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Introduction
Throughout history, diseases caused by bacteria, viruses and parasites have
resulted in a far greaicr number of deaths than natural disasters like floods.
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and 1o imagine the future into existence. In addition, to explaining pisl
pxperiences, the present celf, and a possible futare, 1t is particularly effective in
uncovering the subtle nuances in the strugele between good and evil by
allowing readers to move beyond themselves “climb into the minds of other
characters and worlds” as it opens up universal truths; change minds; str
empathy: and identify and cxpress our values (Dioady, 1596, p.7).
Writing in defense of pogtry and by extension all literary genres, Shelley (15 14
once wrote: “A man, to be greatly -good, must imagine intensely anil
comprehensively; he must pul himeelf in the place of another and of many
athers: the pains and pleasures of his species must became his own, The - great
instrument of meral good is-the imagination™ (p.944). But perhaps the mos
important function wi literature is that it highlights the complexity of human
conflict and powhere is this more evident than in the novel form which lately,
compared to other literary Senres. hias seen the greatest rise in interest. This may
be hecause of the isolation enforced by the corona viras lock downs and
people’s need o make sense of the frightening realities of the pandemic, In
some ways, novels are alsoa form 0f mass communication in that they reach a
wide audience and the stories they tell are important not only because they-are
representative ol society but also because even as they focus on specific
experiences, they serve 10 decpen Qur understanding of being human. More 50
than ‘other forms of literature, novels provide more complex portraits of
characters, their ideas, values and the world they inhabit. In some instances.
novels give voice to the voiceless and change socictal attinades but they could
alsa be involved in marginalizing and silencing certain sections of sociely.
Looking at available evidence. Peters (2020) claims that there is “a literature
and philosophy of vimuses, plagues, epidemics and pandemics” that could
inform reactions 1o the present experience ofCavid-19 (p.755). This philosophy
of pandemics is concerned with the significance of pestilence to the human race,
the various meanings ascribed to it including the age fong one that claims that
it is a sign of the wrath of God. and therefore, punishment for erring humankind.
It also scrutinizes 1SSULS of individual and collective responsibility. the sacri fice
of health workers and {he decision making processes of those responsible for
e safety of society, In a similar vein. Metcalf (2020) notes that novels that
dwell on disease strive to elucidate \he meaning of being human, of resilience,
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political science and history However, Earle (2020), one of the few critics 10
look beyvond its immediate appeal argues that “its pertinence may lie as much
in its shortcomings as in its prescience” further indicating the need for a closci
scrutiny of the novel particularly within the context of the Covid-19 pandemic
(p4a):

The Plague-A Brief Summary

Published in the aftermath of the Sacand World War, The Plague is often read

as an allegory for the Nazi occupation of France. Tt tells the story of an epidemic
that sweeps through the Algerian city of Oran and is told from the point of view
of a narrator who charts the progress of a contagion that s announced by the
appearance of dead rats all over the city. At first, it is thought “impossible it
should be the plague, cveryonc knows it has vanished from the West'", says one
character, The trajectory of events in the novel follow a pattermn similar to what
i« found in other narratives concerned with pandemics such as Daniel Defoe’s
Journal of the Plague Year (1721), Stephen King's The Stand (1978} and
Lawrence Wright's The End of Octaber {2020). At first, the authorities respond
with denial and refuse 1o name the pestilence in an attempt to conceal what is
happening before eventually coming 1o terms with the overwhelming evulence
of ah infectious disease ravaging the city. A lockdown is reluctantly announced
to contain the contagion and the inhabitants of the city either resign themselves
to their fate or attempt to fight against the disease n their own individual ways,
“(yran is an ordinary town” writes Camus at the start of the novel, nothing more
than a community under French colonial rule on the coast of Algeria. The
citizens are preoccupied with lives that revolve around business, travel and
mundane pleasures but are jolted out of their normal complacency by the
mysterious deaths of a large number of rats. Soon, the disease that is killing the
rats is transmitted to humans and spreads rapidly from person to person creating
panic and horror among the populace. In clear unsentimental prose, Camus’s
narrator describes the mental state of the citizens of Orran as an epidemic takes
hold and a state of quarantine 1 declared. Over the months that follow, the fear
and grieving of families as well as the seemingly endless monotony of "aimless
days and sterile memories” combine to create a sense despair that the plague
would never end. This is accompanied by a general yeaning for life as it was
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infection”. The incrensing rate of deaths leads to o lament that “the only g
we've got lefl is statisties” heeause “the plague hod swallowed up everything
and everyone” Camus poignantly coptures the surrenl “leeling of exile ~thm
sensation of @ void within which never left us, that ireational longing 1o liark
back 1o the past or else to speed up the march of tme." This 5 gvocative of e
Covid-19 pandemic experience when the most striking reallzntion was the liss
the freedom of mavement, the right to come and go as we pleased without beig
confined by new rules that were put in place to contain tlie coronn virs, Afler
a prolonged periad of isolation, fear, deaths and loss af ageney, all in Oran
longed For a return to normaley that felt like it would never come. The search
far 4 vaccine and the sinking of hopes when trails of it failed gantinuesl for
several months until of its ewn accord, the plague disappenred a8 quictly as it
came,

