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Step 1 COVID-19 impact: Insights from ancient plague 
literature 
 

● One side-effect of the Coronavirus pandemic has been a fresh wave of interest in 
literary plagues  which witnesses how   the theme of infectious diseases has long 
attracted illustrious authors . 
 

● H. Gardner,  a professor of classics in the languages, literatures and cultures 
department in the College of Arts and Sciences of North Carolina University, in his 
latest research explores the development of plague narratives in the Western tradition 
and, in particular, looks to Roman epic poets as significant contributors to depictions of 
contagion. 



“What’s past is prologue” 
Gardner said Western literature starts with a plague: 

 
one sent by Apollo in Homer’s Iliad, resulting in a crisis that sows discord between Achilles  
and Agamemnon and paralyzes the Greek war effort;  

 
from there, Thucydides’ account of the disease that struck Athens during the  
Peloponnesian War was highly influential;  

 
among the Romans, Lucretius revisits the Athenian plague at the end of his De Rerum  
Natura.  

 
Accounts of bubonic plague are even more well-known,  e.g. the outbreak in  
Florence that opens Boccaccio’s Decameron .  The writer shows how the disease ravaged 
 the city, reducing the population by around 60 per cent and broke down all social bonds. 



Legacies of plague in XVIII and XIX literature 

Daniel Defoe’s novel of the Great Plague of London in 1665, A Journal of the Plague Year   
was published fifty-seven years after the event in 1722. Defoe intended the book as a 
 warning.  At the time of publication there was alarm that plague in Marseilles could cross into  
England.  It is a kind of practical handbook of what to do, and more importantly, what to avoid  
during a deadly outbreak.  
 
Alessandro Manzoni first published “The Betrothed” (“I Promessi Sposi”) in 1827, then  
revised it in 1840. Set in Spanish-governed Northern Italy in the early 17th century, the  
novel traces the fate of ordinary people governed by vicious, unaccountable overlords.  
As he follows the adventures of a couple, Renzo and Lucia, Manzoni often pauses to notice 
 the ways that bad rule makes the natural perils that assail humankind infinitely worse. 
He depicts the bubonic plague outbreaks of 1630 that swept across northern Italy to kill 
 (so modern calculations reckon) roughly half the population of cities such as Milan, Verona 
 and Venice. 

 



Defoe’s Journal VS Manzoni’s Promessi 
Sposi: similarities and dfferences 

Although there are certainly analogies between the two works, the techniques used by the  
two writers are different.  There are plenty of information in Defoe, and we  really get to  
know a lot about the plague, even though it is fictional history, but the detached tone of its 
 author  , turns it into a kind of report  lacking the poetry and art which are present in  
Manzoni.   
The Italian writer was able not only to reconstruct the general atmosphere of  
plague-stricken  Milan , but also analyse individual responses to the plague which is a  
poetic sensitivity of his own.  

 



Plague’s place in fiction in modern times 

 Camus’ La Peste, often viewed as a metaphor for the Holocaust during World War II  and  
also as a parable about the necessity of human solidarity in the face of an absurd universe  
 
Richard Preston, in The Hot Zone (1994) but drawing on thriller techniques and hence a  
Defoe-like hybrid,  investigates fatal or near-fatal incidents involving deadly viruses such  
As Aids and ebola – including the discovery of a mutation of the latter virus in a lab in  
Virginia.  
 
Ebola is also central to Tom Clancy's Executive Orders (1996), in which Iran uses it  
as a bioweapon when attacking its regional enemies. 
 
Finally Jose Saramago, Blindness (1995), The Nobel prize-winning Portuguese author's novel  
posits a near-universal epidemic of blindness afflicting an unknown city. Like Camus's The Plague,  
it invites metaphorical readings and has a doctor at its centre. 

 



 Step 2  Parallels between   A  Journal of the Plague year  and  
Covid-19 accounts 

COVID-19 accounts  are presenting situations  re-echoing the past . Trauma is  
everywhere in Italy and in the world and Italians  are still turning to traumas of the  
past, to narrative as their compass to interpret a difficult present. 

 
The writers themselves turned to the past to interpret the present and foresee the  
Future. And Defoe was one of them. 

 
There are important similarities between what he did and today. One of Defoe’s  
Reasons for writing the novel was to warn his fellow citizens. Every issue of the  
London papers beginning three years before the publication of A Journal of the 
 Plague Year had been reporting on outbreaks of the plague on the  
continent. Between 40,000 and 60,000 alone had died in Marseilles, France—and  
we knew about China and Italy. 

