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ABSTRACT: Mainstream conservation environmentalism has excessively influenced control 

over literary and cultural forms. Environmental discourse has often shaped our understanding of 

the positions of power, control, agency and memory. As Eco critical thinkers like Lawrence Buell 

would argue, terms such as pastoral, urban, wilderness, connote retreat or escape, environmental 

discourse likewise creates a spectrum of representation situating particular groups and 

communities at the center and at the margins respectively. Our recent experience of the pandemic, 

destabilized our understanding of the predictable ‘oikos’ and brought into question the very nature 

of man’s relationship to nature. Major anthropogenic activities that have always dishonored the 

bounds of man and nature and had always toppled the quiet balance of ecology felt the need to 

reconcile. Man returned to nature and returned home. In India We witnessed a long march of our 

migrant labourers from the city to their hometown in rural India. A journey back of the villages 

was latticed with experiences of domestic migration, loss of livelihood, exemplars of transmuting 

trauma, the human body had begun to pay the price for the symptoms of a sick world. Through the 

lens of major and most recent voices of the Indian literary scene this paper proposes to discuss this 

sudden rupture of the stable paradigms of the known biomedical as well as biopsychosocial world. 
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Introduction: 

The idea of contagion moved from being a biological phenomenon to social phenomenon as 

a descriptive and explanatory device towards the end of the 19th century in France through the 

works of James Mark Baldwin, Gustave Le Bon and Gabriel Tarde. Social researches on contagion 

argue that much like biological contagion we don’t have control over social contagion. We do not 



 
GD Goenka University Journal of Perspectives in Social Science and Humanities Research, Vol. 1 (1), 
December 2022, pp. 59-65 

 

60 

choose to get infected with any contagion and do not pass it on intentionally. Humans have little or 

no control over their culture and thus get infected by it and pass it on to others. However, such 

understanding of contagion undermines the authority of humans as autonomous beings who have 

full control over themselves and only act after rational and individual assessment. While we as 

humans might like to believe that we take decisions consciously, and act after assessing the situation 

and charting out the best plan to be followed, social contagion researchers say that this is not always 

true. Martin S. Pernick in the essay “Contagion and Culture” (2003) argues that the historically 

contingent and contested border between the literal and figurative uses of contagion is most obvious 

in the intertwined history of epidemics and panic. References to contagious fear were not necessarily 

or wholly metaphorical. Fear was long regarded as a direct cause of disease, and "died of fright" can 

be found on death certificates well into the nineteenth century. Panic spread from person to person, 

often preceding and almost always accompanying the actual appearance of a physical plague, from 

the Black Death through the cholera years. Panic could literally be seen as an epidemic of fear. Mass 

hysteria is a common problem that provides psychiatric contagion validity in society. It is this 

psychopathology of contagion that brings about a sudden rupture of the stable paradigms of the 

known biomedical as well as biopsychosocial world.  

Lawrence Buell, in the book The Future of Environmental Criticism: Environmental Crisis 

and Literary Imagination, “that like racism, environmental crisis is a broadly cultural issue” (vi). 

Covid-19 has forced us to rethink our environmental values and perceptions. Just love for nature is 

not enough but we need “proto-ecological knowledge and environmental commitment” (2). We as 

humans are the most privileged species on the planet but our exploitation of our environmental 

damage cannot be anticipated or calculated. The pandemic has exposed the asymmetrical power 

relations that function in society. We now live in a time where life is uncertain and endangered. 

Most countries have put up restrictions on travelling. And thus, the idea of crossing the border has 

become more complicated. Even inter-country or interstate travelling has become difficult. In these 

critical situations it is the poor that suffer ceaselessly. The migrant worker could not go to their 

homes even though they could barely survive in the state or country they came to work for. Agamben 

once asserted that refugee camps are the places where “state of exception becomes permanent” and 

that the migrant has no rights and is reduced to “bare life” (Agamben, 15).  They are forced to accept 

and embrace their status of liminality due to lack of nationality or citizenship rights. Despite the 

violence that is perpetuated in these camps, these places overtime he argued become places for 

belonging and sometimes even spaces of solace and empathy.  
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In the following section of this paper, I explore the conditions of bare life that Agamben 

proposed in trying to read the predicament of the migrant workers on their long march to home dur. 

