). Later, sketches and caricature art appeared, 

and they were characterized by exaggerating physical appearance. Speech 

balloons and bubbles were hence used, and the sketch was sometimes followed 

by a commentary or caption accompanying the sketched image (17). However, 

the first appearance of a series of ñframed images,ò linked together and 

accompanied by words to tell a certain narrative was attributed to the Swiss 

artist, Rodolphe Topffer, with his first published picture story, ñLes amours de 

M. Vieux Boisò (20).  

The advance of the technological electronic scanning method where the 

colored paintings could be easily produced, led to the appearance of ñelectronic 

comicsò where the artist was exempted from acquiring drawing skills with 

his/her hands, pen and brush (Eisner 1985, 159). Furthermore, with the rapid 

growth of communication technology, development in the field of comics was 

achieved in modern times by the appearance of ñgraphic novelsò (141) which 

became the most popular comic art form.  

 

What are Comics and Webcomics?  

Comics is defined by Eisner (1985, 5) as ña means of creative expression, a 

distinct discipline, an art and literary form that deals with the arrangement of 

pictures or images and words to narrate a story or dramatize an idea.ò  As traced 

by Eisner, it first appeared as a form of sequential art that varied from periodical 

comics, graphic novels, to instructional manuals and storyboards. The function 

of sequential art has been believed to be both instruction and entertainment. 

Eisner classifies sequential comics into two types: ñinstructional comicsò and 

ñattitudinal comicsò (124).  

On the other hand, Webcomics, according to Hicks (2009), are comics 

published on the World Wide Web. A webcomic consists generally of an image 

and a commentary that usually relates to current events or personalities. With the 

creation of the World Wide Web and personal computers, the internet became 

an amazing world which allowed anyone to participate in its content creation. 

Webcomics, as a realm, is one of the mediums where internet users can express 

their personal thoughts and ideas. Due to limitation of time and speed of the age, 

nobody is interested in or even has the prosperity of reading a whole sequence 
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of comics on one page or a number of pages. He or she would rather prefer very 

short and to the point message delivery, as is the case with webcomics. One of 

the first advocates of webcomics is Scott McCloud (2000) who believes that 

webcomics are free expressions of ideas which are not confined to normal print 

dimensions.  

 

Theoretical Framework  

This section introduces the theoretical framework of the study. The analysis 

of the selected webcomics is based on a combination of tools from the 

approaches discussed below. Since webcomics consist of an image and a 

commentary, they are analytically broken into two parts: visual analysis and 

language analysis.  

 

1. Visual Analysis 

1.1. Multimodality (MDA) .  

Webcomics include some characteristics of comic books and new media. 

Accordingly, they are ñmultimodalò in the sense that they involve a shift from 

mode (image) to another (language) (Serafini 2010, 95). Kress and van Leeuwen 

(2001) explain the concept of multimodality as ñthe use of several semantic 

modes in the design of a semiotic product or eventò (20). Kukkonen (2011) 

further clarifies multimodality as a notion referring to ñcombinations of different 

modes in particular media; intermedialityò (35). In agreement with them, 

OôHalloran (2011) believes that MDA ñextends the study of language per se to 

the study of language in combination with other resources, such as images, 

scientific symbolism, gesture, action, music and soundò (120). OôHalloran calls 

these resources ñsemiotic resourcesò (121).  

The interest of the present study is not only in the explanation of signs 

(webcomics), but also in the explanation of the signification underlying the 

signs. Therefore, webcomics are semiotically analyzed in terms of Kress and van 

Leeuwenôs grammar of visual design and Albersô model of visual discourse 

analysis. 

 

1.1.1 Kress and van Leeuwenôs Grammar of Visual Design  

Interested in social semiotics, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) refer to three 

metafunctions of the structural design of an image, ñrepresentational, 

interpersonal and compositionalò (6ï7). Firstly, their ñrepresentationò refers 

simply to the way a certain semiotic act (an image) is presented. They stress the 

importance of socio-cultural context as an important element of ñrepresentationò 

which affects the reception and interpretation of any semiotic act.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scott_McCloud
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Secondly, Kress and van Leeuwenôs ñinterpersonal metafunctionò is the 

interactive relations between the depicted participants (i.e., people and places) 

and interactive participants (i.e., producers and viewers). Interestingly enough, 

Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) think that any semiotic act involves an interesting 

sort of mediated communication where ñthe power of an image-producer must 

be transferred on to one or more represented participantsò (136). However silent 

and static an image is, they believe that it ñallows the viewer to scrutinize the 

represented characters as though they were specimens in a display caseò (43).  

Thirdly, ñcompositionò has to do with relating the representational and 

interactive meanings of the image to each other. This relation depends on three 

interrelated systems: (i) information value, defined as ñthe placement of 

elements (participants and syntagms that relate them to each other and to the 

viewer),ò (ii) salience, defined as ñthe elements made to attract the viewerôs 

attention to different degrees, as realized by such factors as placement in the 

foreground or background, relative size, contrasts in tonal value (or colour), 

etc.ò; and (iii) framing, defined as ñthe presence or absence of framing devices 

(realized by elements which create dividing lines, or by actual frame lines)ò 

(Kress and van Leeuwen 2006, 177). 

 

1.1.2. Visual Discourse Analysis (VDA) 

An important study located within social semiotics today is what is called 

visual discourse studies (VDA). VDA is ña general term for an approach to 

analyzing art as a language and its useò (Albers, 2007, 83). It is concerned with 

studying structures and conventions within visual texts and how they are 

received. It is a sort of a descriptive study of images, 

addressing ñthe discourses that emerge within the 

visual textò (84) with the aim of investigating the 

intention of the image creator and its impact on the 

emotions and thoughts of the receiver (viewer)/ how 

meaning is mediated and represented.  

The present study adopts Albersô (2007) model of 

analyzing visual texts. It is more specifically chosen 

because it is a functional model that explores the inner 

nature of image production and helps in highlighting its 

complexity and, consequently, discrediting any claims 

of triviality. In an attempt to answer the questions: 

ñWhat does the speaker intend to say to the viewer? 

How is the viewer implicated in the visual message (s)? 

Figure 1. Albersô model 

of visual discourse 

analysis (Visual 

Discourse Analysis, 2007, 

87). 
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What does the speaker want the viewer to think or believe from the viewing of 

this text?ò (87), Albers identifies a six-dimension model. 

At one end of Albersô model, there is the dimension, underpinning systems 

which has to do with identifying the interpreting systems through which the 

visual texts are read, interpreted, and created, and how identity is shaped by these 

systems. Within these systems, visual texts usually have certain metaphorical 

messages about reality to convey (metaphor). At the other end, it contains the 

dimension of disciplinary knowledge which includes all features related to works 

of art, in particular, and art in general, namely enclosure, sequences, the existing 

language in the text, and the ideological signification that these features may 

have. The concept of intertextuality is also there to set the relation between the 

visual text and any other system of communication. 

Another dimension underlined by Albers is the social acceptability through 

which artists (writers/speakers) display different styles and techniques that are 

accepted by society. More interesting is the dimension of apparent discourses 

which assumes that creators of visual texts always do so to have a conversation 

with the viewers and to transmit a certain identity to them. 

 

2. Language Analysis 

This section briefly highlights the main linguistic concepts in terms of which 

the comments associated with the webcomic are analyzed.  

 

2.1. Pragmatics 

As pointed out by Leech (1983) pragmatics is a branch of linguistic research 

concerned with language use and aims at helping understand how the user uses 

language in text and how the receiver interacts with language used in a text to 

interpret it. It has to do with meaning in relation to the speaker, hearer, or 

particular situation. Its domain involves the study of speech acts, Griceôs 

Cooperative Principle, and the theory of politeness (11). 

 

2.1.1. Speech Acts and Implicatures 

Under speech act analysis, utterances are not just described in terms of form 

or meaning, but rather the social act accomplished by them is described. 

According to Austin (1975), to consider an utterance as a speech act is to 

acknowledge that the speaker, in uttering words and sentences, not only says 

something but also does something. The thing done by the utterance is called by 

Austin the ñillocutionary forceò through which language users make promises, 

requests, issue commands, etc. Any utterance is composed of a ñlocutionary 

actò (the utterance of the sentence with a certain specific sense and reference), 
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an ñillocutionary forceò (the real intention behind the utterance), and a 

ñperlocutionary actò (the effect or consequence of the utterance on its recipient) 

(109). Austin calls such utterances that perform actions, performatives (4). 

Austin observes that it is not always the case that the illocutionary force of an 

utterance is explicitly indicated through performative verbs as 'bet' or 'promise'. 

but it is sometimes implicit in the utterance (32). For instance, ñThere is a bull 

in the fieldò may be used as a kind of 'warning', and not just for giving 

information about the scenery. A similar observation concerning utterances with 

implicit illocutionary forces has been later made by Searle (1979), but in terms 

of ñdirectò and ñindirectò speech acts. Whereas the direct speech act is that 

which has only one explicit illocutionary force, the indirect one is that which has 

an implicit illocutionary force in addition to an explicit one (31). 

Indirectness results in what Grice (1975) refers to as óimplied meaningsô 

(óimplicaturesô) which stands in contrast to what the speaker says in any 

utterance. He believes that these implied meanings result from flouting the 

maxims of the Cooperative Principle.  

 

2.1.2. Griceôs Cooperative Principle  

To account for how interpersonal communication takes place, Grice (1975) 

formulates a Cooperative Principle stating, ñMake your contribution such as is 

required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of 

the talk exchange in which you are engagedò (45). For the sake of guaranteeing 

effective communication, Grice identifies four guiding principles (maxims) 

governing cooperative talk: maxims of Quality (donôt say that which is false), 

Quantity (donôt say that which is less or more informative than what is required), 

Relevance (be relevant), and Manner (avoid ambiguity) (45-6). Since there is no 

deviation without reason, politeness is one of the reasons for deviating from 

Griceôs maxims and flouting them (Grice 1975). The same observation is 

asserted by Searle (1979) who is of the opinion that the motivation behind most 

indirect speech acts is politeness.  

 

2.1.3 Politeness 

Brown and Levinson (1987) have introduced a theory of politeness based on 

the assumption that all language users have what they call ñfaceò. That is, a kind 

of 'self-esteem' or public 'self-image' that everyone wants to maintain (13). This 

face is of two kinds: first, positive face which has to do with a person's need to 

have a positive self-image and the desire to maintain this positive image, and 

second, negative face which has to do with a person's need to have freedom of 
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action as well as freedom from the imposition of any action. That is, one's desire 

not to be ordered by others or required to do something, etc. 

The actions which may threaten one's positive or negative face are regarded 

by Brown and Levinson as Face Threatening Acts (FTA) (14). Whenever a 

speaker has to perform a face-threatening act, he/she attempts to minimize the 

face-threat to his/her hearer unless there is a certain reason to threaten the 

hearer's face.  

 

2.2. Critical Study of Language: Systemic Functional L inguistics  

An important approach in critical studies of language is Hallidayôs Systemic 

Functional Linguistics (SFL). SFL is a framework used for highlighting power 

and ideology through detailed analysis of texts in contexts of language use. 

Halliday (1978) suggests that every choice of meaning is ideologically 

motivated. He attempts to link language function with linguistic structure (form) 

by relating the networks of choices to three metafunctions which he believes to 

be ñinherently involved in all uses of languageò (47): the ideational/experiential, 

interpersonal and textual functions. Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) represent 

them as follows:  

(i) Ideational/experiential metafunction which has to do with the way 

language users' experience of the world and its phenomena is represented and 

referred to in the text (their reactions, cognitions, perceptions, etc.é). 

(ii)  Interpersonal metafunction which has to do with the speaker's 

attitudes, evaluations, and commitments towards a certain phenomenon, together 

with his/her interaction with others (relations of power, solidarity, degree of 

intimacy and familiarity). 

(iii)  Textual metafunction which has to do with the way a text is organized 

and presented as a message. It has to do with the internal organization of the text 

and its relation to context (29-30). 

 

2.3. Ideology 

Ideology, as defined by Eggins (2004) is ñthe values we hold (consciously or 

unconsciously)ò (10). A related definition is provided by Van Dijk (1996) who 

considers ideology as a kind of ñsystem of beliefsò and a ñmental structureò that 

has to do with ñattitudesò and ñbeliefs in concrete modelsò (7). Furthermore, van 

Dijk (1995) relates ideology to ñsocial cognition shared by members of social 

groupsò (248), and, consequently, judges it as a kind of ñgroup self-schemaò 

(249). The same view underlies Faircloughôs statement that ideology is ña 

particular representation of some aspect of the worldò (1995, 31). Fairclough 

believes ideology to be ñimplicit assumptionsò (6) that are ñprimarily located in 
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the unsaidò (24) to perform the role of ñfunctioning of power in modern 

societiesò (3). In agreement with these definitions, Kress and Hodge (1979) view 

ideology as ña systematic body of ideas organized from a particular point of 

viewò (6).  

A particular form of ideology is identity that has to do with group self-image. 

The construction of a collective identity in a text is an indication of ingroup 

solidarity and an implication of outgroup exclusion identity which is generally 

ña form of overriding ideologyò (Krzyzanowski 2005, 150). 

 

2.4 Narrativity and Semiotics 

According to Baker (2006), narrative is ña principal and inescapable mode by 

which we experience the worldò (41). It has to do with ñpublic and personal 

stories that we subscribe to and that guide our behaviorò (19). Interestingly 

enough, Baker (2014) believes that even a semiotic act can be said to underlie a 

certain narrative because a narrative can underlie a variety of media such as 

ñwritten and spoken texts, images, diagrams, color, layout, lighting in theatre 

and film, choice of setting, and style of dressing, among other resourcesò (159).  

 

2.5 Intertextuality  

Intertextuality is a linguistic technique underlying a relation between a text 

and another one. As explained by Fairclough, intertextuality has to do with ñhow 

texts may óre-accentuateô genres, how genres (discourses, narratives, registers) 

may be mixed in textsò (1992, 195). It is, ñthe interdependent ways in which 

texts stand in relation to one anotherò (Nordquist 2014, n. pag.). As pointed out 

by Raj (2015), the term was originally coined by the French literary theorist, 

Julia Kristeva in the late 1960s to refer to any ñcommunicative interconnections 

between a text and the other and text and contextò (77). Therefore, it may be 

found in a wide variety of fields such as literature, the visual arts, philosophy, 

politics, sociology, etc.  

In terms of the previously reviewed literature, the data collected is analyzed. 

For facilitating analysis, the collected samples are divided into two groups where 

group A includes webcomics related to evaluating the Egyptian government 

performance while group B includes those related to the crisis of the doctors in 

Egypt and the Egyptian government. The two groups, however, highlight the 

multimodal and linguistic features of webcomics in general, in addition to 

aspects related to identity and ideology.  
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Analysis of Data  

Group A: webcomics related to evaluating the Egyptian government 

performance 

Comic 1 
The figure on the left: óthe peopleô 
The figure on the right: óthe Ministry of Healthô. 
Translation: if an efficient ministry like me doesnôt bet 

on the awareness of a clever people like you, then it 

will be total destruction. 
 

Comic 2 
Frame 1 from top to bottom 
The figure on the right: cafes and cinemas are closed 

places. Why did you open them? 
The figure on the left: I donôt know. 
Frame 2 
The figure on the right: what about 
The beaches that are wide, sunny and include fresh air, 

why did you close them? 
The figure on the right: I donôt know. 

 

Comic 3 
Summing up the Prime Ministerôs statement: 
Listen guys, it cannot be worse than that. Continue 

practicing your life in an ordinary way. Donôt trouble 

us. 
 

 

 

Comic 4 
In the cabinet headquarter: 
Listen guys, what will be will be. 
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Comic 5 
Written at the top: óThe Committee of monitoring and 

finding out the contacts. 
The figure on the right (asking a man selling 

watermelons in the market): did he drink orange juice 

here? 
 

Comic 6 
Frame 1 from top to bottom 
The figure in the suit on the left: Mr. Qarmooty, we 

knew that the infected cases in Egypt donôt exceed 1000, 

so what do you do to reach that result? 
Frame 2 
The figure in orange on the right: 
We donôt conduct tests. 
 

 

 

Comic 7 
Hey, you guy, you held your meeting online and want 

the people to meet in the streets (in reference to the 

decision of ending shutdown). 
 

 

 

Comic 8 
It is over. Coronavirus will come to an end on Saturday. 

 

 

Comic 9 
Written at the top: óthe plan of the Ministry of Health to 

face coronavirusô. 
The lamb on the right: óthe peopleô. 
The figure on the right: óthe Ministry of Healthô. 
Written at the bottom while throwing the lamb: it is left 

to you immunity system, so donôt trouble us anymore. 
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Comic 10 
Year 2040 
They say week 600 is the most important one in the virus 

incubation period. Once it is over, we will be allowed 

immediately to go out. 
 

 

Comic 11 
 

The woman on the right (the Minister of Health): can 

you make the vaccine, General? 
The man on the right: You just move over and prepare 

óTahini.ô 

 

 

Group B: webcomics related to the crisis of the doctors in Egypt and the 

Egyptian government 
Comic 1 

The figure on the right: That means I am not Egyptôs 

white army!!! 
Figure on the left: You are a negligent, negligent. Do you 

know the meaning of óa negligentô? 
 

Comic 2 
Written at the top: óa people that is religious by natureô. 
Frame 1 from top to bottom 
The figure on the right (while saying goodbye to a 

doctor): May God be with you, the white army. Goodbye 

and may God bless you. 
Frame 2 
The same figure on the right to the man next to him: I 

swear by God he is the only one who will cause us illness. 
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Comic 3 
Frame 1 from top to bottom 
The figure on the right (while saying goodbye to a 

doctor): Have a safe trip, doctor. Take care of yourself, 

Egyptôs white army. 
Frame 2 
The same figure on the right (to the man next to him): 

Donôt ever let him get in the building again. 
 

Comic 4 
Frame 1 from top to bottom 
The figure on the right to the man next to him (a doctor): 

You are my sweetheart. You are Egyptôs white army. 
Frame 2 
The same figure on the right (once the doctor is leaving): 

This man is a real drag. He will cause us to get diseased, 

that son of a bitch. 
 

Comic 5 
Frame 1 from top to bottom 
The figure on the left (asking the figure on the right. a 

doctor): what are you doing in hospital, doctor? 
Frame 2 
The figure on the right (replying): I am acting the 

negligent. 
 

Comic 6 
Written at the top: ñthe Prime Minister: the absence of 

medical staffs leads to increase in coronavirus casesò. 
Frame 1 from top to bottom and right to left 
The woman: Just wait here and let me understand. You 

said two days ago that doctors tell the patients that there 

were no beds for them. 
The man: Yes, that happened. 
Frame 2 
The woman: But today you say that doctors donôt go to 

hospitals. 
The man: Yes sure. Doctors are careless. 
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Frame 3 
The woman: What is this nonsense?! Donôt doctors go to hospitals or do they go 

and tell the patients there are no beds? 
The man: the doctors are absent in the morning, but they go to hospitals at night 

to tell the patients there are no beds. 
 

Comic 7 
Frame 1 from top to bottom 
The figure on the right greeting the figure on the left, 

saying to him: ñThanks doctors of Egypt. You are in 

the hearts.ò 
Frame 2 
The figure on the left (replying): Sit down, you chap. 

You are a doctor like us. 
 

Comic 8 
Written at the top:  

I put a logo for myself, and I thanked me. 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Webcomics: Multimodality ( Symbols and Significations) 
According to Kress and van Leeuwenôs Representational metafunction, the 

way objects are presented can be a kind of symbolization, especially in case of 

repeated representational patterns. Applied to webcomics under discussion, 

significant symbolization reveals itself through the repeated consistent patterns 

of representation. The characters selected by the webcomics creators as symbols 

of the government are all naïve stupid ones, which is of course significant. They, 

hence, convey a certain implicit meaning (i.e., criticizing). In terms of Kress and 

van Leeuwenôs Representational metafunction, the main analytical point here is 

highlighting the negative presentation of the government (through the symbolic 

significant choice of characters) in all the selected webcomics.  
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As far as symbols are concerned, the choice of the characters is symbolic and 

has signification. A structural analysis of the selected webcomics in terms of 

Kress and van Leeuwenôs Representational metafunction shows the relationship 

between the involved represented participants (i.e., the Egyptian people and 

doctors on the one hand, and the government on the other hand). In group A, all 

the characters chosen to represent the government are idiotic or inefficient 

persons who are fit for nothing. Thus, the characters chosen to represent the 

government in comic (1) are a blind man from the famous movie ñAl Kit Katò 

which revolves around the story of blind man who causes disasters throughout 

the film due to his insistence on acting as a man who can see. The same symbolic 

selection underlies comic (11) where a blind General is riding his motorbike and 

is talking to the Minster of Health about preparing óTihinaò (i.e., vaccine). In 

comic (2), an upper Egyptian (a stereotype of naivety and simplicity in the 

Egyptian movies) is selected. In a similar manner, an idiot from a movie entitled 

ñGhabi Minnu Feeh (Too Stupid)ò which revolves around the life of a stupid 

man who always puts himself in silly situations resulting from his stupidity is 

symbolically selected in comics (3, 4). Another famous idiotic character from a 

famous series entitled ñAl-Karmootiò which revolves around the life of a naive 

upper Egyptian is selected in comics (5, 6). 
Even with comics clipped from scenes involving one single character as in 

the case of comics (7, 8), the choice of the represented participants is significant. 

Thus, comic 7 selects an addict and comic 8 a wanton woman. The addict is 

chosen to comment on the Prime Ministerôs decision to end the precautionary 

measures and the imposed curfew on Saturday. The addict in the comic states, 

ñItôs over. The Coronavirus will come to an end on Saturdayò. This mere 

declarative statement implies an act of criticizing the decision. An important 

ómultimodal resourceô in this image is the dark glasses that the addict puts on 

which symbolizes ódarknessô and gives an impression of ólack of clear visionô 

on the part of the government whom the addict stands for and represents. 

Similarly, an actress playing the role of a wanton woman in prison is chosen to 

comment on the decision stating, ñHey you guy, you held your meeting online 

and want the people to meet in the streets (in reference to the decision of ending 

shutdown)ò. Again, this mere declarative statement performs the indirect act of 

criticizing and mocking the decision.  
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Another important symbolic aspect is there in comic (9) which relies on a 

scene of an Upper Egyptian, represented while throwing a lamb in a river. As 

stated earlier, the man metaphorically represents óthe Ministry of Healthô and the 

lamb represents óthe Egyptian people.ô A comment from the Ministry is written 

stating, ñIt is now up to you and your immunity system. Donôt trouble us 

anymoreò. These symbols act as ómultimodal resourcesô indicating a type of 

power relation where the people are weak, and the government is strong. 

According to OôHalloran (2006), images are read and interpreted through 

accompanying resources which he calls ñmultimodal/semiotic resources.ò That 

may involve the choice of colour and font size that may be indicative. An 

important multimodal resource that emphasizes this power relation is the fact 

that ñthe peopleò is written in small font compared to that of ñthe Ministry of 

Health,ò which also indicates distance. 

In group B, the webcomics relate to the crisis between the doctors and the 

government in Egypt following the Prime Ministerôs statement, in which he 

accuses the doctors of being responsible for the increasing death toll of 

coronavirus victims due to their negligence and carelessness. Doctors are 

represented all through as being victimized by the government and the people as 

well, some of whom behave cruelly towards their neighboring doctors, fearing 

infection. The characters chosen to represent the doctors are usually victims 

while those representing the government, or the people are usually silly or cruel. 

Thus, famous actor Abd El-Haleem Hafez in the famous film entitled ñAl-

Khateyah (Sins)ò (comic 1) is chosen to represent the doctors. In this film, that 

hero is a victim of bad luck and bad treatment by his stepfather. He was an 

illegitimate child who knew the truth about that in a very famous scene in 

Egyptian Cinema. This scene is borrowed in the webcomic context where the 

victimized son stands for the doctors while the stepfather who was always unjust 

towards the boy stands for the government. This symbolization signifies a sense 

of victimization and an exercise of power where the doctors are weak, and the 

government is strong. The dialogue between the young man and the stepfather 

implies a discourse of power and victimization. The young man (representing 

the doctors) shockingly asks, ñThat means I am not Egyptôs white army!!ò and 

the stepfather harshly replies, ñNo, you are negligent, negligent. Do you know 

the meaning of ónegligentô?ò 

In addition to the government, the people are also significantly symbolized in 

comic (2) where the famous idiotic character ñAl-Karmootiò stands for the 

people. The dialogue associated with the image shows a power relation of 



Fighting Covid-19 with Fun 

 
20 

victimization where Al-Karmooti, in the first frame of the comic seems to pay a 

warm goodbye to a doctor saying, ñMay God be with you, the white army. 

Goodbye and may God bless you,ò but in the second frame once the doctor is 

giving him his back, he says to the man next to him, ñDonôt ever let him get in 

the building againò. In terms of its compositional presentation, this webcomic 

has a significant characteristic: it has a title at the top stating, ñThe Egyptian 

People are inherently religious.ò This title indicates the main theme of the 

narrative represented in the webcomic which is to criticize and mock the 

Egyptian peopleôs misbehavior towards doctors. In addition, designing the 

comic in two frames allows the viewer to see the progress of the narrative. 
The same symbolization is repeated in comic (4), where the character of an 

ill -mannered traffic dealer stands for the people while a delicate nice-looking 

man wearing a suit stands for doctors. In the first frame of the comic, the traffic 

dealer is represented as talking to the doctor stating, ñYou are my sweetheart. 