 



Focus on  A  Journal of the Plague Year 

This book is journalistic history, but it is also a novel with a riveting narrator who wants to  
understand the causes of the plague, as we do.  
 
The pretext to write A Journal of the Plague Year was offered to him  in 1721 when some  
cases of plague broke out again in France, re-awakening memories  and fears of the past  
 bubonic epidemic that attacked London in 1665.  
 
In keeping with his theory of fiction, he decided to write a work as true to history as  
possible but, at the same time, without any of the material that made documentary works  
heavy and boring. 
 
 He imagined that a humble saddler,  whose initials are HF, which may stand for Henry  
Foe, an uncle of Daniel’s who was  about 37 in 1665, isolated in London during the plague,  
kept a journal of all the  public and private  events that took place there.    
 



Defoe in “A Journal of the Plague Year” comments: 

“…if all the infected persons were  
effectually shut in, no sound person could  
have been  infected by them, because  
they could not have come near them.  
 
But the case was this (and I shall only  
touch it here): namely, that the infection  
was propagated insensibly, and by such  
persons as were not visibly infected, who  
Neither… “ 

 

COVID-19 emergency  is showing similar 
 problems nowadays  
 
 The worldwide burden of the disease is  
still growing despite significant efforts in  
many countries to suppress the spread of  
the virus. Through best practices  
which range from hand washing or social 
 distancing to more stringent measures  
such as isolation of infected individuals,  
banning of large gatherings or severe  
lockdowns 



 The spread of the two infections   

Bubonic plague was, of course, far  
nastier than Corona virus.  In its ordinary  
form – transmitted by fleabites – it was  
Around 75% fatal, while in its lung-to- 
lung form,  that figure went up to 95%. 

 As of May 13, 2020, the spread of  
COVID-19 in Italy has hit seriously. The  
number of positive cases   is over 70,000   
and approximately 31 thousand people  
died  since  the Corona virus has entered 
 the country between the end of January 
 and the beginning of February 2020 



“…in short, the shutting up of Houses, was in no wise to be depended 
upon; neither did it answer the End at all; serving more to make the 
People desperate, and drive them to such Extremities…” from The 
Journal 

H.F. does indeed believe that the city  
government was wise to shut up the  
infected, but he muses about whether or  
not it should be voluntary. Of course, as  
voluntary shutting of houses would have 
 done little to stem the flow of the plague. 

 

Nowadays ,  The Prime Minister Giuseppe  
Conte said the best thing for people was 
to stay at home. "We're having an  
important growth in infection... and of  
deaths," he said in an evening address.  
So he introduced the lockdown.  And  
"The whole of Italy became a protected  
zone,"  
  

 



“…and many Families foreseeing the Approach of the Distemper, laid 
up Stores of Provisions, sufficient for their whole Families, and shut 
themselves up, and that so entirely, that they were neither seen or 
heard of, till the Infection was quite ceased...”from The Journal 
 

This quote expresses one of the two best 
 strategies for surviving the plague. The  
first was to run away from it, and the  
second, expressed here, was to shore up  
enough provisions for the duration of the  
plague and shut up one's family inside  
their home. No one could leave and  
no one could come in. Any contact with  
an outside person threatened the  
sanctuary of health within the home. 

Today  the head of the Civil Protection   
Department Angelo Borrelli says that  we can  
only win this war if all fellow-citizens adopt  
responsible behaviors, temporarily changing  
their own  lifestyles and stay at home . 
That means that during the so-called  
Phase1, every shop not providing an essential  
service has been shut down. Schools, 
 universities, cinemas, night clubs, theatres  
and museums as well as restaurants and  
cafes have been closed to stop the spread of  
 contagion 
 
 



“…If I may be allowed to give my Opinion, by what I saw with my 
Eyes, and heard from other People that were Eye Witnesses, I do 
verily believe the same, viz. that there died, at least, 100000 of the 
Plague only...”  from The Journal 
 

In this passage H.F. articulates that he is a 
 bit wary of the official numbers dead  
reported through government documents;  
based on his own surmising and  
discussions with other eyewitnesses, he  
believes the official estimation of about  
68,000 dead is short by over 30,000.  
With this assertion comes the  
understanding that many of the "official"  
government statements, as with the bills  
of mortality, were perhaps unreliable  to 
keep people calm 

Nowadays medical research and sociological  
studies  about Covid- 19 have proved that official  
data coming from various countries are highly  
unreliable: symptoms similar to common cold in  
majority of cases and limited screening  
resources and delayed testing procedures  
may contribute to under-estimation of the 
 burden of disease. Some local governments  
themselves  had a vested interest in keeping the  
numbers somewhat low, both to encourage 
 foreign trade and to keep citizens from  
becoming even more anxious and crazed.  
 