Combined with deep anxiety of fear and disease thousands of migrant workers attempted a journey 

on foot to the known destination of home, which owing to lack of employment for the unforeseeable 

future was now rendered unsafe as well.  

Sudhanva Deshpande is an actor and director with Jana Natya Manch, and an editor with 

Left Word Books, with much poignancy writes the poem “Red Ants”, the tiny red ants march across 

the kitchen frames in a straight line with much discipline, in a “single file”. These ants have the 

capacity to pull away a carcass yet they remain undisruptive and silent and largely invisible. We 

realize their numbers only when all is quiet, the poet employs the metaphor of the ant to argue the 

numbers of migrant laborers and their conditions of squalid living in the peripheries of the urban 

metropolis which so often are the markers of development and economic growth of a society. The 

rigor and calm of discipline of these army of ants soon fall away as these frantic and anxious 

creatures seem to go on a rampage,  

From the cracks in the doorframe 

from the little keyhole of the main door 

from the holes of the bathroom drains 

from the gaps in the white cement 

Between the tiles of the floor 

from behind the switchboard 

from the moist crevices in the walls 

from the hollowness of the cables 

from the darkness of the cupboards 

from the emptiness under the bed 

traumatised colonies of ants overflow (Deshpande) 

The poem oscillates between the privilege of the stability of the middle class “home” as 

opposed to the flux of “home” experienced by the migrant at the beginning of the lockdown in 2020. 

The conventional idea of home as space steeped in nostalgia, innocence is lost, it is replaced with 

trauma and grief.  

looking for their homes 

Broken, destroyed, devastated 
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searching for their lives 

crushed between someone’s fingers 

suffocating beneath someone’s feet   

The poem also destabilizes preconceived notions of “safety” in the household. The door does 

not keep away the infestation of the ants. The privilege that comes with being able to have a shelter 

during such times needs to be remembered in  comparison to involuntary detention in custody and 

the exposure of people to danger of the pandemic in places like the prison , refugee camps 

,immigration detention camps all find reverberance here, in this new destabilizing of the principle 

of home. The pandemic has forced us to reconsider the idea of safety of the home. The household 

has increasingly proven to be a very unsafe place for the historically marginalized groups such as 

children, women (subjected to increased domestic abuse), trans genders or queer who have been 

subjected to increased violence during the pandemic. The COVID 19 virus has forced us to change 

our perspectives about all basic and regular things. 

Ashwani Kumar is a poet, writer and professor at Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai 

and his poems on the pandemic were published in the web edition of the Scroll on 13 may 2020. In 

the poem -Flamingos in Early Summer announce the arrival of the migratory birds on our marshy 

wetlands as phenomena that is equated with the arrival of the migrants. The trope of journey which 

is conventionally employed to resonate with soul searching, looking for newer vistas, or as horizons 

for newer opportunities is now replete with cries of hunger and desperation of both the flock of birds 

/ migrants who have suddenly lost a way of life. Their cries tear our veneer of the normal and 

mundane of economic dispossession and force our middle-class sentiments to grapple with unending 

images of hunger and disease.  

  Contagion has the ability of metaphorical potency and it is not just a status of illness but is 

often a device used to classify people. It has strong connotations of other meanings like inequality 

and immorality. In Victorian England various diseases like cholera, syphilis or fever carried 

undertones of immorality, indolence and unproductive life. Victorian preoccupation with the 

metaphor of contagion was historical and it came to imply a polarization between what was 

considered as needed versus the undesirable, productive versus inefficient, or clean versus dirty. 

Contagion in Victorian England then developed as an ideological category by making norms on 

morality and social life. Such norms also influenced the colonies at large. We have constantly read 

in newspapers, televisions and other web related sources the pandemic has not spared any one. The 
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rich and the poor both suffer but this suffering is also not alike. In the poem Zebras at the Ration-

Shop- the poet wrote, 

Grains are in short supply 

Salt and sugar in abundance. 

I am the only hungry person 

Standing in this long queue. 

The rest are affluent, and healthy. 

They offer Botox sympathy for my wrinkled skin. 

And zero-dollar petroleum oil for my kitchen. 