You are Egyptôs white army.ò Then, in the second frame, while the doctor is 

leaving, the dealer states, ñThis man is a real drag. He will cause us illness, that 

son of a bitchò. This representation again symbolizes a relation of victimization 

and an exercise of power. Similar to the previous webcomic, designing the comic 

in two frames allows the viewer to see the progress of the narrative. 

Significant ómultimodal resourcesô are also there in group B in the case of 

comic (5). It consists of a clipped scene from a movie entitled ñAnnazer Salah 

E-ddin (Headmaster Salah E-ddin),ò where the hero, who is represented in the 

movie as a naµve person, is asking a man, ñWhat are you doing in the hospital, 

doctor?ò. In the second frame, the man, who stands for doctors, replies, ñI am 

acting negligentò. The facial expression of the doctor in the second frame when 

replying, and the gaze that is different from the gaze in the first one both indicate 

resentment and anger. Furthermore, the bigger font of the doctorôs reply 

emphasizes the message that the doctor wants to convey (i.e., ridiculing the 

Prime Ministerôs statement). 

 

2. Webcomics: Intertextuality and Narrativity  
By recontextualizing the scenes clipped from the movies to fit into the context 

of the webcomics, a kind of intertextuality is prevalent. This intertextuality helps 

evoke narratives. They are understood as a concrete story of a certain 

significance, with characters, settings, plot, and outcomes. As clear from the 

previous analysis, the selected webcomics seem to borrow specific scenes, 

embedding narratives that have a bearing on the same issue they intend to 

highlight. Thus, all comics in group A tell a story about the inefficiency of the 
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governmentôs performance and of the peopleôs anger, whereas all comics in 

group B tell a story about the marginalization/victimization of doctors and about 

the doctorsô anger. As a disadvantaged group, webcomics on doctors, in 

particular, underlie demands for inclusion. That sense of exclusion and inclusion 

shows identity and group membership. Accordingly, the webcomics under 

analysis can be said to tell a ñpublic narrativeò about the suffering of the 

people/doctors and about the anger of the people/doctorsô regarding the 

governmentôs decisions. They voice the demands of a specific sector (namely 

doctors) who feel marginalized. The symbols used all through act as a narrative 

bridge to visualize these ideas.  
Relatedly, it is worth highlighting the fact that because they are taken out of 

their original contexts, webcomics require Griceôs cooperation principle to be 

understood. It is Griceôs assumption of a kind of mutual cooperation between the 

producer and receiver of language that prompts the recipient not to regard such 

clipped scenes that are fragmented and taken out of context as mere funny 

production; rather he/she assumes that the producer wants to supply certain 

information and attempts to figure it out. He/she assumes that a certain intended 

message is implied.  
Indeed, intertextuality is in itself a technique of indirectness through which 

an indirect speech act is performed. This fact together with the fact that they 

underlie certain narratives make webcomics a kind of metaphor. As pointed out 

by Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006), any semiotic act involves an interesting sort 

of mediated communication where ñthe power of an image-producer must be 

transferred on to one or more represented participantsò (136). It is indeed this 

kind of transference of ideas that makes webcomics metaphoric in nature.  
 

3. Webcomics: Metaphor, Indirect Speech Acts and Politeness  
Since webcomics creation has to do with borrowing from a certain domain 

(movies, hence the source domain) to another one (webcomics, hence the target 

domain) to transfer a certain associated idea (criticizing, ridiculing, warning, 

etc.é), the domain of webcomics can be rightly regarded as metaphoric in 

nature. In particular, they are óimplied metaphorsô that make a sophisticated type 

of comparison through implication. More importantly, Zanoletti in her book, 

ñTranslating an Artworkò (2012) asserts that any semiotic work of art is 
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metaphoric in nature as it involves transference of ideas. This is especially the 

case with the webcomics under discussion since they are employed as vehicles 

to convey a certain message (criticizing certain states of affairs) and they are 

mainly based on borrowing from another domain (clipped scenes from movies) 

to transfer a certain associated message.  

In the webcomics of group A, all the clipped scenes stand as vivid metaphors 

of óblindnessô and óidiocyô for certain stories of the governmentôs inefficiency. 

For instance, comic (11) borrows a famous scene from ñAl Kit Kat '' film where 

the blind hero and his friend help each other to ride a motorbike. This scene is 

transferred from the context of the movie to the webcomic and is modified so 

that the blind hero and his friend become the Minister of Health and a General 

in the Police. The ground of comparison is blindness and inefficiency in taking 

decisions. Just as is the case with the original scene where the hero and his friend 

helped each other and made a wrong decision of riding a motorbike, so did the 

Minister of Health in taking her decisions.  

The same metaphor of blindness is repeated in comic (1) where the two blind 

friends are borrowed to represent óthe peopleô and óthe Ministry of Healthô. The 

conversation that takes place in this scene is borrowed for the webcomic to show 

a dialogue between the blind man and his friend where one of them states to the 

other, ñIf an efficient ministry like me, doesnôt bet on the awareness of clever 

people like you, then it will be total destructionò. This metaphor is also an 

indirect way of criticizing the government decision to end the precautionary 

measures.  

Another metaphor of idiocy underlies the scene taken from the movie ñGhabi 

Minnu Feeh (Too Stupid)ò in two comics (3, 4), representing two different 

situations. The two comics, however, borrow the character of the silly hero to 

act as the Prime Minister issuing his statement regarding lifting the precautionary 

measures and the curfew. This transference results in transferring the quality of 

stupidity from the hero to the Prime Minister and his decision. The same applies 

to group B, where a metaphor of victimization is a dominant factor underlying 

all the comics under analysis. Thus, comic (1) borrows the clipped dramatic 

scene between the son and the stepfather to be transferred to the relation between 

the doctors and the government, with victimization as a ground of comparison. 

Similarly, comics 2, 3, and 4 have an underlying meaning of victimization but 

this time practiced by the people towards doctors.  

Indeed, the transference underlying these metaphors helps mitigate the face 

threatening act of criticism underlying the comics, because metaphors are 

indirect means of delivering messages. In this case, they are ñredressive actsò in 

terms of politeness. All the comments associated with comics in group A are 
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mere declarative statements that perform indirect speech acts of criticizing/ 

ódiscrediting the governmentôs performance, challenging the authority and its 

institutions, warning against a wrong decision, or even expressing fear. 

Similarly, those associated with group B perform the indirect speech act of 

criticizing the governmentôs decisions or the peopleôs behavior and victimizing 

the doctors. Since speech acts are, in terms of Hallidayôs metafunctions, 

interpersonal elements that reveal attitudes, it becomes clear from the two 

groups that a general attitude of óangerô and óoppositionô prevail in Egyptian 

society. Moreover, in terms of Hallidayôs experiential metafunction, the way the 

involved groups (the people, the doctors, and the government) are represented 

implies an inclusive óweô and suggest a discourse of difference and exclusion. 

This is supported by the negative representation of the government as a 

discredited social actor (represented as idiotic or silly) which stands in contrast 

to the presentation of self-image of the people and the doctors as a weak and 

imposed upon group. 

More important, the symbols used all through (i.e., the symbolic choice of 

characters and clipped scenes) result in what Liao (2010) calls ñsocial 

mobilizationò as they can group people together and unify their standpoint 

towards the issue presented (37). All the previously analyzed webcomics of 

indirect illocutions (i.e., criticism, discrediting, victimization, etc.) have the 

perlocutionary force of positioning the viewer to see blindness (i.e., inefficiency) 

in relation to the governmentôs performance and victimization in relation to the 

governmentôs attitude towards doctors as central messages. Consequently, they 

evoke a kind of shared identity which helps, in turn, to achieve a sort of unified 

ideology. Since these webcomics, intentionally or not, affect the viewerôs 

standpoint, they can be truly said to act as ñpowerful vehicles of ideology, 

whether in the service of power or in challenge to itò (Hßigilt 2017, 113). 

 

4. Webcomics: Shared Ideology 

Since webcomics are important means to convey a message, an ideology is 

always embedded in them. That supports Albersô statement that a visual text is 

ña structure of messages within which are embedded social conventions and/or 

perceptionò (84). Ideology, in webcomics discourse, is articulated by various 

means. Firstly, it is enacted through what Van Dijk (1995) refers to as the 

propositional level which has to do with the way actors are presented in the 

structure of discourse (258). Thus, it is of ideological significance to negatively 

predicate the concerned authorities in association with negative qualities 

(inefficiency and idiocy) or to predicate the doctors as victims. This 

propositional presentation implies a dichotomy of Us versus Them and a sense 
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of an outgroup (the government) versus an ingroup (the Egyptian people). This 

depiction creates a kind of solidarity and gives the impression of unanimity and 

agreement among the ingroup members.  

Secondly, ideology is manifested through the strategy of emotionalization 

which has to do with the ñemotionalization of factsò (Menz 1989, 237). That it 

is to say, describing the action in a way that evokes an emotional response in the 

recipient towards a certain issue. Thus, in the case of group A, comic (10, group 

A) adopts a scene between two aged men where one of them looks sick in bed. 

The narrative behind the scene is expressed through the title ñIn 2040ò at the top, 

followed by a dialogue between the two men where one of them says, ñThey (the 

authorities) say that week 600 is the most important one in the incubation period, 

in the life of the virus. Once it is over, we will be allowed to go out.ò Symbolizing 

the Egyptians in terms of these submissive old men underlies an ideology of 

tolerance towards the governmentôs decisions. The dialogue in the comic 

performs the indirect act of criticizing the governmentôs decision of locking and 

imposing curfew that is extended many times under the same pretext of being in 

the incubation period of the virus. This dialogue, together with the submissive 

presentation of the Egyptians, result in the perlocutionary force of stirring the 

viewersô emotions against the decision. In addition, the webcomic appeals to the 

relevance of the scene to the readerôs own experience to evoke his/her emotions. 

The familiarity the reader experiences with the situation heightens his/her 

emotional involvement.  

This applies to comics in group B, where ideology is enacted through the 

strategy of emotionalization. Following the prime ministerôs controversial 

statement and the consequent anger of the doctors, it was the behavior of some 

doctors to thank themselves on their Facebook pages. Performing the indirect act 

of sympathizing with doctors, comic (7) is composed of two frames. In the first 

one, there is a scene in which a man looks very emotional while talking to 

another one saying, ñThanks Egyptôs doctors. You are in the heartsò and the 

other man replies in the second frame saying, ñSit down chap. You are a doctor 

just like us.ò The same indirect act of sympathy and the perlocutionary force of 

stirring the viewersô emotions against the Prime Ministerôs statement are 

achieved in the case of comic (8) which is composed of a scene from a very 

famous play entitled ñEleyaal Kibrit (The Children grew up)ò where the 

character in the scene (standing for doctors) states, ñI put a logo for myself and 

thanked meò. 

It is worth noting that repeating the same message (i.e., inefficiency of the 

concerned authorities, victimization of doctors, etc. é) helps construct solidarity 

among the ingroup and exclude the outgroup (the government). It is through the 
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narratives underlying the webcomics that social identities are constructed. When 

these narratives are repeated, they are, in terms of Baker (2006, 38), 

ñnormalizedò and, consequently, become part of oneôs identity and ideology. 

When these narratives are shared, they form larger narratives over time and turn 

into a ñnarrative accrualò (Baker 2014, 167) which enables various similar 

individual stories to become larger narratives. In such a way, webcomics are a 

form of speech community that highlights a sense of identity and belonging.  

Furthermore, the reference to common future in the case of comic (10), in 

group A and the underlying implied reference to common destiny of the 

particular group of doctors in comic (7), in group B, suggest a kind of shared 

identity that constructs a ñmainstream voiceò (Krzyzanowski 2005, 149). It is ña 

certain form of a collective voice which stems from a way of self-

understanding,ò of a particular group (149). This serves as an exponent of 

solidarity and distance As a matter of fact, the overall mechanism through which 

the previously analyzed webcomics work is clearer when analyzing them in 

terms of Albersô model of visual analysis. It helps show webcomics as an 

efficient system of communication that enables perceiving a certain intended 

message. 

 

5. Visual Discourse Analysis 

In terms of Albersô model, several facts about webcomics can be deduced. 

Firstly, Clipped scenes are the ñunderpinning systemò (88) that allow the 

interpretation of the intended message. The fact that webcomics rely on clipped 

scenes known to the viewer ñdisciplinary knowledgeò (89) allows him/her to 

share some beliefs and thoughts in common with the image creator and, 

consequently, this makes it easier to understand the intended message. 

Moreover, it allows the creator to convey an intended message economically 

with the least possible words. 

Secondly, one of Albersô dimensions of perception is that of ñSocial 

acceptabilityò (93) which is significant in relation to webcomics. Indeed, the 

socio-cultural contexts of production and reception affect the cultural meanings 

associated with webcomics. Thus, for a pro-government these webcomics will 

be seen as performing the act of criticizing or prejudicing against the 

government, but for an anti- government, it might be regarded as an act which 

reflects reality, criticizes a certain state of affairs, and warns against it. This 

difference in perception, as pointed out by Serafini (2010), goes back to the fact 

that perception depends on the personôs understanding of multimodal texts in 

relation to background knowledge, socio-cultural and personal experiences.  
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Thirdly, a special type of what Albers calls a ñcommunication system in 

useò (87) is there where each webcomic consists of a clipped image (the 

signifier) and a certain mental image created on seeing that clipped image (the 

signified). For instance, on seeing that image from ñAl Kit Katò film of actor 

Mahmoud Abd El Aziz as a blind man representing the government, the viewer 

will immediately construct a parallel mental image of members of the cabinet 

and of the Prime Minister as blind people. Accordingly, he/she will decode a 

message of inefficiency in dealing with the crisis. The mental image constructed 

in the mind of the viewer may force him to conduct a kind of analogy which, in 

turn, may force the viewer to share some beliefs and thoughts in common with 

the comic creator.  

 

Conclusion 

In an attempt to answer the research questions, the study adopts a 

multidisciplinary approach combining socio-pragmatic analysis with 

multimodal visual analysis. The analytical framework shows that Egyptians may 

linguistically construct their social position towards political decisions such as 

the lockdown and curfew rules indirectly and politely via exploiting the possible 

pragmatic tools (research questions 1 and 2). Generally speaking, the pandemic 

can be pragmatically seen as an event and the webcomics related to it as a macro-

speech act that performs various indirect/implicit speech acts as criticizing, 

describing (since they describe a certain state of affairs), and narrating (since 

they economically narrate a whole situation).  

From a sociolinguistics perspective, webcomics have communicative 

functions. They perform socio-communicative functions such as expressing 

public demands, resentment, humor, and public denials. They present a critique 

of Egyptôs authorities and a critique of the marginalization of the class of 

doctors. They reflect a whole narrative of the event and the Egyptian peopleôs 

reaction. Consequently, webcomics, on evaluating the authoritiesô dealing with 

the pandemic, can be rightly regarded as being óattitudinalô in nature. They create 

a certain behavioral and attitudinal effect. This is supported by the fact that 

following the widely circulated webcomics commenting on the tension between 

the doctors and the government, the Prime Minister began to woe the doctors, 

alluding to their great historic role in facing coronavirus, in contrast to his 

statement on their negligence that stirred the crisis.  

Furthermore, in an answer to questions (3 and 4), webcomics are proved to 

be important means to convey a certain ideological message. This ideology is 

articulated either virtually, via ósemiotic resourcesô (i.e., elements of the image, 

font, etc.) or textually, via unveiling the indirect speech act underlying them. The 
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shared ideology embedded in the analyzed webcomics is found to be an ideology 

of opposition against government decisions. They reveal an ideological we (the 

people) versus them (governmental officials) discourse. They also imply a 

discourse of exclusion and inclusion where the people are included in the 

discourse as victims of the government officials who are excluded. Since 

webcomics reflect cultural aspects through visual means, they are part of what 

is called ñvisual cultureò (Mirzoeff 2002, 11).  
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Civil and Uncivil Classes in the Light of the Pandemic: Postcolonial 
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The starting point for this article is the fact that four of the countries that have 

so far been most devastated by the pandemic as reflected in their death tolls are 

Brazil, India, Britain and the US. Much of the public blame for this centres on 

the leadership of these countries during the health crisis. While this is not 

inaccurate, it is insufficiently circumstantial without considering the political 

formations that were in place prior to the pandemic. What Brazil, India, Britain 

and the US may be said to have recently shared as a political formation is the 

right-wing and far-right emphasis on zealous nationalist self-promotion and 

patriotic xenophobia. This can be seen in Bolsonaroôs ñBrazil Firstò policy with 

its dismissal of indigenous communities, in Trumpôs anti-immigrant ñMake 

America Great Againò campaign, in Johnsonôs anti-immigrant Brexit campaign 

and in Modiôs Hindu nationalism programme. This nationalism is not actually a 

new phenomenon, nor limited to these countries, but a resurgent one that derives 

from, or can be aligned with, colonial legacies.  

Regarding colonial legacies, the nation is primarily thought of in terms of 

genos ï race, common descent, kinship ï as opposed to the demos, a people 

composed of all of the nationôs citizenry. Demos is a relevant term to introduce 

in this context given the word ñpandemicò etymologically refers to ñall of the 

people.ò While the countries previously addressed have been pursuing their 

policies of patriotic xenophobia, the pandemic has served to expose how this so-

called nationalist ñpopulismò has actually worked to hide a lack of care and 

concern for the demos or all of the citizens of the nation. In fact, nationalism 

presents itself in populist terms to distract ideologically from how the privatised 

state in fact deliberately and cynically neglects to provide services for the 

nationôs real welfare, and this lack of needed provisions and necessary structures 

is what the pandemic comes to expose.  

It is my argument in this article that the pandemic serves to reveal class 

structures and social alignments that the neo-colonialist reliance on the logic of 
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genos has obscured. I will approach these class structures initially through a 

critique of Arendtôs The Human Condition, in that the pandemic serves to 

challenge the class hierarchies that Arendt sets up in her overview of society. 

The resultant analysis will then be used to explain the experience of the 

pandemic in the United Kingdom. While what emerges from this is a 

consideration of what may be termed ñcivil and uncivil classes,ò these social 

alignments are not something specific to the moment of pandemic but something 

long-entrenched, yet insufficiently registered, that is, a structure that the 

pandemic serves to bring to light rather than initiates, this in a belatedly 

undeniable way. While the postcolonial emphasis on oppressor and oppressed is 

mainly configured in terms of racial groups, this leads to insufficient engagement 

with how postcolonial societies struggle to establish civil societies on quite other 

terms. Accordingly, I will end this article through arguing how two Indian 

novels, Rohinton Mistryôs A Fine Balance and Arundhati Royôs The Ministry of 

Utmost Happiness, are particularly forward-looking in that they are both 

concerned with overcoming colonial legacies with an ethics of social care 

relevant to our current pandemic times. Accordingly, they may be said to offer 

frameworks for us to understand what the pandemic requires us to re-consider. 

 

A Review of The Human Condition in the Light of the Arab Uprisings 

This essayôs engagement with Arendtôs The Human Condition is actually a 

re-engagement in that it builds on a critique that I first put forward in a recent 

book entitled Creative Radicalism in the Middle East: Culture and the Arab Left 

After the Uprisings (Rooney 2020). Given that Arendtôs work, particularly The 

Human Condition, is quite frequently drawn upon in analyses of the Arab 

uprisings, and given that Arendtôs thought is very much shaped by the German 

idealist philosophical tradition, it seemed to me important to interrogate Arendtôs 

paradigm through a consideration of experiential accounts of the Arab uprisings 

on the part of its revolutionaries. Accordingly, what came to emerge in my study 

was that a certain perception of the Arab uprisings in effect serves to turn The 

Human Condition on its head, in a way partially comparable with Marxôs stated 

intention of turning Hegel on his head. 

When the pandemic unfolded, what I found striking is that it constitutes a 

challenge to Arendtôs theories in much the same way the Arab uprisings may be 

seen to have challenged them. In this respect, there is an unexpected continuity 

between the uprisings and these times of global health crisis where both the 

uprisings and the pandemic may be seen, in their different ways of course, as 

wake-up calls prompting us to question certain ideologies through a renewed 

sense of reality. In order to address this, I will first recapitulate my initial analysis 
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of The Human Condition before going on to propose its extended relevance for 

an understanding of the UK experience of the pandemic. 

At the outset of The Human Condition, Arendt establishes that, from her 

perspective, the human condition is a strictly secular one. She maintains that 

what she calls ñthe contemplative lifeò (distinct from ñthe active lifeò) is to be 

bracketed off from worldly existence in that it concerns a preoccupation with the 

mystical and the sacred (Arendt 1995, 20). With this foreclosure, she sets out to 

describe the secular human condition in terms of three main hierarchies. The first 

and lowest of these pertains to the class of menial labour, what Arendt refers to 

in terms of animal laborans, ñthe labouring animal.ò For Arendt, the labour in 

question concerns tasks that need to be undertaken with monotonous regularity 

with no lasting effect, tasks that for her are a matter of the most bestial as well 

as most mundane side of life (Arendt 1998, 96-100). Such menial labour would, 

for instance, include farming and housework.  

Moving up the hierarchy from ñthe labouring animal,ò Arendt considers the 

manufacturing class of homo faber. Arendt considers this labour to be more 

valuable than menial labour in that it produces commodities or other tangible 

products that outlast the labouring act. What is striking, given Arendtôs 

foreclosure of the mystical, is that she ideologically transfers the issue of 

immortality from questions of the soul to considerations of long-lasting human 

action, especially political action (Arendt 1998, 18-20). For Arendt, the 

economic sphere is inferior to the political sphere in that workers constitute a 

faceless mass, and she argues that human immortality (presumably fame) is 

achieved through the self-enactments and speech acts of political actors in the 

public sphere. What is very much missing from Arendtôs account is any 

consideration of civil society as well as of our cultural lives, as this essay will go 

on to engage with.  

As I argue in Creative Radicalism in the Middle East, regarding the Arab 

uprisings, they may be said to have rejected the supposed immortality of the class 

of political actors who were merely performing themselves on their political 

stages without meaningfully working for their people. Arab leaders were 

clinging onto power, as if they were permanently essential while guilty of 

political negligence, where some were also trying to establish their 

ñimmortalityò dynastically. While the lives of ordinary people were conversely 

rendered inessential and dispensable (as in the deaths of Mohamed Bouazizi in 

Tunisia and Khaled Said in Egypt), the Arab revolutionaries protested against 

this. In particular, the foreclosure of the sacred performed by Arendt was 

overturned in a way that allowed the revolutionaries to assert the sacredness of 

all lives, especially with respect to the revolutionsô martyrs. A similar insightful 
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reversal has emerged with the pandemic regarding the constellation of 

inessential leaders, essential labour and the sacredness of all lives. 

What I wish to go on to explore is how both the Arab uprisings and the 

pandemic have served to confront us with the same question, and that question 

with its various nuances is: ñWho Cares?ò 

 

The Experience of the Pandemic in the UK 

When the coronavirus began to rapidly spread in the UK, there was initially 

widespread bemusement on the part of British citizens with respect to the 

governmentôs ostrich-like head-in-the-sand behaviour. That is, in spite of 

warnings from countries such as Italy and China, and from the World Health 

Organization, the British government seemed to think that if leaders ignored the 

virus, it would just somehow go away. In response to public concerns, the 

government then put forward that its policy was one of so-called herd immunity 

whereby the idea was that as many people as possible should have the illness in 

the hope that they would build up antibodies, even as there was no medical 

evidence to guarantee the success of this strategy. With this, the best that PM 

Boris Johnson could offer the public was, ñPrepare to lose your loved ones.ò He 

did not explain how anyone can do this. In fact, the real message was to accept 

the deaths of elderly or frail people amongst your friends and family because 

more important to us than saving lives is prolonging the ñlifeò of the economy. 

The crux of neoliberalism is that the market is everything and that society counts 

for nothing.  

With the government not prepared to take action, British people began to enter 

a lockdown of their own accord. Certainly, most of the people I know, people 

who were fortunately able to work from home, spontaneously decided to adopt 

degrees of social distancing and social isolation. Thus, I believe it was not the 

government that initiated the lockdown but members of the public of sufficient 

numbers that Johnson had to drop his herd immunity policy and go with the 

publicôs lead. In addition, there was the belated realization that if the health crisis 

was allowed merely to escalate uncontrollably, not only would long under-

resourced health services be unable to cope with it, treatments for a whole range 

of other serious ailments would become inaccessible.  

During the lockdown phase, what came to the fore, as is well-known, was 

how crucial certain workers are while politicians came to appear more and more 

ineffectual or useless. Those who Arendt calls ñlabouring animals,ò a 

dehumanising term, are those who the British media have come recently to posit 

in terms of ñkey workers.ò In lockdown, people in Britain, and of course not only 

Britain, realised that certain forms of labour that are often taken for granted are 
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actually importantly necessary for the maintenance of life. For instance, people 

were reminded that the person who empties your waste bin is crucial, the 

delivery people bringing food supplies to the doors of the ill or vulnerable are 

crucial, the cleaners and care workers are crucial, and, most of all, the NHS staff 

of doctors and nurses working long hours in intensive care are indispensable. 