“…London may be a Pattern to all the Cities in the World for the good 
Government and the excellent Order that was every where kept, 
even in the time of the most violent Infection...” from The Journal 

 

All in all, London during the plague of 
 1665 is meant to be an example to cities 
 worldwide of how to conduct itself  
during a time of immense tribulation.  
Defoe's motivations for writing this book,  
as historians claim, was to support the  
government of Horace Walpole and to  
inspire national pride for the character of  
Londoners 
 

Today, several countries are looking at the  
Chinese model of best use of  resources  
technology  and strategies to fight against  
Coronavirus  and to save their population 
  in  this race against time. 
A large number of European Leaders  
have followed the Italian  model against  
Covid -19  sharing choices and  
behaviour  to  stop  the spread  of the  
virus  and  control its effects. 
 



STEP  3 COVID-19: From global crisis to global citizenship 

COVID-19 produced by the SARS-CoV-2 virus emerged in Wuhan, China in December  
2019 (2). It has spread at an unprecedented rate since then and it has become  a  big  
challenge for humanity.  
Almost all countries are calling on their citizens to show discipline and patience in  
making  the adjustments to their behaviour required to prevent the further spread of the  
virus,  making them accept  more and more stringent measures such as social  
distancing,  isolation  of infected  individuals, banning of large gatherings or severe  
lockdowns 
 
 



The effects of COVID 19 on labour markets 

Taking a huge toll on healthcare systems around the world is also having a major negative  
impact on labour markets and economies. People get ill, many will die, but very many will  
also lose their jobs, and a large number of small and medium-sized enterprises will close. 
 
The heaviest price will be paid by those who are already worst off, whose jobs are the  
most precarious and least well paid. While the virus does not discriminate, there is a  
danger that it will impact disproportionately on poorer people and poorer communities,  
thus exacerbating existing inequalities. 

 



 What we need: European and World  Solidarity in Times 
of Emergency 
 

While there is a danger that the crisis will deepen inequalities and hit poorer  
communities to a disproportionate extent, it also presents us with an opportunity:  
To realize that we are all in this together and to gather our resources to common  
purpose. 
 
Solidarity is central to the Union's values, which are shared by its Member States. 
However, European solidarity remains relatively undefined in the detail of the  
Union's various policies.  They must do much more and stop protecting their  
national interests. 
 
Local and global communities and individuals all over the world  must show  
empathy with those in most need and do their best to help them  and respect their   
Individual  dignity. 



Acts of kindness from ordinary people and small  communities 

One thing that we have seen all over the world is that kindness is prevailing in uncertain times.  
Medical students and retired health workers have volunteered to help in hospitals, 
 while neighbours help the elderly and vulnerable to get food. 
Musicians have organized virtual concerts so that people do not feel isolated at home. 
People are coming together to sing on balconies  to  exorcise the fear  and deal with  anxiety. 
We have heard stories of people having virtual movie nights and creating  choreographed dances over video  
chat to share with the world. 
Such actions, whether intended to protect, support, comfort or overcome exclusion, show  the difference that  
responsible, ethical citizenship can make. Of course, these gestures will not immunize anyone against the virus,  
but they make individuals and communities stronger and more resilient. 
 



The importance of Global Citizenship Education  

Without effective cooperation and  coordination, which address the inevitable 
political, commercial, ideological and relational resistances firmly, viruses do not stop. 
 
Global Citizenship Education (GCED) matters. GCED is UNESCO’s response to global  
challenges, such as inequality and extremism, that threaten peace and sustainability 
Building on the human rights education tradition aims to empower learners of all ages  
to take on active roles at both global and local levels in overcoming such challenges and  
creating a world that is more peaceful, tolerant, inclusive and secure. 
 
The advent of the COVID-19 crisis makes the need for GCED still more acute. But it also,  
in a way, creates a space for it. It makes it more obvious than ever that global security and  
prosperity depend on taking everyone with us. We can no longer afford to leave any  
community behind. 
 
 
 

 