Written in five parts, like the acts of a play, each fallows upon the olber o set
the seene of the actions and events. Part One - introduces the main charastens,
Part Two — describes the different responses 10 the plague; Part Three - dwells
on the devastation wrought by the plague and the fight against it; Part Four -
mentions the small victories and the retreat of the disease; Part Five - Leads up
to the end of the plague and preparations to reapen the city. The extent 1o which
Camus s insightful observations on plague conditions resonates with our Covid-
19 experience confirms that epidemics and pandemics often follow similar
pathways in terms of the initial dishelief of the population concerned and the
renctions that subsequently follow, The difficult choices that are made 10
enfarce the state of quarantine and to monitor the spread of the disease take their
toll an the sensibilities of the people of Oran, In representing this in The Plague,
Camus adopts an existential approach that ponders upon the nature and
significance of existence. Employing the plague as a metaphor, he depicts the
struggle and torment of a people alienated by difficult choices but he rejects
questionable moral values, social norms, and the beliefs of established religions.
Instead, the position he adopts is based on the iden that while we live in a
univers¢ that is essentially hostile, humans are capable of arriving al rational
decisions independently based only on the truths that they know for certain.
Thus, in the development of each character, the choices they make are
Instructive of what is of mest value to them,
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Camus and Existentialism
Existentialist philosophy reached its height in themid-20" century mainly
through the contmbutions of three French existentialists, Jean-Paul Sartre,
Simone de Beguvoirand Alber Camus who all embraced it in varying degrees.
OF the three, Satre is most associated with existentialism particularly because
of fiumerous works on the subject which include essays, navels and plays such
as Nausea (1938), Being and Nothingness {1943} and No Exif { 1944). Simone
de Beauvoir has similarly received critical attention for The Erhicy of
Ambignit 1947) which tackles the existentialist dilemma af abksolute freedom
and for The Second Sex (1949; the seminal feminist text. [n their writings. the
conflict between the desire for reasomn and the experience of irrationality
encountered in everyday life plays an important role. Apart from The Plague,
Camus’ othet works include essays as well novels such as The Stranger ( F942).
The Myth of Sisyphus (19421 The Rebel (1951 jand The Fall (1936), So well
received was his body of works that he was awarded the Nobel Prize for
Literature in 1957, While initially, he rejected being classed as an existential
writer, and instead, saw himself as an absurdist, much of his writing seem 1o
revalve around existentialist issues in spite of some difference in opinions with
other existentialist writers who were his comemporaries. Far Satre,
existentialism 15 interested in the creation of essence (meaning) in one's life.
while absurdism according fo Camus, is more concerned with the canflict
hetween the human need to seek value and meaning in life and the inahility 10
actunlly fAnd itiSimpson, 2019). According to Camus, -absurdity is not the
property of existence but rather an essential feature of our relationship with the
world in which we live because in choosing to live life with all its imperfections
and inconsistencies; humankind has no aption but to also embrace the absurd
c.nme]ilinn of existenice even while rebelling agamst it (Sherman, 2009).Thus.
only a thin line appears lo separale the absurdist from the existentialist. Like
other existentialist writers, 4 recurring theme found in his works is the idea that
life is fundamentally meaningless but it can be endured by passessing personal
integrity and engaging in cacial solidarity with others (Aronson, 2011, Austin,
2021}
Hayden (2016) claims that Camus® existential philosophy is best exemplified
by his novel The Mysh of Sisyphus (p-26). The analogy of the Greek myth of
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settlers s “insiders” oo land that could be reshiaped sceording 1o thelr filea o
how it should be. In a similar vein, Said (1998) asserts that Camus’ exclusive
focus o Eurapean charsciers arise Trom o eultural hegemony that ugunlly sees
the Wessiern perspective ns the norm and representative of and for all, This is
baged on e asgumption that the European standpoint 5 the hest position from
which to view fdeas or events and what is not Eurapean 1s simply ignored. i
Tihe Plague, 1here is lintle identification or empathy for “others” that i, the Arh
Algerians who oceupy: the location of novel thus highlighting the ueunl
relationship where the power of naming lies solely with the Western colonbzer.
This same perspective also allows a *false notion of the unlversal™ o dominale
Camus's novel under the guise of concentrating on fssues that aftect all peaple,
Consequently, in The Plague, European voices tell the story while the Arah
Adgerian other is “condemned to imunobility and silenoe”. In this way the novel
is & quiet validation of the colonial order. This is why Said challenges the views
of some critics who claim that Camus is mainly concerned with universal
questions and does not see the racial implications of the position thit he adopls.
According to Tim, Camus's well known oppasition 1o the nationalist movements
that were happening in Alperia was due 1o u reluctance to understand that socinl
revolutions are not a respanse to "the cosmic injustice of the human eondition”
bt rather are a consequence of historeally conditioned injustizes, Chrowing up
ir Algeria, he must have been aware of the increasing nastionalism of the Arb
Algerian population under French colonial rule but his refusal 1o suppor theim
during the bloody war for independence {rom the French indicates the side his
allegiance lies, Explaining the connection hetween culture and expire, Said
{1998 posits tha lirerature hns “the power to narate, or block other narratives:
from forming and emerging” (p.3).80 by taking the Western viewpoint as the
relerence point, Camus’s novel appears 1o embody and represent the French
colonial power position even as it deals with an issue that is of universal
concern. Therefore, in the fallowing, Camus’s existential views as reflected in
the themes of suffering and of absurd heroism will be discussed, but also, by
examining his representations of the French colonizers in relation to the
colonized original inhabitants, the subtle nuances in the novel will be analyzed
for insights into the present Covid pandemic experience.
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desire for |ife that is found times of great crisis, the narratar describes the “hectic
exaltation” of the ordinary people trapped in the epidemic’s bubble as they try
to combat their sense of isolation and loss. They dress up and promenade
aimlessly along Oran's boulevards or go to restaurants in a semblance af
normality but always ready to take to flee at the first sign of illness in fellow
diners, As the plague seythe its way through the city, places of worship are
abandoned and even funerals are banned for fear of tontagion 5o that survivars
are denied even the solace of proper burials for their dead.