This unremarkable labour, in Arendtian terms, thus became very noticeable and 

highly appreciated.  

As indicated, along with the re-evaluation of previously low-status labour as 

really socially useful, came a widespread perception of how ineffectual or 

useless the UK governmentôs political actors were proving. The many moments 

of incompetence would be too long to document but some indication of this 

political negligence can be given. Journalist Patrick Cockburn, stating that ñthe 

serious failings of the Johnson government are too long to list,ò gives us the 

examples of allowing large public gatherings to be held such as the Cheltenham 

fixture and corrupt procurements diverting vast sums of money to Conservative 

Party members or allies lacking the expertise needed actually to fulfil their 

obligations (Cockburn 2020). The pandemic has turned The Human Condition 

on its head in acknowledging the value of key workers and in exposing the 

negligent ineptitude of neoliberal political actors.  

Apart from the newly found appreciation of key workers, quite a lot of people 

in lockdown have come to value anew the kinds of activities that Arendt assigns 

to the lowest level of human expenditure in terms of its significance. For 

example, some of us have taken a renewed interest in cooking, taking care to 

source ingredients more mindfully and to prepare healthier meals. Neighbours 

along my street have been attending to home repairs such as restoring and 

repainting window frames or front fences. Others have taken up gardening. City 

dwellers have been walking and cycling much more than before. Urban parks 

are much more frequented, and camping has become hugely popular. These 

activities have been a form of consolation and resilience. What I wish to say is 

that people have been learning to care again in ways that are often ecologically 

aware. Added to this, there may be ways in which ñthe active lifeò has given way 

to ñthe contemplative life.ò 

One of the unexpected effects of the initial lockdown period in London was 

the marked increase of birdsong in city gardens. While people temporarily 

refrained from driving, the spring air became purified of pollution, and it 

sounded as if the birds were celebrating this. What I, and I believe others, 

experienced through lockdown is a heightened sense of gratitude towards the 

natural world, a question that I will return to. And while increased appreciation 

of the animal (including human animal) world has been an effect of the 
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lockdown, at least for some, many inessential commodities of the manufacturing 

or business world have declined in value.  

Obviously, in depicting the UK experience of the coronavirus pandemic, the 

previous account has had to resort to generalisations where there are indeed quite 

different kinds of experience to be registered. In fact, what came to emerge in 

Britain was a greater and greater split between, say, the carers and the careless, 

for instance, between the group of people who wore masks and advocated mask-

wearing and the group of people who insisted on not wearing masks, the militant 

amongst this group even developing conspiracy theories about the virus being a 

hoax to justify this. Many consider that the turning point for this came about 

through the Dominic Cummings affair, that is, when Johnsonôs special advisor 

broke the lockdown rules by driving his virus-infected wife up to Durham with 

his son because he wanted family members to take over the care of his son with 

his wife being ill. (Bland 2020) For Cummings, kinship, and family (genos) 

appears to have been privileged over the safety of the people at large. In addition, 

Cummings later claimed his lockdown violation had also been due to concerns 

over safety threats to his family on the part of a local gang. (Weaver 2021) 

Prior to Cummings breaking the lockdown rules, there had been quite a lot of 

community solidarity around social distancing and social isolation. However, 

when his selfish actions were made publicly known, things changed overnight. 

Some people said that they felt like suckers to have been following rules around 

socially responsible behaviour when the real imperative, illustrated by both the 

recklessness of Cummings and his unrepentant clinging onto power with the 

support of the Prime Minister, turned out to be putting your own private interests 

first over any collective commitments. With this, a very marked rift opened up 

between people whose priorities were to do exactly as they pleased and those 

who continued to believe in the importance of social responsibility and care. In 

other words, the rupture was between a class of people who asserted their right 

to be careless and carefree and a class of people with caring values and who 

value carers of various kinds. This constitutes the difference between uncivil and 

civil classes. That said, what should not be overlooked are the financial struggles 

of workers in situations of inadequate compensation for loss of earnings. While 

this consideration would strengthen the case for a universal basic income, my 

particular concern here is with social and anti-social attitudes.  

The divide that transpired in Britain also occurred in Brazil where a 

psychological study was carried out by the University of Londrina on a group of 

adults in terms of their behaviour during the pandemic. There was a distinct rift 

between the careless and the caring, a summary of the study stating: 

ñResearchers found that people who reported óantisocial traits,ô like low levels 
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of empathy and high levels of callousness and risk-taking, were less likely to 

adhere to COVID-19 health standards, including wearing a mask and social 

distancingò (Mahadevan 2020). The research goes so far as to assert that the risk-

takers exhibited marked sociopathic traits; however, I think we should be wary 

of resorting to the mere pathologizing of behaviours that may be informed by an 

array of socio-economic and psychological circumstances where more research 

is needed.  

The social rift that I speak of in the British experience dates not only from the 

pandemic times, for it has constituted a recapitulation over the deep division that 

occurred over Brexit. Brexit was a shock for people of my class, especially 

amongst academics who were largely against it, for we did not realise how many 

people in the country entertained a virulent xenophobia. It was also depressing 

for us when the previously Labour voters of the North turned against Labour. 

Although this moment shocked many of us who were against Brexit, it came 

with a curious sense of déjà vu for me. In class terms, it reminded me of the 

composition of colonial Rhodesia, where I grew up. 

It is an over-simplification of postcolonial studies, even if an understandable 

one, to divide the colonial world into coloniser and colonised, oppressor and 

oppressed. For a start, in Rhodesia, there was more than one class of coloniser. 

There was the class of capitalist oligarchs like Cecil John Rhodes intent on 

grabbing land and exploiting the country for wealth. Then there was another 

class of coloniser that came from the European lower classes where these 

colonisers were so-called ñlosersò in European terms. That is, they were not 

secure members of the European working class, but the unemployed or precariat 

of their societies, and sometimes even the criminals and thugs of their societies. 

That is, this class is a lumpenproletariat in Marxist terms rather than a true 

proletariat. Added to this, there is another class of coloniser, those of the upper 

middle class. Unlike the lumpenproletariat, this class is cultured and highly 

educated. Sufficiently comfortably off, this class, unlike the greed-driven 

oligarchical class, is less concerned with the amassing of wealth while also not 

exercised by the need to improve their status in the way that the 

lumpenproletariat class is. Its values tend to be more liberal. 

The most virulent racism in the colony comes from an alignment of the 

oligarchs with the lumpenproletariat where both classes condone exploitative 

behaviour towards others out of their self-interests. For Marx and Engels, the 

lumpenproletariat (the riff raff, ñthe dangerous classò) are an underclass without 

true class consciousness, and in The Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels 

state that instead of joining revolutionary movements they are more likely to sell 

out to ñreactionary intrigues'' (Marx and Engels 2012, 83). What Marx and 
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Engels do not consider is that in a colonial situation, the lumpenproletariat bond 

together on the basis of racial identities as opposed to class ones, and it is the 

displacement of class solidarities by racial groupings of self-interest that settler-

nationalist identity politics effects. That is, what is important to understand from 

colonial history is that the lumpenproletariat class seek to overcome their 

inferior class status through positing themselves as coming from a superior 

civilisation defined in terms of race. With this, what it means to be civil or 

uncivil becomes less a question of ethics and behaviour and much more a case 

of the racial politicization of identities as effects the naturalisation of privilege 

or entitlement.  

A split comparable to the Brexit rift opened up in Rhodesia particularly over 

right-wing leader Ian Smithôs unilateral declaration of independence. Smith 

sought to sever the colony from Britain because Britain had begun to pursue a 

decolonisation policy with majority rule as its aim, thus allowing for African 

self-determination. This served to split the colonising classes into those who 

favoured white nationalist separatism (the majority of the white population) and 

those who were strongly opposed to this and who sought to support the African 

working class in its struggle for majority rule. Thus, the social alignments were 

of oligarchs and lumpenproletariat leading the racist side and certain elements 

of the educated and cultured European middle classes aligning themselves with 

African middle and working classes on the anti-separatist and pro-liberation side 

(see also Mamdani 2020, 164-76). 

When I previously spoke of Brexit entailing a sense of déjà vu for me, this 

was because the social rift that opened up dramatically at this time was between 

the oligarchical class or very rich elite that had garnered the support of the 

lumpenproletariat class through the encouragement of racist attitudes and the 

cultured cosmopolitan middle classes in support of the working class including 

migrant workers. In the aftermath of the British election of 2019, that served to 

affirm Brexit and xenophobia and reject the socialist values of Jeremy Corbyn 

and team, there was, in my view, a distorted or simplified account in the media 

of this turn of events. The broad assumption was that the Northern working 

classes had deserted Labour in favour of Johnson through believing that the 

Labour Party was not concerned with them. In my analysis, what was once a 

working class, such as the miners, had been decimated by Thatcherism, the effect 

of which was to destroy the working-class civility that had bound people together 

in close community. What had been a working class became much more of a 

lumpenproletariat of people unable to get or hold down jobs, a group of people 

with little workersô solidarity and with low morale, this perhaps accounting for 

low educational attainment, and increasing loss of trust in the notion of civil 
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society since they felt it no longer existed. Marx and Engels write of the 

lumpenproletariat as comprised of those whose employment is precarious, as 

may also potentially lead to crime and corruption, and thus further indignity. The 

rise in precarity of our times seems to have much increased the size of the 

lumpenproletariat. 

Thatcherôs policy might be described as awfully successful, for she set out to 

destroy working-class community spirit by destroying the Northern working-

class communities and by installing instead her neoliberal mantra of there being 

no such thing as society, where Thatcher could be seen as having a 

lumpenproletariat background herself. The social ruptures that have emerged in 

Britain over the pandemic thus have a long history that has taken the form of 

what I am terming civil and uncivil classes. I would add that the loss of 

community values may constitute a trauma that mistakenly (and exploited by 

propaganda) seeks its repair through ethnic nationalism and xenophobic 

patriotism. While the pandemic is distressing in itself, beyond this, it exposes 

how the nationalist narrative has long been cynically deployed to mask the lack 

of any actual concern for the non-elite classes of the nation.  

Some insight into Johnsonôs attitudes and his popularity amongst the 

lumpenproletariat can be gleaned from an article of his in The Spectator that 

appeared many years ago, in 1995. Johnson, in addressing the proliferation of 

single mothers, writes:  

 

And that brings me to the last and greatest group of male culprits. 

Most of these single mothers have had the common sense to detect 

that the modern British male is useless. 

If he is blue collar, he is likely to be drunk, criminal, aimless, 

feckless and hopeless, and perhaps claiming to suffer from low self-

esteem brought on by unemployment. 

If he is white collar, he is likely to be little better. (1995, 6) 

 

Johnson sees male British workers in precisely lumpenproletariat terms. What 

is further interesting is that it is this group that Johnson has sought to win the 

electoral support of, as he is aware of their craving for esteem, usually as white 

British men who can be proud of themselves. I would speculate that the reason 

why Johnson, while of the rich elites, posits this class as useless is due to his 

own tendency to uselessness, given his repeated blunders and betrayals and his 

stance of blustering helplessness. A term that the press has repeatedly used for 

Johnson over his handling of the pandemic is in fact: ñuseless.ò  
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Johnson writes as if the uselessness of British men, those unable to assume 

responsibility towards others and unable to take care of themselves, was 

somehow innate, implying that ñlow self-esteem brought on by unemploymentò 

(quoted previously) is an unconvincing excuse. Interestingly, Johnson 

ideologically naturalises socio-economic conditions. Surely, precarity is at stake, 

while beyond this, there are questions of servitude and dependency also at stake 

as the pandemic has revealed. While the traditional working classes are willing 

to be of service to others, the lumpenproletariat appear to believe that their 

freedom lies in not needing to be of service to others below them. However, I 

would suggest what this group posits as its libertarian freedom actually masks a 

sense of secretly vulnerable dependency on others and a fear that this might be 

exposed as a kind of inferiority in terms of class rivalries. The lumpenproletariat, 

in what seems to be an internalization of hierarchies, resent the educated middle 

classes whom they say make them feel inferior while they seek to posit 

themselves as superior to the class of migrant manual labour. 

I observed a striking Covid-related incident in a video clip posted on 

Facebook of an American case of covert dependency where a woman explained 

how she called 911 to demand police intervention because a shop-keeper 

declined to serve her when she refused to wear a mask in his shop. (Eustachwick 

2020) She kept repeating that it was her fundamental human right to be served. 

In other words, she asserted her right to be cared for while at the same time she 

insisted that this was a unilateral right in that she did not feel she herself needed 

to care for the shop-keeperôs concerns over his safety. What is also telling is that 

in other such episodes, anti-mask women, often associated with the ñKarenò 

meme of badly behaved privileged women (Abcarian 2020), can be seen to 

exhibit the kind of meltdown of a child having a tantrum, as if they are not able 

to cope with the exposure of their own dependency on others such as shop-

keepers. As this discussion illustrates, covert dependency cuts across gender 

lines, although the sense of automatic entitlement that masks the dependency is 

often a masculinist assumption. 

In Johnsonôs case, while he was reliant on the NHS to save his life at the time 

that he was hospitalized with Covid-19, his government has failed to meet NHS 

requests for adequate pay rises and better working conditions. Indeed, Jenny 

McGee, the nurse who kept vigil by Johnsonôs bedside when his life was in the 

balance, went on to quit the NHS over the lack of respect shown by the 

government for the NHS and healthcare workers. My point is that the nurses are 

automatically expected to care, while the government feels no need for 

reciprocity. 
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The pandemic has thrown up certain paradoxes. One of these is that caring 

for others may entail distancing yourself from them. Another is that those who 

refuse to comply with the guidelines over social responsibility such as through 

wearing masks are in fact masking their dependency complexes, as in the 

demand that others serve them and fulfil their needs. As indicated, the pretense 

is that this dependency is an assertion of independence or freedom. What it may 

amount to is an assertion along the following lines: it is not my role to care for 

others, it is their role to care for me. As such, there is a demand for class 

hierarchies of masters and servants, including men reliant on their wives to look 

after them as if these men were children, and white people who believe that 

immigrants should service them with no entitlement to rights and services 

themselves. It is this that those who believe in civility challenge through 

maintaining the needed reciprocity of social care.  

Coming back to the Arab uprisings briefly, it seems that their dynamics 

brought together the educated middle classes (intellectuals and artists) and the 

working classes against the rich elites and the thugs commandeered by them. 

Moreover, one of the striking things about the uprisings was how civil they were, 

meaning that they were well-mannered, considerate, respectful, decent, and that 

they expressed themselves through culture and the arts. This is a question of how 

the uprisings and the pandemic have, in their very different ways, displaced the 

conception of the nation in the patriotic kinship terms of genos with an emphasis 

on the demos, and thus the dignity and needs of the people.  

 

Social Alignments in Postcolonial Indian Fiction 

In India, Narendra Modiôs abandonment of the people to the Indian variant of 

the virus has been described by Arundhati Roy as ña crime against humanityò 

(Roy 2021), given the governmentôs failure to provide hospital beds, oxygen, 

vaccines, and crematorium facilities to devastating effect. However, this is not 

just a failure of the moment. Julia Hollingsworth writes: ñAs human rights 

activist Harsh Mander puts it, India had óstarvedô its public health systems for 

decadesðlong before Modiôs time in officeò (Hollingsworth 2021). As many 

Indian citizens are aware, the current health crisis is not new so much as a matter 

of bringing into full view the long-entrenched negligence Indian hyper-

nationalist ideology and neoliberalism have aimed to cloak. A novel that 

explores this decades long disastrous political negligence is Rohinton Mistryôs 

A Fine Balance (1995), while Arundhati Royôs The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness (2017) shows how what Mistry first explores extends into Modiôs 

political ascendence that her novel treats of. Both novels are thus critical of the 

structural pre-conditions that have issued in the contemporary Indian virus crisis, 
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both displacing a politics of race, caste and kinship with an ethical consideration 

of the civil and uncivil class formations that have come even further to the fore 

during the pandemic. I will now offer readings of these novels in an illustrative 

rather than exhaustive manner.  

A Fine Balance is a heart-breaking epic novel set in Indira Gandhiôs India, 

exposing its dark side. It begins with what may be considered two back stories 

in order to explain how the characters of the stories come to be thrown together.  

One of the backstories of A Fine Balance is about a middle-class woman 

called Dina. Her father is a doctor with a strong sense of social responsibility, so 

when there is an outbreak of cholera and typhoid among the rural poor, he 

decides to go to their aid. However, he himself receives a fatal snake bite in the 

rural area, and so he ends up giving his life to his sense of social mission. When 

he dies, Dinaôs brother takes over the role of head of the family. However, he is 

a man with an inferiority complex that leads to him bullying his sister to give 

him a compensatory sense of superiority. In brief, one of the ways she reacts to 

her hostile home environment is to take refuge in classical music concerts where 

she gets to know a man who shares her love of music through which they fall in 

love and marry. Unfortunately, their happiness is short-lived when Dinaôs 

husband is killed in a traffic accident. Dina then decides that to keep her 

independence she will set up a clothes-making business. 

The second back story concerns a family from the untouchable Chamar caste 

whose occupation is tanning and leather work, and who are determined to 

improve their fortunes through their sons learning to be tailors. One of the sons, 

Narayan, stands up to the local tyrannical landholder, the Thakur, in asserting 

his voting rights. As a punishment for this transgression of caste hierarchies, 

supposed to be permanent, Narayan is captured and gruesomely tortured to death 

as a lesson to others. His brother and his son, Ishvar and Omprakash (Om), 

having set up as tailors, find there is not enough business locally and so they 

head to the city that Dina resides in, in search of employment leading to their 

being hired by her for her new business. She also takes on a middle-class student 

lodger called Maneck. 

At first, there is a lack of trust between Dina as an employer and her tailor 

employees, yet with the intercessions of leftist-leaning Maneck this improves, 

and gradually the four of them become an unusual alternative community 

brought together against caste, gender and generational divides (as could be read 

as metonymic of how the nation ought to be). While the tailors first live at a 

subsistence level in slum housing, when this is destroyed and they are reduced 

to sleeping rough, Dina gradually gives in to allowing the tailors to live on her 
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front porch, even as her landlord threatens her with eviction if she is not the sole 

occupant of the property.  

What Mistry shows us, without any sentimentality, is how alternative 

communities animated by warmth, humour, decency and social care may be 

constituted against the odds. While Dina and Maneck are from the educated 

middle classes, with Dina having a cultured and creative side to her with her love 

of music and dress-making, the tailors are from the lowest and poorest class. 

That an alliance across these classes occurs is due to their mutually caring and 

civil treatment of each other. The civil class, signified by the alternative 

community, yet finds its enemies in the uncivil class that is comprised of the 

lumpenproletariat and the oligarchs or wealthy and powerful elites. It is not 

possible to cover the many illustrative scenes and characters in the panoramic 

sweep of A Fine Balance regarding what may be termed Indiaôs uncivil class. 

However, Mistry shows how desperate poverty drives individuals into becoming 

criminals and selfish thugs, as well as henchmen acting for the rich, and he also 

attends to social bandits that cross between civil and uncivil divides.  

With their rise in fortunes, the elder tailor feels it is his responsibility to 

arrange a marriage for his nephew, so they return to their village for this purpose. 

Unfortunately, this coincides with Indira Gandhiôs sterilisation campaign 

coming to their home village whereby the two tailors are forcibly sterilised. Prior 

to this moment, Om has encountered the Thakur, the man responsible for the 

torture and killing of his father, and expressed his rage at him. When the two 

tailors have been sterilised, they are given a moment of hope in learning that 

vasectomies are reversible. However, in the case of Ishvar, the unsanitary 

conditions of the clinic he was operated in lead to an infection that necessitates 

the amputation of his legs. In the case of Om, the Thakur forces the clinic to re-

admit him through the pretence that he has cancer, and the Thakur gives the 

doctor orders to castrate him. Through these harrowing events, the two mutilated 

tailors eventually end up as beggars.  

Indira Gandhiôs sterilisation campaign, that sterilised millions and issued in 

hundreds of thousands of deaths, targeted especially the poorest castes, a form 

of eugenics of familial biopolitics, revealing that Gandhiôs theatrical nationalist 

rallies (depicted in the novel) masked the fact that this ñnationalismò was not for 

all of Indiaôs citizenry. The Thakur and Indira Gandhi are representatives of an 

elitist class that accords no humanity to the poor and allows them no social 

services or hopes of betterment. The lower classes exist only to serve the 

dominant classes that just take and take with no possibility of any reciprocity. 

The contrast between civil and uncivil classes is very stark and bleak in A Fine 

Balance, the fine balance being between hope and despair.  
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In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, another panoramic Indian novel set in 

more contemporary times, Arundhati Roy also explores the stark division of civil 

and uncivil classes, while positing the value of eclectic alternative communities. 

The novel begins where it ends in a graveyard in Delhi that has become the home 

of Anjum, one of the main protagonists. However, the graveyard we first 

encounter is not the graveyard we re-encounter, as Iôll return to. 

The significance of Anjum in the novel is that she, having been born intersex, 

elects to live as a woman (for the most part), leaving her family to join the Hijra  

community: Hijra  being a term used in India to refer to those who are eunuchs, 

intersex or (male-to-female) transgendered. Anjum then learns how to live in a 

marginal way with the support of her community, one outside of the family, 

where she also adopts a foundling child. She further learns of how historically 

the Hijra  community are the custodians of a spiritual legacy where they are 

respected as a ñthird genderò able to bestow blessings on their society. In fact, 

androgyny often has a spiritual significance in cultures outside of the West. 

Why Roy is particularly interested in the Hijra  community concerns her 

critique of identity politics, one of the Hijras commenting: ñThe war is inside 

us. Indo-Pak is inside usò (Roy 2017, 23). For Roy, those who live between or 

across genders may have something to teach us about the acceptance of 

ambivalence or ambiguity as well as about the transformative magic of the 

imagination. The other main strand of the novel concerns the rise of Modiôs 

saffron far right and the ethnic-religious conflicts of Muslims and Hindus, and 

also the Indo-Muslim conflict in Kashmir. Firstly, Roy takes us back to the 

Gujurat massacre of Muslimsðthat Modi apparently incited according to the 

film Final Solution (Sharma 2004)ðwhen Anjum pays a visit to the region to 

become a witness to the barbarism, including mass rape, of the massacre. 

Secondly, Roy sets part of the novel in war-torn Kashmir with gruesome 

accounts of cruelty.  

What the scenes of conflict show is how countries can become graveyards. 

This is through the obsessional politics of identity purity such as the RSS 

ideology of a purely Hindu India. The novel provides much evidence of how this 

purity is not at all pure but entails a great deal of toxic corruption, criminality, 

and barbarity. While there is sympathy for the struggle in Kashmir, the country 

is revealed to be a place of ñblack marketeers, bigots, thugs and confidence-

tricksters,ò who ñgrafted the language of God and Freedom, Allah and Azadi, on 

to their murders and new scamsò (Roy 2017, 316). 

Apart from Anjum, a prominent protagonist of Royôs novel is an educated 

middle-class woman called Tilo, an architect turned activist on behalf of people 

whose lives are torn apart by the conflict in Kashmir. Despite their different 
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backgrounds, Anjum and Tilo have a sensibility in common in the way that they 

are free spirits who able to care for outsider others or outcasts (both adopting 

children), and eventually their paths meet when Anjum sets up the Jannan Guest 

House in the graveyard she has come to make her home, jannan translating as 

ñparadise.ò 

Anjum, traumatised and haunted by her witnessing of the Gujurat massacre, 

finds that younger members that have joined the Hijra community are bringing 

to it an ethos that she is no longer comfortable with. Roy seems here to offer a 

subtle critique of how Western-style transgender ideology is serving to displace 

the older Hijra  culture. The younger trans activists are said to lecture Anjum 

with what seems to be a literal-minded form of identity politics that she is 

sceptical of in the wake of her experience of sectarian violence. Furthermore, 

when Anjum visits Gujarat, she does so dressed as a man and it is implied that 

this saves her from the sexual violence of the riots, explaining why she then seeks 

to dress her adopted daughter up as a boy, something that the trans activists deem 

politically incorrect. So, she leaves the Hijra community that has been taken over 

in this way, and comes to make her home in the graveyard where she gradually 

builds up a new community that takes in all kinds of waifs and strays (those who 

might otherwise potentially turn into riff raff), along with stray animals. Among 

other things, she sets up a school, significantly so, that Tilo joins as a teacher. 

Again, the educated middle classes and underclasses come to co-operate in 

building a world beyond that of oligarchs and thugs.  