Social factors such as right to food, shelter, dignity of life are now cosmopolitan privileges 

and we all may be like striped zebras appear to be similar but are not. Every part of the globe is 

affected by the pandemic and suffers both health and economic losses, even the rich and powerful. 

There is undoubtedly a shared experience that will go down as a defining feature in global history. 

However, the socio-political differences that existed before the pandemic are very much visible 

through this veil of benevolence and societal change. In fact, these social differences will become 

more ingrained and established and increasingly disruptive and unsettling in these trying times when 

everything is uncertain and there is scarcity of basic resources and a complete paranoia fills the 

world. 

Thus, the poet says, 

Come next day 

Stand in the long queue like an obedient ghost, 

The rest are all zebras with your stripes and mine. 

I conclude by saying that In the essay “Dramatizing Water: Performance, Anthropology, and 

the Transnational,” (2013), Kanta Kochhar-Lindgren, cites Prof. Nirmal Selvamony’s use of the 

eco-critical concept of ‘Tinai.’ ‘Tinai’ is a term for the ancient concept of the Tamil “oikos,” which 

is a pre caste concept of classifying society into groups depending upon ecological variations. Tinai 

was specific to the idea of bonding with water but Selvamony describes it in the following words, 

These modes of bonding, based on Tinai, promoted bonding with water, which was seen not 

as an object manageable by scientific policy, but, instead, as spirit. (Kochhar-Lindgren, 

2013, p.9) 
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In a recent lecture, titled “Reading the Anthropocentric Critically to Unlearn Dominance” (2020) 

delivered at my university by Prof. Selvamony he extended his reading of the Tinai to speak about 

the incessant dismantling of the quiet of nature through constant human interferences. Traversing 

through the ideas of Gramsci’s notion of “hegemony” he argues major anthropogenic activities over 

centuries have spilled over from the boundary of the humans to that of the non- human. The idea of 

encroachment of space brings home the point of the importance of the primal. It shares a boundary 

with the concept of “planetary crisis” that Amitav Ghosh, himself comes to mention at his RK 

Ramanujan lecture (2020) at University of Delhi. Both these concepts argue against the increased 

interference of the human and treat it as the biggest threat to our ecology. Selvamony argues further 

that such interference has now overwhelmed our present existence, the pandemic is an extension of 

the same.  He argues that while nature unites it is characteristic behavior of the human to divide. 

Selvamony also reads the invading of the germs of the human body as a craft of enemy making, a 

consequent spillage of the natural into the removed world of the human.  He continues to argue that 

a rendering of the ‘Tinaicene’ is our only escape from this diseased anthropocene. A post covid 

world, argues Selvamony cannot pretend to be unmoved by the non-dominant order any more. The 

relationship of man to nature just has to be a ‘tinai,’ a continuous symbiosis which he observes is 

the most recent paradigm of eco criticism as well. The poet wrote Victorious Virus,  

Where are the men and women, 

Washing, ironing dirty clothes at the Dhobi Ghat? 

Where are the daily wagers and prisoners 

Lavishing praise on lawmakers for their miseries? 

Where are the laborious ants, and lazy rabbits 

Slumbering in the holes of solitude? 

Where are the lovers and travelling souls 

Clearing imported land-mines in the streets? 

Where are the days and nights 

Polishing our shoes for May Day parade? 

We all must stay in the house, dark confinement. 

It is useless to protest. 

Submit to the funeral speech of the victorious virus (Ashwani Kumar) 

The preconceived notion of “safety” in the household. And also, the privilege that comes 

with being able to have a shelter during such times as compared to involuntary detention or custody 
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and the exposure of people to danger in places like prison and abusive families, in refugee camps 

and in immigration detention camps. The pandemic has forced us to reconsider the idea of home 

safety. The household has proven to be a very unsafe place for the historically marginalized people 

like women, trans and queer. These people are often subjected to violence and the intensity of which 

has increased during the pandemic. The COVID 19 virus has forced us to change our perspectives 

about basic and regular things. The promise of a home, the promise an undisturbed oikos is now 

given way to a more fragmented, destabilized concept of home and homeland which attempts to 

contour  a shifting reality with which all have to confer. 
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