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ii.
tears tasted salty 
when i was little
sometimes i would inspect a drop
against the light-
the science behind it, i discovered:
warm when angry
cold when sad
somewhat-both when somewhat-both 
or happy.

evaporation occurred in mid-flight –
between the wind and dancing trees, just imagine,
the changing hues when the storm built up 
against the grilled sky at my grandparents’:
invisible droplets collecting in our eyes
then draining from the corners as we sang nursery 
songs --
whatever science meant.

my eyes would catch the desperation of running 
passersby 
looking for shelters under tall trees;
hurried images:
of wobbly rickshaws, baby-taxis, 
the only hawai-mithaiwala in the neighbourhood,
other children on rooftops, a crow or two 
against the current (of the wind),
and green chips wrappers.

my eyes would also collect the desperation of other 
faces
and my somewhat feelings 
laced with unknown guilt and irony 
which had no name.

my grandmother and those from her village would 
tell stories:
of flying roofs, mustard fields which would turn 
yellow in winter, sugarcane juice,
and end the note with details – drowned out 
by the sound of mouths-chewing-paan –
seasoned with mentions of meals 
that played tag with rain.
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One intriguing question in Albert Camus’s 
philosophical novel “La Peste” (The Plague) is 
the idea of death perceived through the sense 
of rationality. The town where Camus placed 
his events is the Algerian town named Oran. 
The beauty and sublimity of Oran by the sea 
giving intense desire for life was brought to a 
halt by a sudden onslaught of an epidemic. 
It was the sighting of a dead rat one morning 
at the landing of his surgery that Dr Bernard 
Rieux, the main character of the story, found 
so genuinely unsettling and life-threatening. 
Camus’s strategy to create a crisis out of a 
small-town incident has given Oran a place in 
literary discussion.

In a way, Oran foretells the story of 
Wuhan, the Chinese town held responsible 
for the onset of COVID-19. The fear is not 
whether Camus’ hypothetical Oran suffered 
less or the real Wuhan lost more lives; 
the pain and angst to human existence is 
exceptionally profound. While Camus’s 
plot could never allow the spread of the 
disease beyond the defined perimeters of 
the small town because he did not want 
the integrity of the story to overwhelm his 
literary capacity, the Wuhan virus has crossed 
beyond its borders to the whole universe. 
Oran’s epidemic in its mythical sense fulfills 
the narrative of an all-engulfing disease with 
a strong sense of defeat and self-abnegation. 
Was COVID-19 something that could have 
been stopped, the way Camus felt that Oran 
could be saved from so many deaths if 
authorities took actions at the right time? But 
nature always plays its card much faster than 
the human intellect can muster its resources. 
Like the weak feel helpless when facing 
the strong, so does man by the strike of a 
powerful invisible object that frequents from 
time to time to remind man of his abject 
reality. 

There are striking similarities in how 
Camus developed his story, and how the 
world faces the COVID-19 today. Camus 
saw, in the midst of great fear and panic, a 

group of people whose sense of direction in 
facing the plague was sometimes fatuous and 
imprecise, but there was no denying of their 
commitment to social obligation. Dr Bernard 
Rieux stood in the centre of professional 
acts defying the beleaguered temptation of a 
frightened population. Being a doctor, he lost 
the critical temperament of a physician, and 
understood that it was necessary to restore in 
him an air of sang-froid in times of hardship. 
In other words, the plague transformed 
him into a complete man indifferent to 
the will of ordinary people.  So, when he 
heard the death of his wife who was sent 
away to a sanitarium for recuperation and 
whom he had not seen since the beginning 
of the plague because Oran was put under 
quarantine, he received the news with grace 
and perfect equanimity. When life ends under 
normal circumstances, it has a meaning in 
genesis, but when plague ends life, it assumes 
a sense of deprivation sunk in absurdity.  

The characters in the Plague were all 
affected by its ravages. The physical death was 
merely an appearance of long-drawn futile 
struggle with an intractable curse, unwieldy, 
stubborn and procrastinating. The hollow 
part of human suffering was the mental 
shock and devastation it orchestrated in the 

community life of Oran. Oran’s grace and 
beauty was embalmed by its landscape, the 
soothing effulgence of the sun in a naked sky 
and the winding streets meandering their way 
to the fringes of the inviting Mediterranean 
coast. There was enough for ordinary folk to 
explore into Oran’s rich heritage of happiness 
and contentment --- sun, sky, sea, mountains, 
cafes, sports ----the everyday but unstoppable 
offering of life which the inhabitants loved 
immensely. All came to an end with the 
sudden outbreak of the plague for which the 
innocent people were least prepared.  