While Mistryôs novel has a rhythm of alternating hope and despair, Royôs 

performs an inversion, as noted by Eleanour Birne in a review of the novel (Birne 

2017). Although Kashmir is often referred to as a paradise, it has become a 

graveyard, along with Gujurat. Inversely, what we take to be a graveyard at the 

start of the novel is something we eventually come to see in a different light as 

a place of potential re-birth, a place of ñministryò as healing service towards 

happiness. What is significant about Royôs novel is that it is strangely percipient 

in imagining a country as a graveyard, with the current tragic scenes of Indiaôs 

mass funeral pyres, contemporary India is becoming a graveyard. This is no mere 

coincidence for Royôs ongoing concerns show us how there is a distinct 

connection between Modiôs violent neo-colonial advancement of race, sect, and 

caste as naturalised, permanent hierarchies, from Modiôs incitement of the 

Gujurat violence onwards, and the callous abandonment of the nationôs actual 

citizenry as is evident in the Indian governmentôs negligent handling of the 

pandemic. What is at stake in this is the difference between the idolized Hindu 

nation treating itself as sacred and Royôs alternative sense of life as that which 
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is truly sacred. It is among the social carers and environmental carers that this 

true sense of the sacred is to be found. 

There is a passage in the novel concerning a character displaced by the 

flooding of his village, and with this a whole way of life in which the natural 

world is cared for. Roy writes:  

 

In his dream his village still existed. It wasnôt at the bottom of a 

dam reservoir. Fish didnôt swim through his windows. Crocodiles 

didnôt knife through the high branches of the Silk Cotton trees. 

Tourists didnôt go boating over his fields, leaving rainbow clouds of 

diesel in the sky. In his dream his brother Luariya wasnôt a tour guide 

at the dam site whose job was to showcase the miracles the dam had 

wrought. His mother didnôt work as a sweeper in a dam engineerôs 

house that was built on the land that she had once owned. She didnôt 

have to steal mangoes from her own trees. (2017, 113) 

 

I wish to juxtapose this with a recent message to the West offered by Nemonte 

Nenquimo, a Waorami woman of the Amazonian rainforest. She says: ñYou 

forced your civilisation upon us and now look where we are: global pandemic, 

climate crisis, species extinction and, driving it all, widespread spiritual poverty. 

In all these years of taking, taking, taking from our lands, you have not had the 

courage, or the curiosity, or the respect to get to know usò (Nenquimo 2020). 

A virus is a strange thing. It has no life of its own, and so its existence depends 

on going from host to host in random and blind disregard of its hosts. If the virus 

were seen in anthropomorphic terms, it would be sheer ingratitude. Those who 

are guilty of expecting to be cared for and served with no reciprocity exhibit the 

viral dynamics of ingratitude as a definitive feature of the uncivil. Where the 

term ñviralò usually refers to rapid replication, as in a meme or tweet going viral, 

what I wish to draw attention to is that the viral entails a colonising dynamic of 

ñliving onò through living off others, though blindly without recognition of this. 

It is not transmission through, say, call and response, or other forms of 

reciprocity, but merely through self-replication, as it actually lacks a life of its 

own in being merely a template of literality.  

The coming together of the working class and middle class, variously 

addressed in this article, also reflects how the gap between them has lessened. 

For instance, significantly, one of the things that neoliberalism has effected is 

the proletarianization of certain jobs that used to have status. Being a university 

lecturer used to be a well-regarded job in the UK, but it is now the managers of 

the university that have status, while the teaching staff are treated as drones and 
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minions. Coming back to my critique of Arendt, we need to re-evaluate key 

labour against the kind of management that can constitute merely covert 

parasitical dependency. 

Furthermore, what needs to be understood is that the proliferation of the 

lumpenproletariat under nationalist revivals is, in effect, symptomatic of the 

resurgence of colonialism as fascism. This internalisation or re-importation of 

colonialism as fascism is something that Aimé Césaire pointed out many years 

ago, where Césaire also maintains that Europeans see the colonies as a safety 

valve, that is, as a place where they can offload their undesirable or dangerous 

citizens (Césaire 2000, 41-42). In very starkly polarised terms, Césaire sees 

Europe and America as what he calls ñdecivilizingò powers that have lapsed into 

barbarism while he designates African civilisations as ñcourteous,ò (51) 

ñfraternalò and ñco-operativeò (44). While I appreciate that C®saire is 

deliberately writing a stark polemic, there remains a certain danger of 

entrenching the divides as racial ones. As Mahmood Mamdani has argued of 

colonial nationalism and of fascism, the desire is to produce permanent 

minorities in the service of a dominant class through presenting this class as 

constituted by race, tribe, caste or ethnicity (Mamdani 2020, 9-15), that is, as a 

birth right. An emphasis on nations as a diversity of cultures and as societies that 

can work for social justice across class lines, indeed towards much less class-

divided societies, constitutes a certain corrective to this insistence on ethnic 

identity politics. 

In this article, I have tried to show that the pandemic has thrown into stark 

relief how governments of patriotic xenophobia, reliant on colonial legacies of 

naturalising entitlement as a question of race, caste or kinship, have especially 

and hypocritically failed their people, their fellow citizens, while the pandemic 

also brings to the fore the division between civil (caring) and uncivil (uncaring) 

classes that nationalist zealotry is designed to hide in order to exploit structural 

exclusivities of care. If the negligent power, so to speak, of the uncivil classes is 

to be overcome, this depends on heeding percipient warnings, before being 

eventually forced by disasters to confront what is at stake, and on the civil classes 

unifying within nations across politicised generic divisions as well as across 

transnational borders through what can be identified as common causes. 
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E-Storybooks for Children on COVID-19 
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Introduction  

There is a human need to tell stories about the world and the others, and the 

stories addressed to children help them to develop and grow up (Stockar 2006). 

Psychology considers that children prefer story books which explain the 

happenings here and there (Shavlik, Bauer and Booth 2020). Since children 

usually raise questions and seek explanations about the world around them, they 

are described as being little scientists (Piaget 1952). For children to understand 

the causes of the lockdown, school closure and the quarantine, discourses of 

crisis must be negotiated appropriately. For these reasons, this research is 

interested in childrenôs e-books. An e-book, an electronic book, is a book 

publication in a digital form.  This article examines nine e-storybooks which are 

directed towards informing children about the novel Coronavirus Disease-2019 

(COVID-19) and the required practices which would stop its outbreak. 

Spreading across almost all countries and bringing about death and fear, 

COVID-19 results in global effects which restructure social relations, activities, 

plans, behaviors and all forms of practices pertaining to humans. Being highly 

contagious, COVID-19 can lead to sickness and death. This pandemic poses a 

challenge because there is no approved vaccine to stop it completely. 

Consequently, countries have to take protective measures so that the spread of 

the pandemic may be slowed down or stopped. For example, gatherings are 

banned, schools are shut down, the division of labor is restructured, social 

distancing is enforced, and a strict quarantine is effectuated. Each government 

starts to spread awareness campaigns informing people that they must wear a 

medical mask outside and that it is better to stay at home. People are told to 

practice physical distancing and be careful about personal hygiene. COVID-19 
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has forced a change in all forms of life and interaction. The more fears and threats 

increase, the more the behavioral reactions increase (Kovecses 1990).  

The worldwide outbreak of COVID-19 makes governments put into effect 

severe restrictions on peopleôs movements. Technology, within this context, 

proves to be thoroughly influential on peopleôs daily activities. It guarantees 

communication and access to information despite being at home. Thanks to 

digital technology, students and children can be educated without going to 

schools, and social interaction is fostered while respecting social distancing. 

Digital technology provides solutions to many problems which emerge due to 

the pandemic. One of these problems is child education and awareness while 

staying at home. 

Adults can listen to the media and understand the extensive changes in rituals 

and schedules. Due to the impact of the pandemic, children must have many 

queries and doubts. Accordingly, children need new methods which can create 

an awareness of COVID-19. School closure during the pandemic has posed a 

challenge in the field of child education. For that reason, digital data and online 

interaction become a must. 

There is a strong connection between words and the world as we can ñdo 

things with wordsò (Mazid 2014, 2). Words have the power to embody views, 

affect peopleôs interpretations of events and shape realities (Neüff 2018). In 

consequence, a due attention has to be paid to the way words are being organized 

so that a certain meaning may be established. The study of meaning in its 

contextual situation by means of language use is the core of pragmatic analysis 

(Cap 2010a&b). To proximize is to bring closer to the mind. This is the strategy 

the speaker employs so that he may depict certain events as being directly 

influencing the hearer. Proximization is a cognitive-linguistic, pragmatic and 

critical apparatus of discourse analysis which construes the spatial relations 

among linguistic elements (Cap 2006, 2008, 2009, 2013a, 2013b, 2016). It is the 

discursive strategy by which remote events and distant states are presented as 

being resultant and unfavorably eventual, a thing which leads to the 

legitimization of certain actions (Cap 2013b). Proximization Theory (PT) is a 

methodological model approaching the construal of threats in discourse (Cap 

2006, 2008, 2009, 2013a, 2013b, 2016). This threat is posed by peripheral 

entities which exist outside the discourse space center (ODCs). The ODCs are 

conceived as passing over the space between them and the central entities which 

exist inside discourse space center (IDCs) with the result of a dreadful threat. 

The threat has a tri-dimensional nature: spatial, temporal and ideological or 

axiological (Cap 2006, 2008, 2009, 2013a, 2013b, 2016). 
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Spatial proximization refers to the action by which ODCs intrude on IDCs. It 

considers threat to be a concrete entity. Temporal proximization has to do with 

elucidating the threat as being newsworthy. It illustrates the directness of a 

pressing threat. Axiological proximization is indicated by the opposing values 

between the ODCs and the IDCs. Consequently, proximization analytical model 

is tri-dimensional including Spatial-Temporal-Axiological (STA) axes (Cap 

2006, 2008, 2009, 2013a, 2013b, 2016). The result of using the three axes of 

proximization in discourse is that addressees approve of the speakerôs actions 

facing the ODCs (Cap 2009). 

This research falls within the Cognitive Linguistics approach to critical 

discourse analysis. The research selects childrenôs e-books during COVID-19 

pandemic to be the target of analysis which is based on the cognitive-pragmatic 

model of PT. Analysis aims to detect threat construction and the relevant 

legitimization of the preemptive measures. 

This research aims to demonstrate the role played by PT in the critical study 

of the discourse of crises. Childrenôs e-story books which focus on COVID-19 

are investigated within the framework of PT. This paper is significant in the 

sense that it presents a cross-disciplinary model to analyze child digital books 

which spread COVID-19 awareness. The paper integrates PT which pertains to 

pragmatics and cognitive linguistics, and critical discourse analysis. This 

research is expected to answer the following questions: How are the discourses 

of threat structured in childrenôs e-books during COVID-19 outbreak? What is 

the role played by PT in order to raise COVID-19 awareness in childrenôs digital 

stories? What are the discourse strategies employed to legitimize various 

protective measures in childrenôs e-books? 

 

1. Proximization as a Concept 

Chilton (2004) and Cap (2005) are the first to use ñto proximiseò and 

ñproximizationò. Cap (2007) defines proximization as ña heavily legitimization-

oriented strategy to picture the occurring events and their actors as directly 

affecting the addresseeò (13). Proximization is the discursive strategy by which 

the speaker positions the addressee in the center of the events (Cap 2006). 

Chilton (2004) explained that people usually locate discourse elements along 

space, time and modality axes. This tri-dimensional axis has a deictic center 

indicated by the self or first-person deictic expressions ñI, we.ò He added that 

the deictic center was indicated by here, now, I, and we (Chilton 2004). This 

center is the pivotal point around which the three axes revolve. 

According to Chilton (2004), the space axis (s) refers to locative deixis as the 

first-person pronouns which are here. In this concern, second and third-person 
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pronouns are more remote from the self and 

closer to the other. The temporal axis (t) 

signifies the time of the speech event via the 

deictic expression now. Events, therefore, 

have a time of occurring that may be at a 

close or a remote time. The modality axis 

(m) is about epistemic and deontic 

modality. When something is expressed as 

being real and a must, it is proximized and 

positioned close to the deictic center. Figure (1) is adopted from Chilton (2004) 

to summarize the three-dimensional axes. 

 

2. The Spatial-Temporal-Axiological Model of Proximization (STA) 

The model is adopted from Cap (2006, 2008, 2009, 2013a, 2013b, 2016). The 

STA proximization model puts into words the discourse endorsements for 

certain political demands and social appeals. After explaining the STA model, 

the discourse elements responsible for the enactment of each dimension of the 

STA model are illustrated. 

 

2.1. Spatial Proximization 

Discourse elements are either central, located in the deictic center, or 

peripheral. Central elements are called the IDCs, inside-the-deictic-center. 

Peripheral ones are the ODCs, outside-the-deictic-center. The distinction 

between both located elements has to do with geographical and ideological 

distances. The IDCs signify the speaker and the positive value sharing crowd. 

Negative and destructive values are related to the ODCs with the result of 

needing a preemptive action on the part of the IDCs. 

 

2.2. Temporal Proximization 

Temporal proximization signifies the speakerôs timing of now. The now frame 

is positioned between the past and the future. Past-to-present conflation indicates 

acts performed by the ODCs which solicit the current concerns on the part of the 

speaker. The future-to-present shift is about future actions stemming from the 

present situation. 

 

2.3. Axiological Proximization 

It deals with the clashing conflict between the values of the ODCs and IDCs. 

It is marked by two kinds. The first one is of a higher probability, while the other 

is of a lower probability. Axiological proximization with high and explicit 

Figure 1. The Tri -dimensional 

Deictic Axes (Chilton 2004, 58). 
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probability aims to recompense the absence of an interpretation via spatial and 

temporal proximization. Axiological proximization is the strategy accounting for 

an ideological explanation for an appeal. This is done via illuminating opposing 

values and using clear references and markers referring to them. Axiological 

proximization with lower/implicit probability occurs with spatial and temporal 

proximization as ñit adds to the stance of constant preparedness to confront an 

external threat, which the latter is construed as ñroutinely presentò at all timesò 

(Cap 2013a, 97). 

 

3. The STA Model Enacted in Discourse 

3.1. Spatial Proximization Framework 

As far as the spatial proximization is concerned, discourse peripheral 

elements- devastating and withering- try to transgress against discourse central 

elements, ODCs versus IDCs. Accordingly, discourse authorizes corresponding 

language categories regarding the Discourse Space (DS): ñNoun phrases (NPs) 

construed as elements of the deictic center of the DS (IDCs)ò and ñNoun phrases 

(NPs) construed as elements outside the deictic center of the DS (ODCs)ò (Cap 

2013a, 105). Both categories include single words or noun phrases embodying 

the two clashing elements/parties. A third category is that of verb phrases which 

symbolize the ODCs threatening movements towards IDCs: ñVerb phrases 

(VPs) of motion and directionality construed as markers of movement of ODCs 

towards the deictic centerò (Cap 2013a, 106). More categories are added: ñVerb 

phrases (VPs) of action construed as markers of impact of ODCs upon IDCsò 

such as ñdestroy,ò ñNoun phrases (NPs) denoting abstract concepts construed as 

anticipations of impact of ODCs upon IDCsò such as ñthreat,ò and ñNoun 

phrases (NPs) denoting abstract concepts construed as effects of impact of ODCs 

upon IDCsò such as ñcatastropheò (Cap 2013a, 107). The framework is 

summarized in table (1). 
 

Table 1. A summary of the spatial proximization framework 

Category Explanation Exemplification 

Noun Phrases (NPs) Elements of the deictic 

center (IDCs) 

Positive traits as: free nations, 

democracy, our people 

Noun Phrases (NPs) Elements outside the 

deictic center (ODCs) 

Negative traits as: oppression, 

dictatorship, terrorists 

Verb Phrases (VPs) Verbs of motion ODCs moving towards IDCs 

as: confront, attack, seek 

Verb Phrases (VPs) Impact of ODCs on IDCs Examples: destroy, burn, 

explode 
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Abstract Noun Phrases 

(NPs) 

The anticipated impact of 

ODCs on IDCs 

Examples: fear, threat 

Abstract Noun Phrases 

(NPs)  

The effects of ODCs on 

IDCs 

Examples: disaster, crisis 

 

3.2. Temporal Proximization Framework 

The temporal proximization has to do with the now setting, which marks the 

speakerôs present position. The temporal framework includes ñNoun phrases 

(NPs) involving indefinite descriptions construing ODC actual impact acts in 

alternative temporal frames,ò ñDiscourse forms involving contrastive use of the 

simple past and the present perfect construing threatening future extending 

infinitely from a past instant,ò ñNoun phrases (NPs) involving nominalizations 

construing presupposition of conditions for ODC impact to arise anytime in the 

future,ò ñVerb phrases (VPs) involving modal auxiliaries construing conditions 

for ODC impact as existing continually between the now and the infinite future,ò 

and ñDiscourse forms involving parallel contrastive construals of oppositional 

and privileged futures extending from the nowò (Cap 2013a, 113-115). The 

framework is summarized in table (2). 

 
Table 2. A summary of the temporal proximization framework 

Category Explanation Exemplification 

Noun Phrases (NPs) Indefinite description of 

ODCs acts in differing times 

A train explosion, a sunny 

day 

Discourse forms Using simple past and 

present perfect to set a fearful 

future 

Past markers followed by 

present crisis and future 

concerns 

Noun Phrases (NPs) Presupposing ODCs coming 

threats 

ODCs emerging threat, 

danger coming 

Verb Phrases (VPs) Modals indicating ODCs 

threat at the present and the 

future 

ODCs + present time 

markers followed by future 

threats  

Discourse forms Presenting IDCs future acts IDCs believe, suggest 

 

3.3. Axiological Proximization Framework 

The axiological proximization is related to ODCs and IDCs opposing merits. 

Thus, it refers to the clashing ideological structures between ODCs and IDCs via 

ñNoun phrases (NPs) construed as IDC positive values or value sets 

(ideologies),ò ñNoun phrases (NPs) construed as ODC negative values or value 

sets (ideologies),ò and ñDiscourse forms no longer than one sentence é 

construing materialization in the IDC space of the ODC negative ideologiesò 

(Cap 2013a, 119-120). The framework is summarized in table (3). 
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Table 3. A summary of the axiological proximization framework 

Category Explanation Exemplification 

Noun Phrases (NPs) IDCs positive value systems & 

ideologies 

Decent, free, freedom, 

democracy 

Noun Phrases (NPs) ODCs negative value systems 

& ideologies 

Indecent, dictatorship, 

oppression 

Discourse forms Phrases denoting ODCs-IDCs 

conflict 

Verb phrases denoting a 

close or a remote 

confrontation and the 

consequences 

 

4. Related Studies on Theory of Proximaiton 

Many have examined the theory of proximization. Cap (2010a&b) conducted 

a critical analysis of the way Bushôs administration employed language in order 

to legitimize the Iraq War. The study had an emphasis on the discourse of war 

and the relative strategies of legitimizing political decisions. It investigated war 

rhetoric, legitimization of violence and the spread of fear, and clarified these 

language practices to the readers. The research aimed to prevent power-abuse in 

relation to the Iraq War as an example. 

Cap (2014) considered proximization to be a cognitive-pragmatic model of 

threat and fear erection. Cap presented Bushôs war rhetoric, depending on Iraqôs 

obtaining weapons of mass destruction, as the premise justifying the Iraq War. 

Bush employed spatial proximization to make the threat closer before the war. 

Pro-war rhetoric involved axiological proximization to legitimize that war. The 

theory was also applied to samples of public discourses in health, environment 

and modern technology. Analysis indicated that the discourses signify 

dependence on threat and fear construction. Analysis of cancer discourse, for 

instance, likened cancer to an enemy threatening the patient. Analysis of climate 

change discourse mirrored the threat posed by that change. The discourse of 

cyber-terror/threat described that threat in ñpersonally consequential termsò 

(27). 

Kowlaski (2018) presented an outline of proximization theory as proposed by 

Cap (2006) and Chilton (2004). It was concluded that proximization was an 

important method in the analysis of critical discourse. He focused on the 

unexplored side of proximization theory, which was the manner in which the 

audience received and perceived proximization. He proposed that comments 

occurring with media texts, Facebook and Twitter communication can be a 

suggested start. 
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Wang (2019) examined the three-dimensional model of proximization, the 

Spatial, the Temporal and the Axiological in order to analyze the Chinese 

President Xi Jinpingôs speech. His paper focused on the value of ña community 

of shared futureò and its construction in political discourse. The temporal 

proximization was employed to recall past conflicts so that the future might be 

guided by them.  The spatial proximization of threats and challenges, which were 

marked as being expected and imminent, motivated the listeners to endorse the 

pre-emptive reactions. The axiological proximization reflected Chinaôs positive 

endeavors to build the future. It was concluded that the Spatial-Temporal-

Axiological model of proximization was powerful in value construction. 

Basarati and Rezaei (2019) carried out a critical analysis of the discourse of 

Iranophobia in the US political discourse via examining Trumpôs speeches 

during 2017-2018 which focused on Iran. Capôs theory of proximization (2013) 

led to the results that Trump positioned Iran as a regional threat. 

Wieczorek (2019) conducted research on presidential speeches concerning 

levels of narrative representation. Data of analysis included three sub-corpora: 

John Kennedy Corpus, Bill Clinton Corpus and Barack Obama Corpus. Capôs 

Proximization Theory was used in order to detect levels of embedding of 

discourse spaces. Primary and multilevel embedding of discourse spaces were 

addressed. Wieczorek used primary embedding to signify the situations in which 

the discourse space pertaining to the speaker interfered with that of the sayer. 

Consequently, the speakerôs image as a leader or an individual could be 

identified. It was found out that primary representations were predominant. 

Katila, Gan, and Goodwin (2020) examined haptic trajectories during 

COVID-19 pandemic. They investigated video recordings of politicians in order 

to show ways of negotiations of space and touch. Findings clarified that when 

one party initiated a handshake, the other party declined and apologized. It was 

noticed that politicians adapted their body to remedy the face-threatening 

situation resulting from social distancing. 

Chen et al. (2020) analyzed political discourse communication on the basis 

of PT. The cyber discourse space, China Xinhua News Agency, was the source 

of data. Key words pertaining to SinoïUS trade war were considered. It was 

concluded that political discourses utilized proximization to serve the purpose of 

political legitimacy. Prieto-Ramos, Pei, and Cheng (2020) presented a socio-

semiotic examination of the practices of naming COVID-19 in a corpus of 

headlines. The study focused on the changes in the pattern of naming in eight 

different newspapers. The paper also clarified that after the World Health 

Organization had announced the name of the pandemic, the newspapers 

modified the naming pattern of the disease. 
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Based on the aforementioned review, childrenôs e-books are not given due 

attention till now. Hence, this study attempts to analyze these books in order to 

clarify the ways writers structure discourses of crisis in a manner that interprets 

the threat without frightening the child. 

 

5. Methodology: Spatial-Temporal-Axiological Proximization 

Capôs model (2006, 2008, 2009, 2013a, 2013b, 2016) of Spatial-Temporal-

Axiological proximization is the basic framework of analysis in this discourse 

study. Within PT and its related STA model as the theoretical framework, 

childrenôs e-books during COVID-19 pandemic are analyzed. The study focuses 

on nine e-books which spread an awareness concerning COVID-19 and help the 

child to cope with the pandemic. The nine e-books are downloaded, saved in 

separate files and manually examined. Each story is separately investigated so 

that the STA model may be detected, and the construal of threat may be figured 

out. The analysis section is divided into nine sub-sections. Each section handles 

one storybook. The sub-section begins with a summary of the story. After 

introducing the story, the PTïbased analytical investigation of threat 

construction is presented. Selected extracts are used to clarify the analysis. Each 

quoted part from every story is followed by its page number in the original story. 

ñMy Hero is Youò is a fictional storybook intended to be read to children aged 

from 6-11 years. This fictional book is available online, at UNICEF's website. 

ñThe Princess in BLACK and the Case of the Coronavirus,ò ñCoronavirus: A 

Book for Children,ò ñThe Magic Cure,ò ñCOVID-19 HELPERS,ò ñBRAY 

BRAY CONQUERS THE CORONAVIRUS,ò ñTogether: Living Life during 

COVID-19,ò ñWeôre Going to be OKò and ñWhat Color Is Today?ò are also 

available online. These nine stories are the digital data selected for the analysis. 

Some stories are totally written in capital letters in their original form. When 

quoting any part of the story, the written form of the original work is observed. 

The analysis section explains each story in reference to the PT and STA model. 

It is followed by the discussion section which clarifies the implications of the 

analysis and adds more interpretation. The conclusion summarizes the findings. 

The study limitations and suggestions for further research are added before the 

reference section. 

 

6. Analysis: Childrenôs E-books During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

6.1. My Hero is You 

ñMy Hero is Youò is a fictional storybook which aims to help children cope 

with COVID-19. The book is translated into Arabic, French, Chinese, Russian 

and Spanish. This book is a project developed by more than 50 organizations 
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concerned with humanitarian affairs including the World Health Organization 

and the United Nations Childrenôs Fund. The storybook is about Ario, a fantasy 

creature, who helps children to fight COVID-19 and to protect their family and 

friends. 

Spatial proximization has to do with the manner in which ODCs encroach 

upon IDCs. In discourse, the IDCs are the speaker, his audience and all those 

who share the same positive values. The ODCs refer to the embodiment of threat 

and negative values. In other words, the ODCs are depicted as having a 

destructive entity. The ODCs are conceived as having an unavoidable negative 

impact on the IDCs. Accordingly, some preemptive actions are carried out by 

the IDCs to face the threat posed by the ODCs. Spatial proximization results in 

the addresseesô legitimization of the speakerôs precautionary plans. The 

following analysis detects the mechanisms of spatial proximization in ñMy Hero 

is You.ò The key lemmas and discourse patterns which reflect the spatial 

framework of proximization are analyzed. 