There is little use of figurative language in the novel nonetheless the plague is
represented both in the literal sense as well as a metaphorical problem: For
Camus, the plague highlights the human condition that mevitably brings
suffermg and loss. Alluding to the inevitability of death, one of the characters.
Tarrou, declares "Each of us has the plague within him”, This view is reflected
in the bleakness in the novel which Earle (2020) claims arises from uncertainty
about the future and the constant sense of dread (p.44) The fact that life ends in
death makes it meaningless for those who do not take recourse in-any reli gion
or ideology. Life becomes purely a matter of passing the time until the end
comes. This is approach to the transience of human life is illustrated in the novel
by, the old man who passes his time spitting on eats and the sick man whe
spends his days ceaselessly moving peas from one pot to another, Both instances
symbolize the absurdity of |ife. But on the other hand. while their actions mighi
seem pointless and ridiculous to others, for the two concemed, they provide
structure and meaning to their lives.

Of the deaths described in the novel, two in particular standowt for what they
tell us of the suffering of the people of Oran First, the death of Michel. (he
concierge in Dr Rieux's building is significam as it marks the end of the first
period of the epidemic. At this stage. the ¢itizens of Oran are merely perplexed
by rats dying all around them and begin to feel a sense of dread as they grasp
how quickly the contagion spreads. As death becomes & constant presence, a
pervasive nervous tension descends on the city that is only punctuated by the
gunshots of the special brigade assigned to kill cats and dogs that may be
carriers ofthe disease. Large portions of the novel is devoted to different scenes
of the infected and the dying but the most poignant example of suffering is the
excruciating death of Jacques, the voung son of the magistrate, M. Othon. All
who witness it, Rieux, Tarrou, Rambert, Grand and Father Pancloux, thaugh
seasoned by the suffering that they have already seen, are hormified into silence
by the death throes of the young victim. The experience elicits different
reactions ranging from anger to disgust that an innocent child is made to die in
such manner hence there is a general rejection of Father Planeloux’'s attempt to
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colonial sitwation of Chan are hidden from view by Camus’s Universalist
perspective, the novel does sllustrate Asheroft’s [ 1989) assertion that wiitings
by Eurepeans tend to reconstruct the colonial hierarchics as marginabzesd
peaple ave not placed inothe cenire HF nareatives (p. 104,