The story introduces ñSaraôs mumò (p.4) as being a brilliant scientist. Yet, 

she canôt ñfind a cure for the coronavirusò (p.4). A virus is unseen; however, 

spatial proximization depends on the embodiment of entities which threaten 

those inside the discourse space. Thatôs why the virus is impersonated 

throughout the story. At the very beginning, the story presents the IDCs ï the 

good camp ï which include Sara and Saraôs mother who is described as ñthe best 

mum and the best scientistò (p.4). The ODCs are represented by one entity: 

COVID-19. Traits ascribed to COVID-19 are ñso tiny,ò incurable and dangerous 

because ñwe canôt see itò (p.4.). The adjective ñtinyò serves to make the child 

imagine the physical shape of the unseen virus. Saraôs mother moves to describe 

the harm caused by the virus: ñit spreads in the coughs and the sneezeséò (p.4). 

The verb ñspreadsò stands for the virus movement speed, a thing which makes 

the virus so contagious. In ñget a fever and a cough and can have some trouble 

breathingò (p.4), the impact of the ODCs, the virus, on the IDCs is illustrated. 

So, verb phrases denote the speedy motion of the virus and its impact on the 

good camp. No abstract noun phrases are used to reflect the effect of the virus. 

This is suitable for two reasons. The first reason is that the story is addressed to 

children who conceive physical entities better than abstract ones. The second has 

to do with the desire not to scare the child with abstract noun phrases affecting 

his emotion. Scaring the child is not the goal of the story. Informing the child 

and persuading him/her of the near danger, without terrifying him/her, is the 

required outcome. 

The effect of the previous characterization of the virus makes Sara so 

enthusiastic that she wants to fight the virus. Yet, she doesnôt know the way: ñwe 
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canôt fight it because we canôt see it?ò (p.4). Had Sara been scared by the 

description of the ODCs, she wouldnôt have had the courage to face the virus. 

The mother tells Sara that the best way to fight COVID-19 is ñto stay safeò (p.4). 

At this point, the IDCs extend to include all people: ñThe virus affects many 

kinds of people, and everyone can help us fight it. Children are special and they 

can help tooò (p.4). Consequently, the IDCs are represented by Sara, her mother, 

all children and everyone. Saraôs mother could have mentioned that the virus 

affects everyone without a focus on ñchildren.ò The focus on ñchildrenò is 

deliberate because the desired outcome of the story is to make children interested 

in their role to ñfightò the virus via being safe. 

Spatial proximization makes the physical distance between the IDCs and the 

ODCs narrower by using NPs as ñpeople, children, everyoneò to represent the 

vast categories threatened by the virus: ñThe virus affects many kinds of people, 

and everyone can help us fight it. Children are specialò (p.4). The verb ñfightò is 

used by Sara and her mother to imply that the virus is an enemy and can be 

defeated. The metaphor COVID-19 IS AN ENEMY refers to a new category of 

VPs used by the IDCs, VPs which denote the anticipated reaction of the IDCs 

against the ODCs. The ODCs spread, the IDCs fight. 

After these words, Sara goes to her bed and thinks of a chance to be ña heroò 

and fight the virus. So, the metaphor A CHILD IS A HERO/ FIGHTER is 

established in response to the spatial proximization strategies. The fantasy part 

of the story begins when Sara imagines that Ario appears. She tells Ario that she 

wants to be a superhero so that she may inform children all over the world about 

COVID-19 and how to protect themselves and, in accordance, protect everyone 

else. Spatial proximization sets, once more, the material nature and the globality 

of the virus threat when Sara asks Ario ñis it safe to travel with the coronavirus 

around?ò (p.6). Once Ario reassures Sara, she jumps on his back, and they start 

their fanciful journey in which they inform children everywhere how to fight the 

virus. Their first destination is Egypt where they meet Salem. They continue 

their imaginative journey to different areas in which they meet many children 

such as Sasha, Leila and Kim. In every location, Sara plays her part and informs 

the children about the measures needed in order to be safe. All these children 

join the ICDs. The universality of COVID-19 threat is accomplished by the 

containment of as many entities as possible in the IDCs. This leads to an 

extension of the threat and the negative consequences posed by the ODCs. This 

journey makes all humans belong to the same camp, the IDCs. The journey sets 

the metaphor INFORMATION IS A WEAPON because Saraôs role is to raise 

childrenôs awareness about the virus so that they may be able to protect 

themselves.  
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The story ends with a new addition to the IDCs when Saraôs mum says: 

ñThere are many heroes keeping people safe from the coronavirus, like 

wonderful doctors and nursesò (22). This deliberate focus on doctors and nurses 

as NPs added to the IDCs signifies the great role played by them. At the end, 

Saraôs mum says, ñwe can all be heroes, every day, and my biggest hero is youò 

(2). The story emphasizes on the metaphors EVERYONE IS A HERO/A CHILD 

IS A HERO. The heroic act is meant to be just staying at home. This, in turn, is 

to convince any child that being safe at home is an act of heroism. 

Temporal proximization is the construction of the present and its 

momentousness. To proximize the present means to put into words the speakerôs 

present as the focal point in the timeframe. Temporal markers reflect the current 

status of the IDCs due to the threat posed by the ODCs. The demonstrative ñthatò 

is followed by a real time ñnightò to refer to Saraôs first time thinking about 

COVID-19. This time marker, ñthat nightò (5) signifies the start of Saraôs 

imaginative journey. The IDCs future acts are chained because of COVID-19 

impact ñPeople will have to stop travelling soon, at least for nowò (10). The 

previous sentence is structured as a clause with a future VP followed by a present 

time marker. Except for using a present VP, the same discourse structure is used 

in ñIt is normal to miss people we love that we canôt see right nowò (11). A new 

structure contrasts the past with the present in ñStaying home felt weird at first, 

but now it feels normalò (13). The first clause has a past VP and contrasts the 

second which has a present VP. Future anticipation is expressed in ñone day, we 

will all be able to play again and go back to school like we used toò (20). This 

complex sentence consists of clauses denoting two opposing time frames: the 

future in ñwe will,ò and the past in ñwe used to.ò The aforementioned examples 

are almost all the instances of temporal proximization in the story. Based on that, 

temporal proximization depends on using discourse forms showing the IDCs 

present/ future acts due to the impact of ODCs, COVID-19. 

Axiological proximization in the story is of low and implicit probability 

because it accompanies spatial and temporal proximization to show the IDC-

ODC clashing features. Examples used in the analysis of spatial and temporal 

proximization illustrate the IDCs good camp which includes all humans on earth. 

The other bad camp, the ODCs, includes COVID-19. The word ñfightò is 

frequently used to denote the IDCs-ODCs confrontation. Analysis of ñMy Hero 

is Youò indicates that the story primarily depends on spatial proximization so 

that the children may be persuaded to stay at home and follow the preemptive 

measures without being scared. 
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6.2. THE Princess IN BLACK and the Case of the Coronavirus 

This story, which is written in capital letters, is completely fictional. It 

presents the princess in black as its main superhero. The princess is facing a 

problem she is unable to defeat by herself, and that is why she calls all heroes. 

The princess starts to explain the problem saying, ñITôS A GERM SO TINY, 

WE CANôT EVEN SEE ITò (3). Spatial proximization makes the virus a 

physical entity ñSO TINYò and dangerous as we are unable to see it. This goes 

in line with the description of the virus in ñMy Hero is You.ò The IDCs are the 

princess and all her superhero friends. The ODCs include the germ, COVID-19. 

Like the previous story, the good camp includes many heroes while the bad camp 

has only one entity, the virus. The princess starts to tell the measures required so 

that the virus may be defeated. 

Temporal proximization is manifest in ñTHIS TIMEò (3), which refers to the 

present threat. In ñI HAVE CANCELLED ALL OF MY PLAY-DATES UNTIL 

THE GERM IS DEFEATEDò (5), the complex sentence structure presents two 

timeframes: the present action followed by the future. Axiological proximization 

is based on IDC-ODC clashing values and conflicts, as apparent in the use of 

ñFIGHTò (3). The metaphor COVID-19 IS AN ENEMY is established in this 

story, a thing which resembles the previous story. 

This story depends on fictitious characters. It summarizes the problem and 

the solution. It does not present an explanation of the virus and its effects. Unlike 

the previous story which conflates real characters with fictional ones, this story 

is totally fanciful. 

 

6.3. The Magic Cure 

In a total world of fantasy, ñThe Magic Cureò is the story of Mavros the 

wizard, Bromley the elf and two siblings, Eve and Jem, in their consideration of 

a cure to the disease attacking the elves in the city of Rosymere. Eve and Jem 

suggest that wearing magic shields is the solution to stop the disease. For this 

reason, Mavros addresses the crowd saying, ñwe need everyone to do this for the 

sake of Rosymereò (8). The IDCs camp includes ñeveryoneò; the ODCs camp 

has the disease. Time is set at present. The IDCs-ODCs are in a clash which 

needs IDCs cooperation. The fictional story ends with the success of the 

childrenôs plan to stop the disease. So, the metaphor CHILDREN ARE HEROES 

is evoked.  

 

6.4. BRAY BRAY CONQUERS THE CORONAVIRUS 

This story, which is written in capitals, has a main character. The protagonist 

in ñBRAY BRAY CONQUERS THE CORONAVIRUSò is a young black boy, 
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Bray Bray, who helps children to know the symptoms of COVID-19 and come 

up with ideas that may be useful in fighting the virus. The story has no 

imaginative angle at all. It addresses childrenôs logic in a rhythmic and simple 

style. 

As far as spatial proximization is concerned, the story identifies two 

categories from its title. The first category is Bray; the second is that of 

Coronavirus. The virus is defined as being a physical entity that can be 

conquered. The title places Bray as a member of the IDCs camp. The ODCs 

camp has Coronavirus as its sole member. The VP ñCONQUERSò means that 

the two camps are close and are fighting. The IDCs-ODCs relation is that of 

combat. The VP ñCONQUERSò marks the impact of the IDCs on the ODCs. So, 

the title depends on spatial proximization in order to indicate the significance of 

the story from the very beginning. The title sets the metaphors BRAY IS A 

HERO FIGHTER and COVID-19 IS AN ENEMY. This metaphorical 

expression attracts children so that they may imitate Bray.  

The story revolves on Brayôs rhythmic language by which he informs the 

readers about COVID-19. Bray starts to enlarge the IDCs camp so that it may 

include many people: ñI JUST LEARNED ABOUT THE CORONAVIRUS. 

MAYBE YOU LEARNED ABOUT IT TO. MANY PEOPLE SAY THAT IT 

REMINDS THEM OF THE FLUò (4). The IDCs include the speaker, the 

addressees, and many people. The OCDs include Coronavirus. VPs serve to 

make the distance between the IDCs and the ODCs narrower through a series of 

VPs reflecting the ODCs impact on the IDCs: ñIT MAKES YOU COUGH, 

GIVES YOU A FEVER, AND MAKES IT REALLY HARD TO BREATH. 

SOME PEOPLE HAVE TO GO TO THE HOSPITAL TO FIGHT ITò (5). The 

word ñFIGHTò activates the metaphor COVID-19 IS AN ENEMY; PEOPLE 

ARE FIGHTERS. This metaphor is expressed clearly when Bray considers 

himself, doctors, nurses and workers to be hero fighters: ñIôLL BE A HERO! 

KIND OF LIKE THE DOCTORS, NURSES, AND CASHIERS AT THE 

GROCERY STORE TOOò (9). The IDCs camp becomes larger as it has the 

doctors, the nurses, and all people. The larger the IDCs camp becomes, the closer 

the IDCs-ODCs distance becomes. As a result, more threat is posed. This 

legitimizes the preventive measures and convinces children to follow them. That 

is why Bray continues to talk about his plans and his activities at home in the 

time of the pandemic. 

Temporal proximization sets the pandemic at the present moment. This is 

apparent when Bray says, ñI STARTED FEELING REALLY DOWN AND 

BLUE UNTILL I LEARNED THERE ARE MANY THINGS TO HELP THAT 

I CAN DOò (6). The complex sentence structure compares the past to the present 
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and shifts the childôs psychological state from being frustrated into being 

optimistic. Bray begins to narrate the things recommended at this time. He uses 

markers denoting the current time: ñI STILL REALLY MISS MY TEACHERS, 

MY FRIENDS, AND GOING TO THE PARK. BUT I KNOW THAT IF I 

STAY AT HOME THAT I'LL BE DOING MY PARTò (8). To stay at home 

becomes legitimized when it is depicted as being a positive act. Bray ends the 

narration of his own activities with their impact on him. He sets events at the 

present saying: ñI FEEL SO MUCH BETTER HAVING A PLAN TO FIGHT 

THE CORONAVIRUSò (12). The pre final sentence is a conditional one 

denoting a present fact ñIF YOU COME UP WITH A PLAN, YOU WILL 

TOO!ò (12). The final one is an imperative clause: ñWRITE YOUR PLAN TO 

FIGHT THE CORONAVIRUS BELOW!ò (13). The final imperative clause 

motivates other children to think of plans in order to fight the virus by being safe 

at home. The metaphor CHILDREN ARE HEROES/FIGHTERS is always 

present in childrenôs literature during the pandemic. 

Axiological proximization goes with spatial and temporal proximizations to 

add enforcement to the current threat construction, which is achieved via NPs 

showing the IDCs positive values, such as the doctors, the nurses and the workers 

who help people, versus VPs signifying the ODCs negative effects: ñIT MAKES 

YOU COUGH éò (5). The IDCs-ODCs fight is expressed clearly from the very 

beginning in the title itself. 

The story employs spatial proximization via characterizing the threat in the 

form of the virus and making the IDCs-ODCs distance closer. No NPs signifying 

abstract negative effects are detected. This is suitable in the discourse directed 

to a child. The metaphors COVID-19 IS AN ENEMY and CHILDREN ARE 

HEROES/FIGHTERS are dominant. The story addresses childrenôs minds rather 

than imagination. 

 

6.5. Weôre Going to be OK 

ñWeôre going to be OKò is a story about the child, Parker whose parents tell 

him that he wonôt go to school, and they wonôt go to work because of 

Coronavirus. The child starts to inquire about the virus. The IDCs include Parker, 

his family and all people. The ODCs include only the Coronavirus. The distance 

between the IDCs and the ODCs is close as evident from the virus impact on the 

IDCs: ña new virus causing people to get sickò (8). The virus is embodied, as 

clear in ñforms of coronaviruséthis new versionò (9) and described negatively 

as being ñsuper sneakyò (9). This sets the threat which is enforced by the global 

impact of the virus as it ñhas caused many people across the world to become 

sickò (9). Temporal proximization is mainly established via the use of present 
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simple tense which denotes facts about the virus. The title is a sentence with a 

future verb that has a positive meaning. It spreads optimism that if the child 

follows the required step, we are going to be ok.  Axiological proximization 

depends on the creation of two opposing camps: the IDCs and the ODCs. Style 

is a little bit scientific as the story deals with facts without any touch of 

imagination. 

This story evokes the metaphor that A CHILD IS A HERO when the mother 

mentions that doctors and workers are ñSUPERHEROESò (11) as they work for 

peopleôs safety. The mother, in reference to staying at home and washing hands, 

adds ñif you do your part you can be a hero, tooò (16). 

 

6.6. COVID-19 HELPERS 

The title is misleading. It does not mean helping COVID-19. Once the story 

is read, it becomes clear that the story is about the way all people, and children 

in particular, can fight COVID-19. The very beginning of the story sets temporal 

proximization via an NP referring to an unspecified time in the past ñIn the spring 

of 2020, something very unusual happenedò (3). The weird thing is clarified in 

a similar structure ñIn the spring of 2020, it seemed like kids everywhere were 

doing nothingò (6). The story moves to its focus on childrenôs role during the 

pandemic: ñThey were doing something very important. They were helping to 

fight a brand new diseaseò (7). This sentence sets spatial proximization. The 

virus is shaped and put as an element in the ODCs camp. Children are depicted 

as fighters in the IDCs camp. This story follows a new strategy, that of beginning 

with temporal proximization so that childrenôs interest may be attracted.  

Spatial proximization depends on showing the large impact of the ODCs, that 

is why the story enlarges the categories affected by the ODCs: ñit made some 

people very sickéso people everywhere began to helpò (9). Many jobs and roles 

are mentioned during the pandemic which extends the IDCs camp. The story 

focuses on the role made by children ñAnd kids helped too, just by staying at 

homeéthis was an important jobò (13). The metaphor KIDS ARE 

HELPERS/FIGHTERS is at the heart of the book. This legitimizes the 

preemptive measures. Axiological proximization is subordinate to spatial and 

temporal. It presents the IDCs-ODCs fight and clashing values. The IDCs are 

fighters and helpers; the ODCs make people sick. This story addresses logic and 

depends on facts narrated in a simple style. 

 

6.7. Together Living Life During COVID-19 

In this storybook, Olivia wakes up one morning to find out that schools are 

closed, and everything has changed. She starts to learn about the virus as the 
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story develops. Explaining the situation, her father says to her ñThere is a new 

virus called coronavirus that is making a lot of people sickò (3). The act of 

naming the virus is in itself an act of incarnating it. The ODCs, Coronavirus, has 

a negative impact on the IDCs, all people in general, because it makes them sick. 

This harm is a sign of the IDCs-ODCs close distance and conflict. The father 

employs spatial proximization so that Olivia may be convinced of staying at 

home. When he describes the virus saying, ñthe virus looks like a princess 

crownò (4), the father gives the virus a material shape so that threat may be 

closer. Temporal proximization focuses on the present threat ñitôs important right 

now to stay homeò (5). The father starts to mention present-tense activities that 

may help pass the time. 

Axiological proximization is best understood in the fatherôs use of ñtogetherò 

(5). The word ñtogetherò is repeated (7, 9) so that a remarkable concentration on 

the IDCs cooperation may be considered. While the IDCs are together, the ODCs 

include just one harmful virus that will be defeated by the IDCsô collaborative 

work. The story depends on simple facts explained by a father to a daughter so 

that they can adapt to life in the time of the pandemic. 

 

6.8. Coronavirus: A book for children 

The book presents simple information about the virus. The virus is shaped as 

ñtiny germsò and dangerous because ñit causes an illnessò when it ñgets inside 

the human bodyò (4). The IDCs camp includes any human. Time is set at the 

present which is suitable for this informative book. The IDCs-ODCs relation is 

that of a fight ñeveryoneéto fight the coronavirusò (7). The last pages of the 

book tell children how to help by their ñstaying at homeò (1) and washing their 

hands all the time.  

 

6.9. What Color Is Today? 

The book is about emotions expressed by colors during the pandemic. The 

title sets ñTodayò as the main concern. The book begins with the blue day 

ñBecause no one really knows what to do about a disease that travels with such 

easeò (4). The IDCs camp has all people while the ODCs camp has the disease. 

The disease is dangerously moving as indicated by the VP ñtravels with such 

ease.ò The virus is embodied, ñthereôs no telling where it may landò (5) and is 

shown to spread widely. Hence, its negative effect becomes global. The story 

moves to describe ñtodayò as being ñredéEverything is cancelledò (6) which is 

a consequence of the threat. Pink has to do with not knowing what to think, gray 

means ñbusiness is going awayò (10) and orange refers to the childôs confusion. 

Colors are given meanings in the story; each signifies the childôs feeling during 
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the pandemic. Axiological proximization is present in the IDCs-ODCs clashing 

values. This story has a psychological touch as it aims to train children to express 

their feelings freely. 

 

7. Discussion: The Story of Covid-19 As Told to Children 

Hygiene, physical distancing, wearing medical masks, staying at home and 

information about COVID-19 must be available for everyone. COVID-19 

outbreak has made it necessary for everyone to understand its related terms. 

Childrenôs e-books, which appear during the pandemic, tell the story of the 

disease in an interesting style. It is noticed that children are depicted as being 

active agents fighting the virus in these books. This is significant as it motivates 

the child to embody the anti-virus fighter in real life. These e-books provide 

children with age-appropriate information about COVID-19 without terrifying 

them. The stories also must represent the current threat. This is the main reason 

for selecting childrenôs books to be the data of analysis. Each story has to be 

presented in a manner that legitimizes the protective measures, such as 

quarantine and lockdowns, without scaring the child. Accordingly, PT as a 

cognitive/pragmatic model of the discourse of fear and threat seems to be 

suitable in this context. Analysis shows the way discourse analysis proximizes 

the crisis and legitimizes the protective reactions without scaring the child. 

This study examines nine e-books. Spatial proximization of the threat is 

predominant in them and depends on the embodiment of the threat and 

narrowing the IDCs ï ODCs distance. All stories consider COVID-19 as being 

the sole entity in the ODCs camp, while the IDCs camp includes all people. 

Abstract NPs which describe the negative impact of the ODCs on the IDCs are 

absent in all stories. This is accepted because these NPs may scare the child 

rather than motivate him/her to face the threat. The metaphor A CHILD IS A 

HERO/FIGHTER is created in the books, a thing which convinces the child that 

his/her being at home is a heroic act. Apart from ñCOVID-19 HELPERS,ò all 

stories set the present as the timeframe. The nine e-books employ axiological 

proximization of a lower probability as it accompanies spatial and temporal 

proximizations. It also signifies the IDCs-ODCs conflicting values. 

ñMy Hero is Youò is a mixture between reality and imagination. ñThe 

Princess in BLACK and the Case of The Coronavirusò and ñThe Magic Cureò 

address the childôs fantasy and emotions through fictional protagonists. The rest 

of the storybooks address childrenôs minds through simply narrated facts. This 

research considers that blending reality and fantasy is better than focusing on 

just one mode of communication. That is why ñMy Hero is Youò is thought to 

be more effective as it addresses the childôs mind and imagination, which 
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interests the child more than addressing just one angle. Coronavirus: A book for 

children is criticized as it relies on presenting mere information, which may not 

attract a child to read or listen to. ñWhat Color Is Today?ò seems to be more 

remarkable as it prompts children to express the fears and the negative feelings 

they may have. 

This research aims to present a cross-disciplinary model of analysis of 

childrenôs e-books during the pandemic. The paper integrates Cognitive 

Linguistics via the cognitive-pragmatic theory of proximization and critical 

discourse analysis. 

 

Conclusion 

In the time of COVID-19 pandemic, discourses of crisis addressed to children 

in the selected e-books are structured in order to legitimize the preventive 

measures without frightening the child. PT and the relevant STA model of 

proximization serve to illustrate how threat is shaped in discourse. Threat 

embodiment, present time frame and concentration on the conflicting entities 

render that threat nearby. This is needed so that children may be more careful 

about their safety. The smart formation of the metaphor CHILDREN ARE 

HEROES/FIGHTERS induces children to be active agents by their staying safe 

at home. The metaphor makes children satisfied with their role because their act 

of staying at home helps in stopping the outbreak of COVID-19. 

Spatial proximization is the dominant type in the stories. This signifies the 

writersô interest in explaining the threat. Coronavirus is frequently described as 

being a physical entity. Conceptual/mental discourse elements are almost absent. 

Had a child heard an abstract notion, he would have formed it in his mind in a 

way that renders that notion frightening. So, discourse in the stories depends on 

presenting material descriptions of the virus/threat so that the child may be able 

to conceive of the danger with no panic. This helps in convincing the child to 

comply with the required protective measures. While everybody, especially 

children, belong to the IDCs, Coronavirus is the sole entity in the ODCs. The 

resulting close distance between the IDCs and the ODCs legitimizes the 

preventive steps. VPs denoting the IDCs fight/reactions trigger the metaphor 

COVID-19 IS AN ENEMY. 

PT seems to be an effective theoretical framework that analyzes the discourse 

addressed to children during the crises. The theory provides the strategies 

detecting threat construction so that it may seem to be closer to discourse 

recipients. Accordingly, the addressee becomes ready to accept the needed 

procedures. 
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Insufficient literature on PT and COVID-19 discourse is a major limitation. 

Studies on childrenôs books in particular are not sufficiently examined although 

the discourse addressing children should have had more focus. More studies on 

childrenôs storybooks are suggested to researchers in the field of humanities. It 

is thought that childrenôs books are an understudied genre which needs more 

analytical research.  

 

 

Works Cited 

Basarati, Ali and Hadaegh Rezaei. 2019. ñThe Discursive Manufacturing of 

Iranophobia and Global Preemptive Collaborations in Donald Trump's 

Discourse.ò CADAAD Journal 11, no. 1: 57ï83. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335564499_The_Discursive_Man

ufacturing_of_Iranophobia_and_Global_Preemptive_Collaborations_in_Do

nald_Trump's_Discourse.  

Bacon, Beth. 2020. ñCovid-19 Helpers.ò Emory Global Health Institute: Emory 

University. 

https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/programs/covi

d-19_helpers_bacon_lee_eghi.pdf  

Cap, Piotr. 2005. ñLanguage and Legitimization: Developments in the 

Proximization Model of Political Discourse Analysis.ò Lodz Papers in 

Pragmatics1, no. 1:7-36. 

-----. 2006. Legitimization in Political Discourse: A Cross-disciplinary 

Perspective on the Modern US War Rhetoric. Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars 

Press. 

-----. 2007. ñTowards the Proximization Model of the Analysis of Legitimization 

in Political Discourse.ò 

https://www.academia.edu/3691792/Towards_the_proximization_model_of

_the_analysis_of_legitimization_in_political_discourse. 

-----. 2008. ñTowards the Proximization Model of the Analysis of Legitimization 

in Political Discourse.ò Journal of Pragmatics 40, no.1: 17-41. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2007.10.002. 

-----. 2009. ñAxiological Aspects of Proximization.ò Journal of Pragmatics42, 

no.2: 392-407. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2009.06.008.  

-----. 2010a. ñPragmatics, Micropragmatics, Macropragmatics.ò Lodz papers in 

pragmatics.6, no. 2:195-228.  https://doi.org/10.2478/v10016-010-0011-0. 

-----. 2010b. Legitimisation in Political Discourse: A Cross- Disciplinary 

Perspective on the Modern US War Rhetoric. 2nd edition. Cambridge:  

Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335564499_The_Discursive_Manufacturing_of_Iranophobia_and_Global_Preemptive_Collaborations_in_Donald_Trump's_Discourse
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335564499_The_Discursive_Manufacturing_of_Iranophobia_and_Global_Preemptive_Collaborations_in_Donald_Trump's_Discourse
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335564499_The_Discursive_Manufacturing_of_Iranophobia_and_Global_Preemptive_Collaborations_in_Donald_Trump's_Discourse
https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/programs/covid-19_helpers_bacon_lee_eghi.pdf
https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/programs/covid-19_helpers_bacon_lee_eghi.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2007.10.002


Dalia Hamid 

 
69 
 

-----. 2013a. Proximization: The Pragmatics of Symbolic Distance Crossing. 

Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

-----. 2013b. ñProximization Theory and Critical Discourse Studies: A Promising 

Connection?ò International Review of Pragmatics 5, no.2: 292ï316. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/18773109-13050208. 

-----. 2014. ñApplying Cognitive Pragmatics to Critical Discourse Studies: A 

Proximization Analysis of Three Public Space Discourses.ò Journal of 

Pragmatics 70:16-30. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2014.05.008. 

-----. 2016. The Language of Fear: Communicating Threat in Public Discourse. 

Palgrave: Macmillan. 

Chen, Lijuan, Danyang Zhang, Yingfei He and Guoliang Zhang. 2020. 

ñTranscultural Political Communication from the Perspective of 

Proximization Theory: A Comparative Analysis on the Corpuses of the Sinoï

US Trade War.ò Discourse & Communication 14, no. 4:341ï361. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1750481320910519. 

Chen, Shih-Wen Sue, Kristine Moruzi and Paul Venzo. ñP is for Pandemic: 

Kidôs Books about Coronavirus.ò The Conversation, May 25. 

https://theconversation.com/p-is-for-pandemic-kids-books-about-

coronavirus-138299.  

Chilton, Paul. 2004. Analyzing Political Discourse: Theory and Practice. 

London: Routledge.  

https://voidnetwork.gr/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Analysing-political-

discourse-Theory-and-Practice-by-Paul-Chilton.pdf. 

Hale, Shannon and Dean Hale. 2020. The Princess in Black and the Case of the 

Coronavirus. Illustrated by LeUyen Pham. Somerville, MA: Candlewick 

Press. https://www.princessinblack.com/download/pib-coronavirus.pdf. 

Jade Hilton, Ebony and Leigh-Ann Webb. 2020. ñWeôre Going to be OK.ò 

Emory Global Health Institute: Emory University. 

https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-

competition/goingtobeok.pdf. 

Jenner, Elizabeth, et al. 2020. Coronavirus : A Book for Children about Covid-

19. London: Nosy Crow. https://nosycrow.com/wp-

content/uploads/2020/04/Coronavirus-A-Book-for-Children.pdf.  

Katila, Julia, Yemei Gan and Marjorie H Goodwin. 2020. ñInteraction Rituals 

and óSocial Distancingô: New Haptic Trajectories and Touching from a 

Distance in the Time of COVID-19.ò Discourse Studies 22, no. 4: 418ï440. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445620928213.  

Kovecses, Zoltan. 1990. Emotion Concepts. New York: Springer. 

Kowalski, Grzegorz. 2018. Proximization as Reception. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/18773109-13050208
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2014.05.008
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1750481320910519
https://theconversation.com/p-is-for-pandemic-kids-books-about-coronavirus-138299
https://theconversation.com/p-is-for-pandemic-kids-books-about-coronavirus-138299
https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-competition/goingtobeok.pdf
https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-competition/goingtobeok.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1461445620928213


Proximization Theory and Threat Construction 

 
70 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325094342_Proximization_as_rec

eption 

Maxie-Moreman, Ashley. 2020. ñBray, Bray Conquers the Coronavirus.ò Emory 

Global Health Institute: Emory University. 

https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-

competition/bray_bray_conquers_the_coronavirus.pdf  

Mazid, Bahaa-elddin. 2014. CDA and PDA Made Simple: Language, Ideology 

and Power in Politics and Media. UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 

Neüff, Marta. 2018. Words of Crisis as Words of Power. The Jeremiad in 

American Presidential Speeches. Amsterdam, The Netherlands: John 

Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Patuck, Helen. 2020. My Hero is You!. Inter-Agency Standing Committee 

(IASC) Reference Group on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in 

Emergency Settings. https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/my-hero-you.  

Piaget, Jean. 1952. The Origins of Intelligence in Children. New York, NY: 

International Universities Press. 

Poplawski, Kevin.  2020. ñTogether: Living Life During Covid-19.ò Emory 

Global Health Institute: Emory University.  

https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-

competition/together_poplawski_rausch.pdf  

Prieto-Ramos, Fernando, Jiamin Pei and and Le Cheng. 2020. ñInstitutional and 

News media Denomination of COVID-19and its Causative Virus: Between 

Naming Policies and Naming Politics.ò Discourse & Communication 14, no. 

6: 635-652. https://doi.org/10.1177/1750481320938467. 

Ralph, Anna. 2020. The Magic Cure. Illustrated by Bridget Myerscough. 

Darwin, Australia. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-29/northern-

territory-coronavirus-anna-ralph-childrens-book/12175812. 

Shavlik, Margaret, Jessie Raye Bauer and Amy E Booth. 2020. ñChildrenôs 

Preference for Casual Information in Storybooks.ò Frontiers in Psychology 

11:666. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00666. 

Stephens, Alison. 2020. ñWhat Color Is Today?ò Emory Global Health Institute: 

Emory University. 

https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-

competition/what-color-is-today.pdf  

Stockar, Denise von. 2006. The Importance of Literacy and Books in Children's 

Development. Intellectual, Affective and Social Dimensions. 

https://www.ibby.org/index.php?id=718. 

Wang, Yunyou. 2019. ñProximization Theory and the Construction of 

International Values: A Case Study of President Xi Jinpingôs Speech at the 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325094342_Proximization_as_reception
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325094342_Proximization_as_reception
https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-competition/bray_bray_conquers_the_coronavirus.pdf
https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-competition/bray_bray_conquers_the_coronavirus.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/
https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/my-hero-you
https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-competition/together_poplawski_rausch.pdf
https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-competition/together_poplawski_rausch.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00666
https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-competition/what-color-is-today.pdf
https://globalhealth.emory.edu/_includes/documents/sections/ebook-competition/what-color-is-today.pdf
https://www.ibby.org/index.php?id=718


Dalia Hamid 

 
71 
 

70th Session of the UN General Assembly.ò Journal of Language Teaching 

and Research 10, no. 6: 1332-1340. https://dx.doi.org/10.17507/jltr.1006.24. 

Wieczorek, Anna Ewa .2019. ñEmbedded Discourse Spaces in Narrative  

Reports.ò Discourse Studies 22, no. 2: 221ï240. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445619893776. 

https://www.researchgate.net/deref/http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1177%2F1461445619893776


 

 
72 
 

The Worldôs Tsunami: Covid-19 and the Relief Aid of Literature 
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Introduction  

Humanities and Pandemics 

Covid-19, Coronavirus, epidemic or pandemic are new terms that have been 

thrust upon our lives for almost a year now, especially since March 11, 2020, 

when the World Health Organization (WHO) declared Covid-19 a pandemic. 

Consequently, for the first time in modern history (I refer mainly to the twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries) almost the whole world went through a lockdown. 

Interestingly on the same day in 2011, the world woke up to the terrible Japan 

earthquake of magnitude 9.0 which ñspawned a series of highly destructive 

tsunami wavesò (Pletcher 2021, n. pag.). This natural disaster not only caused 

the death of thousands of people, but also ñinstigated a major nuclear accident at 

a power station along the coastò of Honshu, Japanôs main island (Pletcher 2021, 

n. pag.). Similar deadly consequences befell us with the eruption of the Covid- 

19 earthquake and tsunami- like pandemic, which hit not only a certain region, 

but almost the whole world. Until the time of writing this paper, it led to the 

death of 2,887,247 people. According to the statistics of April 7, 2021: 

ñCoronavirus Cases were as follows: Infected: 133,060,565, Deaths: 2,887,247, 

Recovered: 107,313,090ò (Worldometers 2021, n. pag.). Prior to our twenty-

first- century pandemic, we heard of diseases such as the Black Death, the 

Spanish Flu, Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) and others, but (with the exception of 

the Spanish Flu) their effect or areas of infection were relatively limited.  

Not only has the Corona pandemic introduced new terms to our everyday 

language, but it has also triggered a great deal of debate regarding its nature and 

origin. What is Covid-19? A natural virus or a man- made one? A reality or an 

imaginary scarecrow? Who is behind it? How effective/ ineffective is the 

vaccine? Whether we find answers to these questions or not, the fact remains 

that short as its life span is, the Corona pandemic has crept slowly into our lives 

and left its strong imprint on our characters, feelings, behaviour, thoughts, 
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dreams or rather nightmares. We are even praised for keeping social distance 

and for having no more human interaction! Most importantly, it has made us 

document and speak of many things in our world as pre and post the pandemic. 

Many even think that, to quote the great British-Japanese writer Kazuo Ishiguro, 

ñthere's no turning back the clock nowò to our world and everyday life prior to 

Covid -19 (Ishiguro 1989, 239). 

Until the moment of writing this paper, while people still have questions 

about the virus, its treatment protocol and the vaccine, literature, as a remedy, 

has been noted to have a successful and healing impact. In a world that has grown 

to be more dependent on technology, different academic institutes round the 

world have started to underrate the importance of humanities in general and 

literature, in particular, and many colleges started to decrease the number of 

literature courses, offering instead English language classes. However, in 

dealing with this unprecedented lockdown, literature has been a form of 

escapism or a refuge, teaching us how to deal with this pandemic through reading 

about imaginary pestilences or actual ones that happened in the past. Many 

publishing houses and literary magazines in Europe and the US commented on 

the surge of literary book sales since the outbreak of Covid -19; we read such 

titles by the BBC, The Guardian and World Economic Forum: ñBook sales surge 

as readers seek escapism and education,ò ñResearch finds reading books has 

surged in lockdown,ò ñCoronavirus escapism: book sales surge during 

lockdown.ò (BBC 2020; Flood 2020; Charlton 2020) By the end of April 2020, 

it was noted that ñIn the UK, fiction sales climbed by a thirdò (Charlton 2020). 

Sales of plague novels like The Plague by the French novelist, Albert Camus 

and Love in the Time of Cholera by the Colombian novelist Gabriel García 

Márquez surged during lockdown. In an article dating back to March 2020, under 

the title of ñAlbert Camus novel The Plague leads surge of pestilence fiction,ò 

the British publisher of the novel, Penguin Classics, ñsays it is struggling to keep 

up with orders, óweôve gone from shipping quantities in the low hundreds every 

month to the mid thousandsôò (Willsher 2020, n. pag.). As an example, the article 

mentions that in February 2019, 226 copies of The Plague were sold in the UK, 

but in March 2021, the number rose to ñ2,156 copies [é] including 1,504 in one 

week aloneò (Willsher 2020, n. pag.).1 

In the Arab world, the situation is not the same because of different 

conditions, some of which have to do with the low percentage of readers in 

general due to certain elements such as ña high percentage of illiteracy [and] 

weakness of educational attainmentò (Hanafy 2007, n. pag.). Another reason is 

the lack of studies and surveys regarding the reading habits or popular books 

during the pandemic. However, Bachar Chebaro, Secretary General of the Arab 
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Publishers Association, noted in a webinar held in July 2020 that book sales went 

down due to the closure of bookstores and the cancellation of regional and 

international book fairs; yet there has been a 30-35% surge of digital book sales. 

(Chebaro and Borghino 2020) 

The renewed appeal of pandemic books in different parts of the world shows 

how literature has unified the peoples across the globe stressing the feelings they 

share, rather than what they differ and clash about. The unifying power and effect 

of literature is well described in the following quotation by Abhik Roy from an 

article published in the Statesman in September 2020: 

 

As we are confined within the four walls of our homes under 

lockdown in the wake of Covid-19, literature helps break the 

barriers, connecting us across different historical periods and time 

zones with others who have experienced similar tragedies. More 

importantly, literature shows us that we have a lot in common with 

others who are from distant lands and different times, encouraging 

us to appreciate the fact that we are not the only ones who are dealing 

with the worldwide devastation wrought by the pandemic. (Roy 

2020, n. pag.) 

 

Epidemiological arts (including film and drama) in general and literature in 

particular have also interestingly predicted our current situation and portrayed 

the behaviour of people in such circumstances. Many literary works in world 

literature have imagined the outbreak of a deadly pandemic that could destroy 

almost all the human race, and even depicted a post -apocalyptic world. Others 

chronicled actual pestilences that took place in various parts of the world at 

different periods of time. In the aftermath of Covid-19, the internet was flooded 

with articles showing the role of pestilence in texts that go back to as early as 

Homerôs Iliad and Sophoclesô Oedipus the King until our modern time. ñSuch 

stories about pandemics have é offered much in the way of catharsis, ways of 

processing strong emotion, and political commentary on how human beings 

respond to public health crises. Literature has a vital role to play in framing our 

responses to the COVID-19ò (Haith 2020). In a Zoom webinar held in June 2020, 

the Lebanese writer Elias Khoury noted: 

 

Literature changes, anticipates and enriches history. We have been 

going through a lot of history, drama and hardships lately. Human 

catastrophes were dealt with as a metaphor of life, but at this moment 

reality and its metaphor are mingling togetheré[Hence] it is now 
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time for literature to find a new approach, which is not using the 

metaphor of hardships to understand life, but to understand the 

catastrophe itself to understand the fragility of humanity. (Koury 

2020) 

 

Together with literature, other fields of humanities anticipated the panic-

stricken and fear dominated world, created by Coronavirus. In his Culture of 

Fear, Frank Furedi, Professor of Sociology, makes it clear that when he first 

published his book in 1997, ñI was mainly concerned with the way that society 

encouraged a panic-like reaction in relation to health, the environment, 

technology, new products and personal securityò (Furedi 2002, xiv). He feared 

that ñthe most damaging consequence of this process is the way in which risk 

aversion influences interpersonal behaviour. When the act of shaking hands 

becomes associated with the expectation of contracting an infection, concerns 

about health become inextricably associated with human contact and a gesture 

of recognition. [é] [and] gradually a climate has been created where human 

relationships [é] are increasingly interpreted from the prism of risk takingò (xiv 

italics mine). Unfortunately, many of Furediôs concerns have come true and the 

domain of personal relations has become subjected to the culture of risk and fear.  

In addition to sociology, another field of humanities; literary criticism, is of 

pressing importance at the moment. The stories, theories and speculations by 

scientists, politicians and others regarding the origin and production of 

Coronavirus bring forth such issues as the conspiracy theory, the power structure 

and New World Order. The same applies to the ongoing debate regarding the 

vaccine, the competition among the great tycoons, Russia, China, the UK, and 

the US, as well as the role of the major pharmaceutical companies and 

corporations. All these issues pertain to literary criticism, especially the fields of 

Post-Colonialism, New Historicism, Cultural Studies, and others. Moreover, the 

fact that many of the so called, debatably, first world and developed countries 

were caught unprepared by the pandemic and failed to deal with it properly, 

unlike many of, again, the debatably called third world and developing countries, 

deconstructs many of the stereotypes of and binary opposition between 

rich/poor, superior/inferior, civilised/uncivilised nations and peoples. We 

watched and read about the devastating situation in some areas like Lombardy 

in Italy and New York City where hospitals received up to almost ten times more 

patients than usual. In the meantime, they suffered from shortage of medical 

equipment and supplies as well as PPE (personal protective equipment), leading 

to a high mortality rate among patients and medical staff members. Thus, this 

pandemic and its aftermath, especially when its grip on the world is loosened 
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(hopefully in the coming few months of 2021), could possibly conjure new topics 

and fields of study in literary criticism that can help us better understand the 

pandemic and its repercussions from a humane point of view. In addition, the 

tragic effect of the disease on our life (psychologically, socially and 

economically) as well as the unexpected and lonely deaths of many of our loved 

ones will find their way in trauma studies, a genre that has been growing stronger 

since it started in the 1990s. Once more I believe that in the future this field will 

offer us a great number of studies on the traumatic experiences of our Covid - 

stricken world, and possibly suggest ways of healing the scars it has created.  

 

The Therapeutic Effect of Literature 

This paper focuses on the therapeutic effect of literature and its role as a crisis-

relief -aid through examining four texts of different genres; two of which 

chronicle the occurrence of an actual pestilence, Cholera, in Egypt and the 

catastrophes it brought about, and the other two imagine the outbreak of a deadly 

pandemic. In one novel it brings about the extinction of almost the whole human 

race and takes the world back to prehistoric time, and in the second it is man-

made, and the novel ends with a warning of a global epidemic looming large on 

the horizon. All four texts appeal to our Covid -19 situation and prove the lasting 

power and impact of literature, regardless of time and place. The reader can 

identify with the charactersô tragedies and relate to their feelings of loss, 

insecurity, fear and anxiety as well as their attempts to survive. We wonder with 

them about the absurdity of life, death and fate, and pose existential questions 

about them. The nature of human beings is exposed during these tough times and 

the reader comes face to face with the beastly as well as the humane sides of 

people. The first two texts, written in Arabic, are Al-AyyǕm or The Days 

(originally published in 1929), the autobiography of the Egyptian writer and 

thinker Taha Hussein (1889-1973), and the second is ñCholeraò (1947), a poem 

by the modernist Iraqi poet Nazek al- Malaika (1923-2003). The third text is The 

Scarlet Plague (1912), a post-apocalyptic novel written by the American 

novelist, journalist and activist Jack London (1876-1916). The last one is About 

Birds We Talk (2010), a novel by the Egyptian author, translator and professor 

of tropical diseases Ahmed Khaled Towfik (1962-2018), often regarded as the 

first Arab author to write fantasy, horror and science fiction.  

The four works do not simply show the epidemic as it destroys human lives, 

but also depict feelings of panic and anxiety as the most dominant feelings, once 

more relating the settings and time of these texts to our twenty-first-century-

pandemic world. In his Culture of Fear, Frank Furedi notes that in Western 

societies, 

https://www.facebook.com/Dr.AhmedKhaledTawfik/posts/10157157869513722
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despite an unprecedented level of personal security, fear has become 

an expanding part of our life. Western societies are increasingly 

dominated by a culture of fear. The defining feature of this culture is 

the belief that humanity is confronted by powerful destructive forces 

that threaten our everyday existence. The line that used to delineate 

reality from science fiction has become increasingly blurred. [é] 

Some scientists have warned that a global influenza is around the 

corner. We are continually warned that, for the human race, ótime is 

running outô unless we do something about global warming. (Furedi 

2002 vii-viii italics mine) 

 

Fureliôs remark, though centring mainly on western societies and coming after 

the 9/11 attack, hits the nail on the head in discussing an inherent fear, that of 

death and the destruction of the human race and its world. Diseases, pestilences, 

epidemics, whatever name we give them, bring this feeling to the fore, which the 

four discussed texts examine in different ways. 

 

Taha Husseinôs The Days 

The Days was originally written in three parts, over different periods of time: 

the first part came out in 1929, chronicling Taha Husseinôs childhood, the second 

in 1932, focusing on his life as A Student at the Azhar (the subtitle of the English 

translation) and the last one in 1967 MudhakkirǕt or memoirs, translated in 

English as A Passage to France. As evident from the titles, the three parts 

document his journey from his village in Upper Egypt, as a young child who lost 

his eyesight due to a disease and medical negligence, to Cairo where, as a young 

man, he joined Al-Azhar seminary, then the newly open Cairo University, and 

finally to France where he obtained a second doctorate at the Sorbonne and met 

the love of his life Suzanne Bresseau who would be his wife and life companion 

until his death, in October 1973, two weeks before his eighty fourth birthday. 

The part examined by this paper is Part One where, in Chapter 18, Hussein 

records the tragic events that befell his family, starting with the death of his little 

sister, at the age of four, from an unknown disease, followed by his older brother, 

at the age of eighteen, from Cholera. Two other family-member losses happened 

in-between.  

However, the most important part of the chapter describes the outbreak of 

Cholera, in his village, and all over Egypt, showing how it led to the death of his 

intelligent, tender-hearted and good-looking brother. Hussein, or the lad as he 

refers to himself, notes: ñAt length came a terrible day, the like of which the 
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family had never known, and which stamped its life with a perpetual grief. It 

turned the hair of both parents white and caused the mother to wear black till the 

end of her days, and to lose all taste for pleasureò (Hussein 1997, 74). She would 

never laugh or smile even during a feast, and tears would be her companion: 

ñThis day was the 21st of August of the year 1902. [é] An epidemic of cholera 

descended upon Egypt and attacked the population like wildfire. It destroyed 

towns and villages, and wiped out whole familiesò (Hussein 1997, 74). This and 

other images of the epidemic and its tragic outcomes, gloomy and depressing as 

they are, are reminiscent of the Coronavirus pandemic situation despite the 

century and more separating the two periods of time. The novel portrays a similar 

lockdown, coloured by fear, anxiety, isolation of the sick and fearful speculation 

of who of the loved ones will be hit by this scary disease:  

 

The village schools and town schools were closed and doctors and 

envoys of the Public Health Department were scattered throughout 

the land with their instruments and tents in which to isolate the sick. 

Souls were filled with anxiety and hearts with fears. é. Every family 

talked about what had befallen the other and waited for their own 

share of disaster. The ladôs mother was in a perpetual state of 

anxiety, asking herself a thousand times a day on which of her sons 

or daughters the calamity would fall. (Hussein 1997, 74) 

 

Unfortunately, the motherôs fears came true when cholera/death chose the best 

of her children, described by Hussein as ñthe most intelligent, the most tender-

hearted, the best natured, the most dutiful and considerate to his father and 

mother and the most companionable to his brothers and sistersò (74-75). It 

picked him at the prime of his life when he was at the threshold of a promising 

career, as he had just obtained the Baccalaureate and had been accepted for the 

School of Medicine in Cairo. Ironically, he contracted the disease when he 

volunteered to accompany the doctor of his town in his rounds, believing that 

this would be the best practice and preparation for his future profession. The 

disease ravished his body mercilessly and quickly. Having lost his eyesight, the 

young narrator, described his brotherôs last hours through his other senses, 

mainly that of hearing. We read: ñAt midnight the whole house was quiet, and 

the occupants and animals alike were deep in slumber. Suddenly a strange cry 

rang through the still air and woke everybody upò (75). It comes from his older 

brother who is trying to vomit quietly, but his parents and siblings ñheard the 

retching and were alarmed by itò (76). This was a clear sign that ñthe plague had 

found its way into the houseò and picked its victim (76). The ensuing events are 
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heart rendering and so is the reaction of both parents. The father, though calm 

and serene, his voice revealed ñthat his heart was broken,ò while the mother is 

ñterror-strickenò (76). The following morning was painfully described as ñsuch 

a morning as they had never known the like. A dark, silent morning in which 

there was something alarming and terrifyingò (76-77).  

The whole scene is reminiscent of the current Covid-19 situation; with people 

watching, in pain, their loved ones wither away, and wondering at the absurdity 

of death choosing the best and the young and impatient of stealing their souls 

without proper goodbyes. In this autobiography, we know that the brother knew 

very well his fate and his only desire was to see his elderly uncle and older 

brother. However, ñHow cruel is Fate!ò for the uncle arrived an hour after his 

death when his body is being taken away for burial. As for the scene of his death, 

it is one of the most moving in the whole text: ñWhat a terrible hour it was, that 

third hour of Thursday the 21st of August 1902! The doctor left the room. [é] 

the young man was at his last gasp. [é] [He] was writhing on the bed. He stood 

up, then threw himself down, then sat upò (77). He remained in this restless 

situation until he finally threw himself on the bed and could not move anymore; 

he ñjust uttered groans which occasionally died down, and the sounds gradually 

died awayò (77). In the meantime, our narrator or ñour lad [é] sat alone in a 

corner of the room, silent, downcast, bewildered, with grief simply tearing at his 

heart. [é] The lad will forget all else before he forgets the last groan which the 

young man [his dying brother] uttered, a thin, weak, long-drawn-out groan. Then 

he was silentò (77).  He records his motherôs reaction in the same compact, strong 

and heart-breaking way: ñHardly had she stood up before she fell down, or would 

have done, had not the two men [their neighbours] supported her. Then she 

pulled herself together and went out of the room with downcast eyes. [é] and 

then she poured forth from her bosom a cry that the lad never recalls without his 

heart being rent by itò (78).  