Absurd Heroism

For Camus, the absurd is produced through confliet between our sxpectations

of ‘& rational  universe and: the actual universe that it 15 indiftersnl Lo Oul
expeciations {Austing 20200 When it comes 10 dying, there has been no
advancement for bumankind, no escape from he refers to as our “underiving
condition” of monality (de Botton, 20200 In response to the conflict between
the human need fo seek meaning and purpose i life and the difficulty of finding,
hie creates the absurd hero who embraces the contradiction and the strugale
involved in living with the paradox {Aronson, 2011).In The Plague, all the
characters are defined by their individesl reactions to the scourge. The
reflections, of the main protagonist, Dr Ricux, theesfore allows us o gam o
deeper anderstanding of the psychological irauma of watching viclinis of the
plague die all around him, His realizanion that the plague cannot be defeated
entively because 1t has visited humanity before and will do so again in spite of
our best efforts does not push into despair or a state of passivity, Instead, his
comititment to fighting the disease not only snables him 1o mount an unyielding
resistance in solidarity with the victins hut also endows him with 2 sense of
purpose, Some, like Cottard, cannot see bayond fheir own nesds and at first
rehel azainst the palpahle air of dread that hangs aver the city by atlempting
suicide. When this fails, he begins to view the quaranting as an opporunity o
exploit other people: But a group of men gather around Dr Ricux and wnie
apainst the incursion the plague in spite of the danger of contracting 1t through
their close wark with the victims, Their individual reasons for doing so are
different but thew recognize that they are all myvolved in the same struggle.

The jowrnalist, Rambere, who is in Oran to write about living standards in the
Arab colony is trapped in the city by the quarantine, Though unprepared for
what he encounters, and after initial attempts to escape, he seis aside his need
to return to his wite and joins the vanguard against the diszase, Grand, a lowly
civil servant with dreams of hecoming a zreat man of letters also suspends his
literary efforts to concentrate his energies on the work against the plague. The
least likely hero figure, he respands o the plague with innate prachical goodness
that inspires other 1o put up a fight agamst the discase leading Dr Rieux lo
describe him as “ihe true embodiment of the quiet courage that inspired ihe
sanitary groups”, Those who enroll n the “sanitary squads,” are people wha are
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formal ideology but rather within oneself. Hence, Dr Rieux’s personal stand is
demanstrated in his tireless work of administering advice and serums to the
victims of the disease, But not once does he consider himself a saint, He is just
doing whatever needs to be done against encroaching death: “This whole
ridiculous thing is not about heroism. It's about decency. It may secm @
ridiculoos idea, but the only way to fight the plague is with decency, he says.
When asked to define “decency”. Dr Ricux responds by saying “In ge neral, |
can’{ say, but in my case | know that it consists in doing my job.” Doing one's
duty and the “certitude that a fight must be put up” is the central message of the
novel,

In The Plague, the suffering inflicted by the pestilence is depicted as an
existential problem that cannot be grasped through rational thinking. Neither is
it is'framed as an individual burden but as a shared experience. Embracing the
universality of suffering is portrayed as something that has the potential of
turning into a positive force when people hecome conscious of the duty owed
{a others. This why it is disconcerting to find that although Camus writes that
this is a collective catastrophe: “a feeling in which all shared alike,” the fear and
suffering is depicted as the exclusive experience of the French citizens of Oran.
The romantic picture of a land of sun, sea and sand that he paints in the novel
does not include its local inhabitants as nothing is mentioned of how the
Algerian Arab population is affected by the disease. At the tme Camus wrote
his novel. the same as naw, pestilence is something usually associated with
Africa. Presently, the fact that Africa is not as ravaged by the corona virus as
may be expected is an anomaly that is in keeping with his existential belief that
life is irrational and absurd. But the subtle reasons why the Arab Algerian is
absent in the novel are submerged under Camus universal humnanism.
Historically, Oran has experienced epidemics of the bubomic plague in
1678,1921, 1931 and 1949 which Camus used as source material but then it
raises the question why Algerian Arabs do not featurc in the novel. Is it that
pestilence in Africa is only important for how it affects the white French
colanialists? Earle (2020), one of the few critics to notice the absence of Arab
characters in Camus’s novel points out that the failure to mention that Algeria
was under colonial control is puzzling especially given that the novel is alsa
meant to be an allegory of the Nazi occupation of France. If the plague in
Camus's novel is meant to represent the metaphorical seizure of political power,
then it would seem that Camus has also “effectively staged a fictional
gccupation in a country already under a real one™(Earle, 2020,p.46)Al thi
characters are Camus's fellow Europeans although the greater number of those
who would have been affected by the plague must have been the Arabs as they
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reexamination of Camus’ el hecame necessary not only hecause 14 speaks Lo

o times but also because while literature can help U5 10 undderatians b
Leactions to crises, embedded in it Jlsa s the potential to change hehavior and
to imaging a fukure that smbraces the exjstence of all people.
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