The lad, who was always forgotten, remembers being dragged out of the 

corner where he was sitting and then thrown down somewhere among people. 

This traumatic situation would leave its imprint on his life for a long time. He 

recalls ñFrom that day deep grief settled on the household and all appearance of 

pleasure or rejoicing, no matter what the occasion, had to be avoided by all both 

old and youngò (78). From that day on, the parents do not cease to remember 

their son at meals while shedding tears, and every now and then they would visit 

his grave though, in the past, they used to criticise those who visited the dead. 

As for the lad, his ñoutlook on life was completely changedò (78). He would go 

to great lengths to perform many religious duties (alms- giving, fasting, earnest 

praying, recitation of the Quran, and others) to take away some of his dead 
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brotherôs sins; for he had neglected the performance of these duties. For 

example, he would ñpray the five daily prayers twice every day, once for himself 

and once for his brother,ò and the same with fasting. Following this tragic 

incident, he used to ñspend the dark hours of a whole night, either thinking about 

his brother or reciting Surat-al- Ikhlas (The Chapter of Sincerity) thousands of 

times, all of which he would dedicate to his brotherò (Hussein 1997, 79). He 

would also start to write poetry reflecting his deep pain and grief at the loss of 

his brother (79). Besides, he admits experiencing ñterrifying dreams, the illness 

of his brother being depicted for him every nightò (79). The passing away of his 

brother seems to be one of the experiences that would leave its lasting imprint 

on his character and life. He recalls going through these feelings for years until 

he joined Al-Azhar, and even after ñthe youth became a manò and throughout 

his various life stages, ñhe remains as he was as regards his loyalty to this 

brother. He remembers him and sees him in his dreams once a week at the very 

leastò (79- 80).  

 

Nazek Al-Malaikôs ñCholeraò 

If Husseinôs Days recalls a personal epidemic experience that took place in 

1902, ñCholera,ò by Nazek Al-Maliaka, a pioneer of the free verse movement in 

Arabic poetry, reflects on the same disease from afar; and the year is 1947. It is 

one of her well-known and notable works and was hailed by critics at the time 

as a revolutionary poem that breaks away from the traditional rhyming form of 

Arabic poetry. The poem is evoked by the sad news of the epidemic that erupted 

once more in Egypt and swept across the country. On hearing of the diseaseôs 

rising death toll in Egypt, Al-Malaika was deeply moved and put pen to paper. 

She felt sorry for the death of many, some of whom, the poem shows, were 

buried without proper mourning or funerals. The poem is not a chronicle of the 

disease, but rather of its devastating effect as it describes the painful and sad 

procession of the horse carriages, carrying the dead to their burial places. In her 

autobiography, she speaks of the poemôs creation: ñWithin one hour I had 

finished the poem and ran down to my sister Ihssanôs house. I told her I had 

written a poem that was very strange in form and that it would cause controversy. 

As soon as Ihssan read the poem she became very supportive. But my mother 

received it coldly and asked me, óWhat kind of rhyme is this? It lacks 

musicalityôò (qtd in Stevens 2007/2008). Her fatherôs reaction was similar to her 

motherôs; he was critical of the poem, mocked it and predicted its failure. 

However, she believed in her work, stating simply, ñ[s]ay whatever you wish to 

say. I am confident that my poem will change the map of Arab poetryò (qtd in 

Stevens 2007/2008). And it did. 
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She starts the poem at ñthe stillness of the nightò while listening ñto the 

echoing wails/ rising above the silence in the darkò (Al-Maliaka 2015, lines 1-

3). 2 The poem has plenty of images of overflowing grief, pain bursting like fire 

in peopleôs hearts, and sorrow in their houses. The poet employs onomatopoeia, 

reflecting the sounds of grief, mourning, wailing as well as the footsteps of the 

passers-by and the mourning processions. Grief is everywhere; even the River 

Nile is extremely sad due to what death has done. The poemôs refrain is ñdeath 

death deathò (lines 12, 26, 38, 51) which brings to mind the famous quotation 

from Daniel Defoeôs A Journal of the Plague Year: ñA woman gave three 

frightful screeches, and then cried, óOh! death, death, death!ôò but the street was 

still empty ñFor people had no curiosity now in any case.ò (Defoe 1876, 107) 

The rest of Al-Maliakaôs poem portrays the cruelty of Cholera. She loses count 

of the number of the dead, ñten, twenty, no [é] countlessò (2015, lines 16, 17) 

and gives a pessimistic image of hopelessness with ñno tomorrowò (line 20). 

Cholera is depicted as ñthe vengeance of deathò (line 30), as an envious and 

crazy monster rising from a long sleep to devour the people with its claws, and 

to make the children orphans. It came down to the valley which was once filled 

with joy and laughter to leave behind grief, silence and pain. It did not spare the 

li fe of the muezzin or the Sheikh of the mosque, which makes her wonder who 

will eulogize and pray over the dead. Ironically and painfully, the dawn, which 

suggests hope and new beginnings, is the time where the death processions take 

place. She ends the poem in a tone of sympathy: ñO Egypt, my heart is torn by 

the ravages of deathò (line 51). 

Interestingly, though living in Iraq at the time of this catastrophe, Al-Malaika 

succeeds in vividly reflecting the heart-breaking and depressing atmosphere of 

Cholera and the hovering presence of the ghost of death. Written with very few 

punctuation marks, one breathlessly reads the poem, at one grip, as if sharing in 

drinking the cup of death. The poem is compact, and sums up, in relatively few 

lines what can be told in pages, hence creating a strong impact on the reader. Its 

power also lies in its timelessness; the grim image painted by Al-Maliaka echoes, 

conjures and evokes the tragic scenes we saw, especially at the beginning of the 

outbreak of the Coronavirus pandemic, in Italy, where the death toll was the 

highest in Europe. We saw the coffins, the tens of people buried hurriedly or 

cremated without proper funerals; we watched and heard the grief of those who 

lost their loved ones without proper goodbyes. Hence, such texts bond humanity, 

especially in times of disaster, regardless of time and place. They also manage 

to address oneôs hidden fear of death, diseases and the extinction of the human 

race.  
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Jack Londonôs The Scarlet Plague 

These fearful feelings are no better represented than in Jack Londonôs post -

apocalyptic novel, The Scarlett Plague in which he imagines the outbreak of a 

pestilence that hits the US and the world in 2013, that is a hundred years ahead 

of his time, since the novel was published in 1912. On seeing a coin dating back 

to 2012, the main protagonist, an 87-year-old man named Granser, mentions that 

this pestilence occurred sixty years ago: ñIt was in the summer of 2013 that the 

Plague came,ò (London 1912, 16) which makes the year of the novel 2073. The 

whole text is a recollection of the old days, narrated by Granser to his 

grandchildren. He speaks of himself as ñthe last man who was alive in the days 

of the plague and who knows the wonders of that far-off timeò (38). He was then 

known as James Howard Smith, Professor of English Literature at the University 

of California, Berkeley.  

From the beginning, the novel portrays a desolate and ravaged world of which 

the forest is the dominant landmark; remnants of human civilization are only 

visible in the remains of a railway. The whole setting is evocative of prehistoric 

time and the man hunter: ñWe, who mastered the planet ï its earth, and sea, and 

sky ï and who were as very gods, now live in primitive savagery along the water 

courses of this California country. [é] we fell from high culture to primitive 

conditions. [é] the world fell apart, absolutely, irretrievably. Ten thousand 

years of culture and civilization passed in the twinkling of an eye, ólapsed like 

foamôò (London 1912, 10, 21). This is evident in Granserôs hands which, before 

the pestilence, were soft, ñbecause [é] [he] did no work with them, and [é] 

[his] body was clean all over and dressed in the softest garmentsò (12). However, 

at the time of the novel, he has turned into a dirty old man who has not seen soap 

for the last 60 years of his life and is dressed in goat skin like his twelve-year-

old- grandson, Edwin who is carrying on his back a ñquiverful of arrows,ò a bow 

and a hunting knife hanging from a sheath. Like the prehistoric man, the boyôs 

senses of sight and hearing are acute to help him adjust to their wildlife. Our 

protagonist does not even refer to the few human beings left as families, but as 

tribes, ñI am Granser, a tired old man. I belong to the tribe of Santa Rosans. I 

married into that tribe. My sons and daughters married into the Chauffeurs, the 

Sacramen-tos, and the Palo-Altosò (14).  

His 2073 home is set in Cliff House near San Francisco, a place where, in the 

old days, people used to go for a nice outing, but now it is primeval wilderness. 

They raise goats, keep a ówolfish-looking dog,ô and can easily hear the sound of 

the nearby sea lions. We understand that even the animalsô features, attitude and 

temperament have changed after the plague; they have become more savage, and 

the tamed ones, such as dogs, started attacking each other until they ended up 
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being ówolfish looking.ô Granser, and his grandchildren sit on the sand and eat 

directly from the coals. For two generations, their food has been limited to 

whatever they hunt or fish. Their primitive life is not only evident in their clothes 

and lifestyle, but also in their language. Granserôs is different from that of Edwin 

and the rest of his grandchildren, Hoo Hoo and Harelip (notice their names). 

ñThey spoke in monosyllables and short jerky sentences that was more a 

gibberish than a languageò (9). They received no education and hence know 

nothing about their grandfatherôs previous profession or any of the scientific 

terms he uses while narrating the story of the epidemic. Their play is savage, 

extracting teeth from the skeletons they found buried, and bursting into loud 

laughter when their grandfather burnt his mouth with hot muscles; hence 

described as ñtrue savages, possessing only the cruel humor of the savageò (5). 

As in the case of The Days, by Taha Hussein, the reader learns how the 

catastrophe of the plague befell the US, sweeping across the country and almost 

depopulating it. For, in 2013, San Francisco populated 4 million people; yet after 

the pestilence, it ended up with forty. This ñstrange disease [é] had broken out 

in New York,ò then they heard of it in Chicago and London which ñhad been 

secretly fighting the plague for two weeks and censoring the news despatches ï 

that is, not permitting the word to go forth to the rest of the world that London 

had the plagueò (London 1912, 16). This lack of transparency is, to some extent, 

similar to the beginning of our Covid-19 situation; the early news began to surf 

in December 2019, but no one knew exactly what was happening. Then 

speculations started and people were wondering whether it was an epidemic or 

pandemic until everyone was finally pushed into a lockdown in March, 2020 

when almost the whole world was hit by the disease.  

Hence, similar to the plague in Londonôs novel, we were all taken by surprise, 

an unhappy one. In the novel, we see the people, like us, leading a normal life 

until this unknown infection struck them. When they first heard about it, they 

could not realize the magnitude of its effect. Besides, they had, according to 

Granser, great trust in science. Alas, it did not help them: ñIt looked serious, but 

we in California, like everywhere else, were not alarmed. We were sure that the 

bacteriologists would find a way to overcome this new germ, just as they had 

overcome other germs in the past. But the trouble was the astonishing quickness 

with which this germ destroyed human beings, and the fact that it inevitably 

killed any human body it enteredò (London 1912, 16). Similarly, in our twenty-

first century world (the same time period of Londonôs novel), we believed in our 

scientific and technological advancement, so we never thought that this unseen 

virus that could be simply killed by washing our hands, would be such a life 

threat and turn our world upside down. 
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Londonôs novel also shows us that pestilences are not new to the human race, 

and he gives a quick survey of the diseases that hit different parts of the world 

such as the Black Plague that swept across Europe many times, the bubonic 

plague, the sleeping sickness in Africa, Pellagra, Asian Flu and the hookworm. 

Through Granser, he mentions that humans are constantly threatened by a new 

deadly virus, and as they grow in number and start to live ñclosely together in 

great cities and civilizations, new diseases arose, new kinds of germs entered 

their bodiesò (1912, 14). This is his justification for the death of ñcountless 

millions and billions of human beingsò and for the uncontrollable pestilence 

which he imagined in the 2013 setting of his novel. It is so deadly that once its 

first signs appear on someone, he or she ñwould be dead in an hour. Some lasted 

for several hours. Many died within ten or fifteen minutesò (16) Through 

Granser, he gives a graphic and scary description of how ñthe Scarlet Death 

slewò (22) and explains how it spread everywhere: 

 

Then came the scarlet rash, spreading like wildfire over the face and 

body. Most persons never noticed the increase in heat and heart-beat, 

and the first they knew was when the scarlet rash came out. Usually, 

they had convulsions at the time of the appearance of the rash. But 

these convulsions did not last long and were not very severe. [é] 

The heels became numb first, then the legs, and hips, and when the 

numbness reached as high as his heart he died. They did not rave or 

sleep. Their minds always remained cool and calm up to the moment 

their heart numbed and stopped. And another strange thing was the 

rapidity of decomposition. No sooner was a person dead than the 

body seemed to fall to pieces, to fly apart, to melt away even as you 

looked at it. That was one of the reasons the plague spread so rapidly. 

All the billions of germs in a corpse were so immediately released. 

(London 1912, 17) 

 

Like the lad in The Days, Londonôs protagonist watches helplessly his brother 

dying, in two hours. Such a scene brings to mind the pain and trauma of those 

seeing their loved ones consumed by Covid-19 and feeling desperate for their 

inability to help them. Prior to that, Granser witnessed the death of one of the 

early victims who was his student, a beautiful, healthy and wealthy young 

woman. Apart from these two incidents and unlike Husseinôs autobiography 

which focuses on a personal experience, Londonôs novel imagines a general 

bleak picture of a disease that almost brings about the end of the world. In the 

two texts, the illness spreads like wildfire and ravishes peopleôs bodies 
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mercilessly and quickly. Besides, similar to Al-Malaikaôs poem where 

ñEverywhere lies a corpse, mourned,ò Granser describes how in three days, 

people were dying ñlike flies;ò and their un-mourned corpses lay everywhere 

(London 1912, 18). He gives us a scary post-apocalyptic scene: 

 

The sights in the streets were terrible. One stumbled on bodies 

everywhere. Some were not yet dead. And even as you looked, you 

saw men sink down with the death fastened upon them. There were 

numerous fires burning in Berkeley, while Oakland and San 

Francisco were apparently being swept by vast conflagrations. The 

smoke of the burning filled the heavens, so that the midday was as a 

gloomy twilight.[é] Truly, my grandsons, it was like the last days 

of the end of the world. [é] A man and a woman lay back dead in 

the seats, and on the pavement near it were two more women and a 

child. Strange and terrible sights there were on every hand. People 

slipped by silently, furtively, like ghosts ï white-faced women 

carrying infants in their arms; fathers leading children by the hand; 

singly, and in couples, and in families ï all fleeing out of the city of 

death. Some carried supplies of food, others blankets and valuables, 

and there were many who carried nothing. (22) 

 

Other scenes of terror and bloodshed remain vivid in his memory for sixty years. 

So like the lad in Husseinôs The Days, who is always haunted by the traumatic 

experience of his brotherôs untimely death, Granser never forgets the second 

night of the plague calamity: ñI can never forget it. [é] I watched the passing of 

all man's glorious works. So terrible were the local conflagrations that all the sky 

was lighted up. [é] San Francisco spouted smoke and fire from a score of vast 

conflagrations that were like so many active volcanoesò (London 1912, 25). 

More painful was his realization that his old world was falling apart forever; this 

is evident when he expresses his feelings while going through the empty and 

deserted halls of the university, feeling dead: 

 

I looked upon myself as already dead. It was not that, but a feeling 

of awful depression that impressed me. Everything had stopped. It 

was like the end of the world to me ï my world. I had been born 

within sight and sound of the university. It had been my predestined 

career. My father had been a professor there before me, and his father 

before him. For a century and a half had this university, like a 

splendid machine, been running steadily on. And now, in an instant, 
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it had stopped. It was like seeing the sacred flame die down on some 

thrice-sacred altar. I was shocked, unutterably shocked. (London 

1912, 19) 

 

Granserôs feelings speak for those of thousands, if not millions, of people whose 

worlds crumbled down after Covid -19. Similar stories spread through various 

means; articles, blogs, webinars and others. Big cities like New York, Paris and 

Birmingham turned into ghost cities, during the lockdown, becoming lifeless and 

deserted.  

Reading this particular passage, I was personally moved; for London voiced 

the same feelings I experienced when one day I went to my work institution 

during the lockdown. Unlike his protagonist, I do not have family generations 

working in my college, but I have been teaching there for twenty-eight years and 

never imagined that there would come a day when it would be so deserted, and 

most importantly that I would feel insecure out of fear of contagion.  

London does not only imagine a catastrophe and its traumatic aftermath, but 

also takes it as a springboard to tackle certain themes, to reveal the fragility of 

our humanity, expose its good and bad sides as well as give a social and political 

critique of his capitalist society. An important theme is the inevitability of death. 

The sudden outbreak of the pestilence was followed by what he calls ñthe panic 

outrush for the country,ò which ironically led to the wide spread of the disease. 

Speaking of the city exodus, he remarks that the first to flee were the rich, ñin 

their private motor-cars and dirigibles,ò or ñairshipsò (London 1912, 20). They 

thought that they would be immune from the plague, but some carried it to such 

far places as Hawaii (yet, it was already there), and others despite all security 

measures failed to protect themselves and their families. A clear example is 

evident in the story of a wealthy woman, Vesta, whose husband, John Van 

Warden, a billionaire, built and secured a vast summer palace, surrounded by a 

park of a thousand acres. With the outbreak of the plague, Van Warden sent her 

there: 

 

Armed guards patrolled the boundaries of the park, and nothing 

entered in the way of provisions or even mail matter that was not 

first fumigated. And yet did the plague enter, killing the guards at 

their posts, the servants at their tasks, sweeping away the whole army 

of retainersðor, at least, all of them who did not flee to die 

elsewhere. So it was that Vesta found herself the sole living person 

in the palace that had become a charnel house. (33) 
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This brings to mind Edgar Allen Poeôs gothic short story ñThe Masque of the 

Red Death,ò where an unnamed country is hit by a pestilence (similar to 

Londonôs plague) that almost depopulates it. Its ruler, ironically called Prince 

Prospero, instead of helping his people, runs for his life with the elite to his well-

guarded castle only to be invaded by death that consumes them all. This is also 

what happened to those who avoided Granser when they learned that he had 

witnessed the first death of the plague; ironically they were smitten by the 

pestilence and he was the only one to survive his family and friends. The theme 

of the inevitability of death or, to quote the last sentence in Poeôs story, ñDecay 

and the Red Death held illimitable dominion over allò has strongly thrust itself 

upon us with the outbreak of the Corona pandemic which did not spare the life 

of the rich and the poor, the powerful and the weak, the high and the low (Poe 

2020, n. pag.). In fact, at the beginning of the outbreak of Covid -19, the situation 

was even worse in many advanced and rich countries where the disease hit a 

great number of the privileged such as prime ministers, ministers, princes, 

businessmen, movie stars and others. 

Londonôs imagined plague was also his means of bringing us face to face with 

the ugly side of our human nature. This was painfully exposed in ñthe great mass 

of the population,ò who left the city ñon foot, [é] themselves starving and 

pillaging the farmers and all the towns and villages on the wayò (London 1912, 

20). Besides, those remaining in the city, estimated to be ñseveral hundred 

thousand [é] had gone mad from fear and drink,ò and ñémobs of the hungry 

poor were pillaging the stores and warehouses. Murder and robbery and 

drunkenness were everywhereò (20). Thus, ñthe panic outrush for the countryò 

was accompanied by chaos, looting, killing and an unbelievable loss of self - 

control aggravated by the death of the mayor and a huge number of policemen 

and the subsequent absence of law, making this part of the text the most 

terrifying. Through this horrible depiction of people losing their humanity and 

killing for the sake of killing, London, an activist and ardent believer in 

Socialism, presents a critique of the capitalist system and its ensuing social 

injustice evident in the difference between what we can regard as the 

Bourgeoisie and the proletariat. He refers to the latter as ñour food-gettersò who 

were ironically ñcalled freemen,ò but he admits:  

 

This was a joke. We of the ruling classes owned all the land, all the 

machines, everything. These food-getters were our slaves. We took 

almost all the food they got, and left them a little so that they might 

eat, and work, and get us more food. [é] Any food-getter who would 

not get food for us, him we punished or compelled to starve to death. 
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And very few did that. They preferred to get food for us, and make 

clothes for us. [é] (12)  

 

His primitive grandsons are shocked at this abuse, and one of them, Hare-Lip, 

makes it clear that if he ever goes into the forest to get food for himself, he will 

kill whoever tries to take it away from him. 

Hence, London in The Scarlet Plague lays the blame of this savagery on the 

sharp discrepancy between the rich, who had an affluent life and their ñ[f]ood 

[é] was abundant,ò and the hungry poor living in ghettos and slums: ñIn the 

midst of our civilization, down in our slums and labor-ghettos, we had bred a 

race of barbarians, of savages; and now, in the time of our calamity, they turned 

upon us like the wild beasts they were and destroyed us. And they destroyed 

themselves as well. [é] these low creatures gave rein to their bestiality and 

fought and drank and diedò (London 1912, 23 &25). Thus, their reaction was 

representative of the violent revenge of the Proletariat. Another example of this 

revenge is evident in the story of Vesta, the arrogant aristocrat who ended up 

marrying the Chauffeur who humiliated and abused her in many ways and finally 

killed her. Interestingly, Londonôs critique still applies to our world today and 

explains, for example, the surge in violent crimes in the US after the loosening 

of the Corona lockdown, especially in areas inhabited by the unprivileged 

African Americans. In an article published in October 2020, entitled, ñCrime 

rose unevenly when stay- at-home orders lifted: The racial disparity is the widest 

in yearsò we learn from ñA Washington Post analysis of 27 citiesò in the US that: 

 

In majority-Black neighborhoods, the rate of violence remained 

relatively steady while stay-at-home orders were in effect, but rose 

dramatically after orders were lifted, peaking at 133 crimes per 

100,000 residents in July, the highest level in the past three years. 

[é] The crimes analyzed include homicide, sexual assault and rape, 

robbery, aggravated assault, arson, burglary, theft, auto theft and 

thefts from vehicles. (Harden 2020) 

 

In that sense, Londonôs plague text succeeds in predicting the raging anger and 

frustration of the less privileged, which can explode when the time comes. 

Moreover, through these violent scenes humanity is exposed at its best and 

worst. We see, unfortunately, a few acts of heroism in comparison with the evil 

that reigns after the plague. This is best expressed by Kim Willsher in his remark 

on Camusô Plague: ñThere are acts of heroism and acts of shame; there are those 

who think only of themselves, and those who are engaged for the greater good. 
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The human condition is absurd and precariousò (Willsher 2020, n. pag.). The 

acts of nobility are carried out by some of Granserôs acquaintances, friends, 

colleagues or students, who formed a group that sought shelter in the university 

chemistry building. One member immediately withdraws once he starts to feel 

the plague killing him. When his wife tries to follow him, they take her away 

and he asks her to stay away. In another instant, a man insists on staying with his 

dying wife, ñsoothing her last momentsò (London 1912, 24). Moreover, two men 

volunteered to leave their shelter and remove the corpses falling near the 

building, which meant self - sacrifice; for, having performed the task, they were 

not permitted to enter the building:  

 

They bade good-bye to us and went forth. They were heroes. They 

gave up their lives that four hundred others might live. After they 

had performed their work, they stood for a moment, at a distance, 

looking at us wistfully. Then they waved their hands in farewell and 

went away slowly across the campus toward the burning city. It was 

no time for weak-kneed, sentimental policies. It was heartrending to 

send away the sick or isolate them; yet no time for emotion. (26) 

 

Other heroic figures are the scientists who literary and metaphorically killed 

themselves in an attempt to find a ñserumò or what is now called vaccine. He 

speaks in detail about their sacrifice which reminds the reader of the medical 

staffôs efforts during the Covid 19 pandemic, who are now referred to as the 

white army: ñThey were killed in their laboratories even as they studied the germ 

of the Scarlet Death. They were heroes. As fast as they perished, others stepped 

forth and took their places. It was in London that they first isolated it. The news 

was telegraphed everywhere. Trask was the name of the man who succeeded in 

this, but within thirty hours he was deadò (London 1912, 17). What befell 

America was repeated in Europe, and the last thing they heard of Europe was 

from Berlin where a bacteriologist named Hoffmeyer had discovered the serum 

for the plague. However, the discovery was too late; otherwise, explorers from 

Europe would have come looking for any survivors in America. Hence, Granser 

believes that ñat the best, some several score may have survived the Scarlet 

Death on that whole continentò (20). There were other unknown heroes such as 

the wireless operator: ñHe was a hero, that man who staid by his postðan 

obscure newspaperman, most likelyò (20).  

However, most of the events of the novel depict an uncontrolled feeling of 

fear accompanied by an unexpected meanness and bestiality carried out by 

different sects of the society. Granser confesses that the plague made him think 
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of his own safety alone. For example, a man comes to his doorsteps, but realizing 

he has the plague, he left him dying for half an hour while hearing his groans. In 

addition, he admits not helping a grocery man when attacked by looters: ñThe 

time for such acts had already passed. Civilization was crumbling, and it was 

each for himselfò (23). Similarly he watched a poet whose work he admired 

being robbed and shot to death; yet did not run to his help. When he tried to help 

the wife, a pistol was directed at him so he ran away. ñFrom somewhere in that 

murk came a woman's voice calling shrilly for help. But I did not go to her. A 

man's heart turned to iron amid such scenes, and one heard all too many appeals 

for helpò (23). He gives other examples of people who, not only ignored the 

pleas and cries of the dying like him, but also chose to be extremely selfish. A 

striking example was one of the professors who took shelter with him at the 

university; though wounded, he stole the only car they had with the provisions 

and ran away with his sister and mother only to be found dead a few days later.   

Through these examples, London reveals the hidden primitive instinct for 

survival, making people do, whatever it takes, to live. He also criticizes the 

modern human of the early twentieth and twenty- first century, who, despite the 

technological advances, he/she created, still carries within a beastly creature 

waiting to be released. His critique can be applied to our time and brings to mind 

peopleôs fear of the Covid pandemic, making some refuse even to bury the dead 

or to come near an infected person or family. Through such incidents and 

attitudes as well as the unexplained death of many good people versus the 

survival of evil ones, London, through his mouthpiece Granser, poses existential 

questions about life, death and poetic justice. For example, when seeing people 

killing and getting killed, he remarks: ñAnd after all, what did it matter? 

Everybody died anyway, the good and the bad, the efficients and the weaklings, 

those that loved to live and those that scorned to live. They passed. Everything 

passedò (London 1912, 23, 25).  

Another example is clear in one of the few survivors, the Chauffeur, a mean 

person in the true sense of the word. Our protagonist wonders why ña brute is 

saved while billions who are much better are killed. Why did he live?ò (33) The 

absurdity of death is more exposed in the murder of the innocent, good hearted 

Dombey, a young undergraduate who accompanied him in a mission to get a car 

from a professorôs house. If the lad in The Days questions the untimely death of 

his most intelligent and considerate brother at the prime of his age, Granser, too, 

is astounded at the killing of this young man by, what he calls, a ñmiscreant [é] 

[who] was very drunk [é] [and] was altogether the most nauseating specimen 

of degradation and filth I had ever encounteredò (London 1912, 27). Granserôs 

first instinct was to shoot this man, but he did not, an act which he kept regretting 
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until the time of telling the story to his grandsons. The man ñsuddenly drew a 

pistol and shot Dombey through the head. The next instant I shot him. But it was 

too late. Dombey expired without a groan, immediately. I doubt if he even knew 

what had happened to himò (27-28). Once more Granserôs questions echo similar 

questions related to the Corona pandemic sweeping across the world. People 

started wondering why God would allow such a disaster to happen; they began 

to question poetic justice: why death chooses the best and the young, why one 

should work and toil when one could lose it all in a twinkle of an eye, and other 

unanswered questions. 

Granser ends his story of the plague with a prediction of the rising of another 

civilization that will go through the same phases of the previous one; abuse the 

majority of people until it crumbles down: ñThe gunpowder will come. Nothing 

can stop it ï the same old story over and over. Man will increase, and men will 

fight. The gunpowder will enable men to kill millions of men, and in this way 

only, by fire and blood, will a new civilization, in some remote day, be evolved. 

[é] Just as the old civilization passed, so will the newò (40). In this new 

civilization, we will still have what he classifies as ñthe eternal types ï the priest, 

the soldier, and the king,ò referring to the spiritual, military and ruling/ executive 

powers practised by the privileged (40). But ñthe rest will toil and suffer sore 

while on their bleeding carcasses is reared again, and yet again, without end, the 

amazing beauty and surpassing wonder of the civilized stateò (40). He even 

expects the coming generation to repeat the story of colonization and possibly 

invade other nations as the Europeans did to the Native Americans: ñwe may 

expect our descendants to start across the Sierras, oozing slowly along, 

generation by generation, over the great continent to the colonization of the East 

ï a new Aryan drift around the worldò (38).  

But in addition to gunpowder and murder, there will always be the threat of a 

new virus, causing an uncontrollable disease and destroying the human race. 

London imagines a scientist whom he names Soldervetzsky, and who, ñas early 

as 1929, told the bacteriologists that they had no guaranty against some new 

disease, a thousand times more deadly than any they knew, arising and killing 

by the hundreds of millions and even by the billion. You see, the micro-organic 

world remained a mystery to the end. They knew there was such a world, and 

that, from time-to-time, armies of new germs emerged from it to kill menò (15 

italics mine). This prediction echoes Frank Furediôs remark in the early 21st 

century, that scientists ñhave warned us that a global influenza is around the 

cornerò (Furedi 2002, viii). Thus, in The Scarlet Plague, one of the early modern 

post-apocalyptic novels, London ñinvestigated many traditional issues of the 

literary topos of plague, ranging from a reflection on morality and justice to the 
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contagion and clinical features of the disease. In particular [é] [he] focused his 

attention on behavioral responses to a pandemic, showing the emergence of fear, 

irrationality, and selfishness in a previously civilized and modern societyò (Riva 

2014). In all of these issues, he manages to address and appeal to our Covid- 19 

world. 

 

Ahmed Khaid Towfikôs About Birds We Talk 

If Londonôs text ends with the circle of civilization and anticipates another 

disease to put an end to the world, Ahmed Khalid Towfikôs About Birds We Talk 

discusses this issue, but lays the blame on scientists, pharmaceutical corporations 

as well as lay people who abuse the environment or lack awareness. According 

to Towfik, everyone is responsible for creating such deadly viruses. The novel, 

which is ñnarrated in the 40th issue of the ñSafari Series,ò discusses ña mysterious 

chicken-linked diseaseò (Abdallah 2020, n. pag.). The reader is first introduced 

to Alaa Abdel Azim, a young Egyptian physician who has lived for some time 

in South Africa, then moves to Angawanderi3 in Cameroon, located at its borders 

with Nigeria. He works there in a unit called, Safari, which is not a place, ñas the 

title suggests, for hunting beasts, but for hunting diseases in the Black Continentò 

(Towfik 2010, 4).4 Safari lives on financial support from different sources as it 

is a non -profit organization that started in Kenya as a project initiated by an 

Austrian Baron in 1957. What makes this unit special is a team called H, which 

is made up of the best multinational scientists in different fields; Alaa joins this 

team later in the novel. This team of scientists, studies unknown epidemics in 

the field of Tropical Medicine, such as Nakalanga and Kafamugulu. The former 

is a real disease5; for the author, Towfik, was a professor of Tropical Medicine; 

and in the introduction, his narrator mentions that this story is ña strange mixture 

of medicine, metaphysics, horror, emotions and politicsò (5). The text is the 

report of a journalist called Thomas Kindered who works in a scientific journal 

called Advances.  

The novel is narrated through this report and through his interviews with some 

characters, such as a young Tunisian gynaecologist, Basam Bu Ghatas, who 

recollects the story of a strange disease that struck him. It started when he 

suddenly fainted while helping a woman in labour. He began to have a fever and 

tremble so strongly that his Egyptian friend, Alaa thought that he had been 

infected with Malaria or any of the common diseases in the area. The next thing 

was starting to be breathless, which is similar to our Corona- virus- symptoms. 

He even notes: ñthe air has indeed become so precious,ò a common remark by 

Covid-19 patients (Towfik 2010, 23). Bu Ghatasô condition deteriorated so 

rapidly that he eventually fell into what is known as ñcoma vigil,ò and was put 
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on a ventilator; however, he miraculously survived his unknown disease. Prior 

to his sickness, he had eaten chicken; that he had bought from a Cameroonian 

merchant at the local market. Before buying this, he witnessed the death of a 

chicken whose bottom was bleeding.  

A second interviewed character is Arthur Shelby, a distinguished American 

professor of Tropical Medicine, who examined Bu Ghatas, only to discover that 

he had atypical or unusual pneumonia. It was accompanied by flu-like 

symptoms, which made him suspect some sort of viral infection. So, he ordered 

that he immediately be transferred to the ICU. Unlike Jack London, who simply 

gives a graphic description of how the infected person deteriorates and dies, 

Ahmed Khaled Towfik, based on his knowledge and expertise, as a Tropical 

Medicine professor, gives his reader a rather detailed medical analysis and 

discussion of this imagined disease, relates it to other actual viruses and 

epidemics and mentions types of medication. Once more, this unknown virus 

can be compared to the Corona pandemic in that ñYou deal with the patient as a 

normal influenza case, and then, all of a sudden, he slips away from your hand 

in such unprecedented speedò (Towfik 2010, 28). Shelby even predicted that a 

certain epidemic would occur and new cases would appear. He was right; the 

following day, two more cases came to the hospital. In three days, there were 

three cases with the same flu symptoms and quick deterioration; one of them 

died. Team H started to link this new epidemic to SARS (severe acute respiratory 

syndrome)6 thinking that it might be another outbreak of that virus.  

A common thing among all the infected cases is their link with chicken and 

being at the market; two patients sell chicken, and one works in a chicken farm. 

The team is surprised as chicken Influenza is not common in the hot weather of 

Africa, and they suggest that diseases related to pigs and emigrated birds mainly 

start in Southeast Asia. As is the case in Londonôs novel, there is lack of 

transparency. Scared to lose their business, some of the merchants deny having 

sick chicken. Their fear and the teamôs concern about this new virus are echoed 

in a sentence repeated over and over in the novel, as some sort of refrain, ñBe 

scared, be very scaredò (Towfik 2010, 17, 27, 38). The localsô fears come true; 

for in an attempt to contain the disease, Team H suggests the urgency of 

contacting the health ministry and executing the chicken in the area. Discovering 

a farm where many chickens died and where many workers were infected, orders 

were given to execute all the chickens in it and within a one-kilometer sphere. 

This is followed by a scene reminiscent of our Corona infected world, where 

many people across the globe have lost their jobs and livelihood. The farm owner 

says in a devastated and frustrated tone, ñYou have burnt my chicken, are you 
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here to burn me too? [é] Anyway it wonôt make a difference. I am destitute and 

will have to start afreshò (Towfik 2010, 73).  

Examining samples from human patients and sick chickens revealed that the 

virus behind the illness was H1N1. This brings to the fore the virologistsô 

ñnightmare,ò which is the possible re-occurrence of the Spanish Flu of 1918, 

which Towfik mentions, caused the death of 30 million people, a number that 

exceeds the number of the victims of World War I. As an example of its deadly 

effect, the novel refers to the real story of the Alaskan village Brevig, which was 

totally wiped out by the flu. In an attempt to carry out a genetic examination of 

its virus, Towfik mentions the real story of extracting tissues from the body of 

one of the village victims; she had been buried under the ice for 60 years. Once 

more and similar to London and Furedi, Towfik speaks about the virologistsô 

fear of a deadly influenza epidemic that will sweep across the world every now 

and then. He believes that we have had a hundred- year- truce, since the 1918 

Spanish flu, but virologists believe that a new pandemic is looming on the 

horizon. This is due to the fact that avian influenza or bird flu viruses mutate 

every now and then, changing their features and symptoms, and ñawaiting the 

moment when they can infect and attack humansò (Towfik 2010, 54).  

To further explain this hypothesis, Towfik, through a notable scientist, Jeffrey 

Townberger, whom he refers to in a footnote as a real character giving accurate 

scientific explanation, gives a detailed discussion of Influenza virus mutation. 

Scientifically speaking, ñViruses are continuously changing as a result of genetic 

selection. They undergo subtle genetic changes through mutation and major 

genetic changes through recombination. Mutation occurs when an error is 

incorporated in the viral genome. Recombination occurs when coinfecting 

viruses exchange genetic information, creating a novel virusò (Fleischmann 

1996). The novel virus in Towfikôs text is hybrid, coming from both pigs and 

birds, and he predicts that it will originate in and spread from Asia, particularly 

China. His theory of this hybrid virus and its viral genetics and mutation is what 

makes this novel reflect and address Covid- 19 fears and speculations; for with 

every wave, theories appear about coronavirus mutation. Townberger/Towfik 

suggests that birdsô viruses do not tend to attack human beings, but pigsô too, 

which can be infected by birdsô viruses. Besides, breathing the virus from the 

residues of the chicken, he hypothesizes the occurrence of subtle genetic changes 

inside the pigs, through recombination when their coinfecting viruses and the 

chickensô exchange genetic information, creating a novel virus that becomes 

ready to infect human beings. It turns out to be more deadly and dangerous, 

resulting in a new pestilence.  
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It is remarkable that Towfik predicts its expected location. He poses the 

question ñAnd where do pigs and the chickens meet?ò And his answer is only at 

Chinese farmersô barns or stockyards. Thus, every ñChinese farmer hides a 

laboratory for dangerous biological experiments. In [these] stockyards, unique 

unheard of types of viruses are created. Therefore, the most deadly and worst flu 

is the Asian flu, which is resonant of the plagueò (Towfik 2010, 60). Based on 

this fear, team H wonders if Cameroonôs virus is similar to the famous Hong 

Kong virus, which was H5N1. Their concern is augmented by the high death rate 

of the Cameroonian patients, out of 40, 10 die, that is 25%, and they fear that 

this disease could get out of control and lead to the end of the world. Similar to 

The Scarlet Plague, Towfik assumes that three quarter of the world population 

could die and the rest would turn, as was the case in the prehistoric time, into 

beasts fighting over food. 

If in his depiction of an imagined plague and its aftermath, London raises the 

issue of social justice, Towfik, through Alaa brings up the conspiracy theory. 

The farm owner tells him that he had a visit from a Chinese vet with two men to 

vaccinate his chickens with what he thought to be vitamins to make them 

healthier. In his long discussion with the team members, Alaa thinks they might 

have been injected with a virus, which brings the possibility of a biological war 

(Towfik 2010, 70, 71). The conspiracy theory looms when they bring the issue 

of the vaccine. It is very difficult to find an effective one; as the virus mutates 

every now and then, which makes the anti-bodies, after some time, ineffective 

(77-78). Once more, as an experienced and knowledgeable Tropical Medicine 

specialist, Towfik elaborately explains how every virus has its own vaccine 

tailored for it. The discussion is reminiscent of the huge debate that is taking 

place, at the time of writing this paper, regarding the different Covid 19 vaccines 

and their effectiveness/ineffectiveness. The vaccine issue in the novel also brings 

up the massive pharmaceutical corporation business, being much bigger than 

arms trade and working across continents. A member of team H clearly shows 

how suspicious he is about these companies whose income exceeds that of the 

continent of Europe: ñSomeone injected the chicken. A virus that has no roots in 

this country suddenly appears. An enthusiastic company offers the vaccine at a 

very expensive price. It appears on the scene unexpectedly quickly!ò (84) A 

Chinese doctor among the team believes that these companies like to fish in 

troubled water; for they do not care about people but are mainly concerned about 

making money ña sea of dollars is available for whoever is ready to amass itò 

(92).  

However, by the end of the novel, it turns out that the poultry feed contains 

dangerous items. This brings the issue of messing with animal feed (fodder and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fodder
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forage), ruining the environment, and resulting in the breed of new diseases such 

as Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (CJD), or mad cow disease7 (Towfik 2010, 106). 

Out of ignorance, a cleaning man called John, who works at both Safari Unit and 

the infected farm, mixes medical leftovers of the lab (blood bags and lab 

samples) with the poultry feed, instead of burning them, thinking that he is giving 

them extra protein. Besides, he has broken a jar that contains human tissues with 

H1N1 virus, and adds them to the poultry feed, which means that he has fed the 

chicken with the virus. This is how the viral disease starts. However, whether it 

is a biological war or human negligence, Towfik, similar to London, ends his 

novel warning his readers that: ñ[t]he terrifying real epidemic is doubtlessly 

coming. It will start from somewhere in China or Hong Kong. [é] At that time, 

we can only count on the mercy of God [é] and then on microbiology and the 

speed of inventing a vaccineò (110).  

 

Conclusion 

By examining the four texts, it is clear that despite their diversity of genre, 

setting, time and background, they all address our twenty-first Covid-19 world. 

They appeal to our fear of contagion and death, to the threat of physical, 

psychological and economic losses. Moreover, they address our anxiety 

regarding a third world war that might be a biological one, leading to the end of 

the world. On the one hand, in Taha Hussainôs The Days, the reader sympathizes 

with the familyôs and the ladôs traumatic experience of losing the young talented 

son/brother and share the painful feelings of the mourners while watching the 

death procession of the Cholera victims in Nazek Al-Malaikaôs poem. On the 

other hand, Jack Londonôs and Ahmed Khaled Towfikôs imagined plague and 

viral diseases and the latterôs theory of a possible biological war, address the 

readerôs suspicion of Covid-19 as a manufactured virus that might mark the 

beginning of the apocalypse or the end of the world. Most importantly, the texts 

touch upon what is common in humanity, showing the best and worst in it. The 

human solidarity and noble actions in The Days -represented in the neighboursô 

support of the devastated family- and in The Scarlet Plague- through a few self-

sacrificing characters- reveal the good side of humanity. Contrary to them, the 

violent and beastly attitude depicted in Londonôs novel and the hinted at greed 

of the pharmaceutical business, in Towfikôs novel brings the reader face to face 

with his/her dark side. All of these situations, feelings and thoughts prove the 

endless power and therapeutic effect of literature and how it will always remain 

a relieving aid in times of crisis such as the current Covid Tsunami-like situation. 

What the future holds for humanity will always remain a mystery; this is again 

what life and literature teach us every single day.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forage


Heba Sharobeem 

 
97 
 

Endnotes 

 
1 As a professor of modern British and American literature, I was one of the 

presenters in a webinar organized in April 2020 by the Fulbright Commission in 

Egypt regarding the role of the humanities during the pandemic and the 

lockdown. I also presented at the international conference on Blended Learning 

and Online Teaching in November of the same year. In both events the presenters 

agreed upon the important role of humanities, particularly literature, during our 

Covid crisis and its success in engaging students and readers.  
2 The translation of the poem is partly mine as well as Husain Haddawyôs, 

with Nathalie Handal in The Poetry of Arab Women: A Contemporary 

Anthology. Ed. Nathalie Handal. Interlink Books: New York, 2001. 
3 Angawanderi seems to be a fictional city; for having searched for cities and 

settlements on the Cameroon-Nigeria borders, I could not find this city. 
4 All quotations from About Birds We Talk, are my translation. 
5 Nakalanga is a ñdisease similar to nodding syndrome [and it] was first 

reported in Uganda by AB Raper in 1950ò. It was so called ñbecause of the 

pathological dwarfism and the affected persons were incapable of procreation. It 

occurred among the dwellers of Mabira forest near the source of the Nile in 

Ugandaò (Ndeezi).  As for nodding syndrome, it ñis a mentally and physically 

disabling disease that affects children, typically between the ages of 5 and 15. 

The disease is characterized by episodes of repetitive nodding of the head, with 

progression to generalized tonic-clonic seizures, mental deterioration and 

physical incapacityò (Ndeezi). 
6 According to WHO, SARS or Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome is ña 

viral respiratory disease caused by a SARS-associated coronavirus. It was first 

identified at the end of February 2003 during an outbreak that emerged in China 

and spread to 4 other countries.ò https://www.who.int/health-topics/severe-

acute-respiratory-syndrome#tab=tab_1. 

In his novel Towfik mentions that SARS started in the Chinese district 

Gwandong. 
7 According to NHS, this is a rare and fatal disease that ñcauses brain damage 

that worsens rapidly over time.ò  

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/creutzfeldt-jakob-disease-cjd/#:~:text= 

Creutzfeldt%2DJakob%20disease%20(CJD),that %20worsens%20rapidly%20 

over%20time.  
 

https://www.who.int/health-topics/severe-acute-respiratory-syndrome#tab=tab_1
https://www.who.int/health-topics/severe-acute-respiratory-syndrome#tab=tab_1
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/creutzfeldt-jakob-disease-cjd/#:~:text=Creutzfeldt%2DJakob%20disease%20(CJD),that %20worsens%20rapidly%20over%20time
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/creutzfeldt-jakob-disease-cjd/#:~:text=Creutzfeldt%2DJakob%20disease%20(CJD),that %20worsens%20rapidly%20over%20time
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/creutzfeldt-jakob-disease-cjd/#:~:text=Creutzfeldt%2DJakob%20disease%20(CJD),that %20worsens%20rapidly%20over%20time
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Unsettling Epiphanies: Rereading Jos® Saramagoôs 

 Blindness in the time of Covid-19 

 

Jaidaa Hamada*  
 

 

As the entire world finds itself in the grip of Covid-19, a global pandemic that 

is shaking even the most advanced of countries to their foundations, and leaving 

behind long-term sequelae in all domains, interest in reading and rereading 

novels about pestilences, diseases and crises has become a shared endeavour. In 

many instances, it has even become a coping mechanism with a world that seems 

to be irredeemably disintegrating. A case in point is the Portuguese Nobel 

Laureate Jos® Saramagoôs dystopian novel Blindness (1995).1 Of all the 

pandemic-related novels one has read,2 Blindness is particularly chosen for the 

way it offers an epiphanic insight into humanity, unsettling as it is, in times of 

adversity, through the paradoxical implications of a blindness epidemic that 

illuminates more than it obscures. What is ultimately revealed is a new 

perception of reality; an uncovering of what is so often overlooked, shunned or 

taken for granted. If there is anything humans need now, it is definitely this 

experience of illumination in a world whose ramifications have proven to be 

beyond humanityôs ken. As such, the concept of literary epiphany will be of 

central importance to rereading Blindness while one is dealing first-hand with 

Covid-19.  

This paper thus seeks to present a space for self-reflection on how personal 

experiences with calamitous situations can alter oneôs outlook on oneself and the 

ambient world, and can enhance oneôs identification with fictional works. To 

achieve this end, it will endeavour to show that the historical meandering of 

infectious diseases one has read about in fiction is no longer in the realm of the 

distant and the impersonal. It is now transmuted to the realm of the present and 

the personal, making literary works about pandemics/epidemics more relatable, 

and making dystopian fiction not only a theoretical framework for this paper, but 

also a most apt background against which one can reread Blindness in the time 

of Covid-19. A brief explication of the concept of literary epiphany, and an 
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ensuing overview of dystopian fiction thus become imperative before one can 

reflect on the connections between the text and oneôs experience with Covid-19. 

To begin with, derived from the Greek word epiphaneia, epiphany means 

ñappearance,ò ñshowing forth,ò or ñmanifestationò (ñLiteraryò 2013). In literary 

terms, it refers to that decisive moment when a character reaches a realization or 

an awareness, after which events are seen through the prism of this new light. 

The term epiphany was introduced into literary criticism by James Joyce,3 who 

used it ñto describe the insight or revelation gained when one suddenly 

understands the essence of a (generally commonplace) object, gesture, 

statement, situation, moment, or mentality ï that is, when one óseesô that 

commonplace for what it is really beneath the surfaceò (Murfin and Ray 1997, 

109). Put differently, epiphany is ña special kind of transformational catalystò 

(Yacek and Gary 2020), offering new insights into what has been taken for 

granted or treated with levity. Along the lines of these definitions, and as will be 

explained throughout this paper, Saramagoôs dismal portrayal of humanity in 

Blindness and oneôs experience with Covid-19, may be deservedly described as 

epiphanic experiences that render dystopian fiction a lived reality.  

Since dystopia4 is generally defined as ña portrait of some place understood 

to be worse than the one we inhabitò (Wegner 2014, 455), this paper will 

endeavour to show how Saramagoôs bleak depiction of the human condition, as 

well as todayôs world since Covid-19 has become rampant, are aptly dystopian 

in their essence. By implication, Saramagoôs text may be said to rightfully fall 

under the umbrella of dystopian literature/fiction, which, in turn, is broadly 

defined as ñimaginative literature that constructs flawed fictional societies, the 

shortcomings of which satirize ideal utopian societies, or specific real-world 

societies, or bothò (Booker 2005, 32). This literary model became an established 

genre in the twentieth century, particularly after the Second World War, 

begetting ña distinctive aesthetics of disasterò (Ameel 2016, 796).5 In an era of 

massive world wars, nuclear threats, capitalist and technological domination, 

starvation, genocide, pandemics/epidemics, environmental disasters among 

many other horrors, it was only natural for ñ[l]iterary utopias [to] run out of 

steamò (797), giving way to dystopian and apocalyptic narratives. At the heart 

of these cataclysmic writings is the theme of disaster: ñThe primary focus of 

dystopia is disaster, nightmare made real ï whether in the form of natural 

catastrophes, totalitarian political regimes or warò (Tearle 2016, 112). 

To a great extent, living through the throes of Covid-19 has served to 

exacerbate the harrowing dimension of the catastrophes one has read about in 

dystopian literature. As far as Blindness is concerned, the very same theme of 

disaster runs rife from beginning to end. This can even be evinced at the onset 