The first thing that the authorities of Oran 
did was to isolate it from the rest of the 
world. Its borders were sealed to prevent entry 
and exit of people into and out of Oran. This 

was a usual measure under nervous faculty. 
When good decisions are in short supply, the 
only way to react is to make the predictable 
ones look urgent and authoritative. Oran was 
walled and the purpose was to imprison the 
citizens in their own city. The natural effect 
of such official measure was to imperil the 
human condition. It could not stop the death 
row in the hands of an invisible assassin, 
adept in being crueler and more dangerous 
than the senseless orgy of maskless killing 
in a war. When soldiers die in a battlefield, 
their burial becomes a symbolic celebration 
of an absurd cause for which their lives were 
committed to extinction.

In The Plague, Camus shows that the 
continuous procession of deaths without 
redemption in the initial months of the 
epidemic held every one in suspense whether 
the next victim would be himself. If not, then 
lack of work owing to closure of the outside 
world because of quarantine was cruel 
enough to consign one to unemployment, 
a situation more dreadful for living than 
contracting plague. Plague, as a metaphysical 
enemy, is not only content with killing but 
also raises the act of “mass death sentence” 
to a reprehensible level of depravity against 
ultimate human condition. Poverty, as a 
practical adjunct to such calamity, shows 
itself as a greater evil than fear of death. 

But Camus’s novel must not be read as a 
straightforward narrative of a fictional story. 
Read on a philosophical plane, it presents 
man’s struggle against his unpredictable 
destiny. Dr Rieux is not alone in his fight 
against suffering and death. There are few 
other characters for whom self-sacrifice in 
times of epidemic was a conscious moral 
objective.

 Jean Tarrou, an inscrutable enthusiast who 
created sanitary squads to stop the town from 

being infected rapaciously; Joseph Grand, 
a clerk aspiring to be a writer kept records 
of the deaths till late into the night with 
self-righteous accuracy; Dr. Castel, an elderly 
physician, labored vigorously to produce an 
effective serum against the plague; Father 
Paneloux, a clergyman, led the evangelical 
sermons in the expression of Saint Augustine 
believing in the emergence of evil in the form 
of punishment as a result of sin committed 
by man, and saw in the plague God’s 
pointing to the citizens of Oran for eternal 
salvation; the Prefect of the town, as an 
administrator, lay about all possible actions, 
right or wrong, to come to grips with the 
epidemic; and above all, Madame Rieux, the 
doctor Rieux’s mother, who despite his son’s 
unflinching loyalty to the cause of fighting 
the plague, never for a moment doubted 
that her son could be an easy victim of the 
scourge, yet bore with his work as a woman 
dedicated to the canon of sainthood. These 
were ordinary people in their extraordinary 
role that makes the novel so gripping and 
ethereal.  

The plague lasted for about a year. The 
city came back to its fresh start. The exile and 
deprivation that the plague had occasioned 
upon Oran went away with the tears for 
the lost ones, and in its place, an ineffable 
joy had suffused the souls of the suffering 
mass. The finality of death, which decided 
the key argument in The Plague, serves as a 
weak point of man’s strength. Camus ends 
his novel by letting Dr Rieux declare that the 
“plague bacillus never dies or disappears for 
good” and when occasion arises out of man’s 
control, rats can once again rouse up to usher 
in “death” in “a happy city for the bane and 
enlightenment of men.” 

The Plague presents the symbolic context 
which the nations find themselves in today. 
Camus’s fictional plague was a localized 
phenomenon confined within the walls of 
Oran, whilst COVID-19 engulfs the whole 
of mankind. The majesty of the novel, the 
Plague, is in art form, and raises human 
catastrophe to the level of an idea whose 
words and thoughts continuously swing 
between mystification and truth. As an 
ordinary soul, upon the misery of COVID-19, 
I have reread the Plague with the commitment 
of a soldier challenging death in a battlefield. 
If only we could read Camus’s novel as a 
lesson for collective bargain, we could say in 
the words of book title of Debora Mackenzie, 
“COVID-19: The Pandemic That Should Never 
Have Happened and How To Stop The Next 
One.”     

Camus teaches a number of practical 
lessons to us. He equates war and plagues 
by asking why they occur. Digging into these 
philosophical questions with an impersonal 
but highly moralistic mind, he notes how 
life, in pure and abstract form, represents two 
different things. The beautiful world lives in 
poetry, music, painting, mathematics and 
religion. It is the pathos of the immediate 
and most provisional that frames the tangible 
world’s existence in absurd hypothesis.      

The Plague is a reflection of man’s 
continuous struggle on moral, physical and 
intellectual plane. A reader will only fathom 
its value if he seeks man’s true worth as 
an object of nature --- and it is “love.” No 
matter how difficult it is, man will continue 
to imperil his existence to protect the same 
existence to give meaning to his love of birth 
as a rational being. If the entire human race 
is condemned to the orgy of COVID-19, it is 
only a matter of time that it will be over one 
day through man’s undoing of the virus, and 
affirming himself as a stronger object in his 
triumph over evil. 
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The natural effect of such official measure was to imperil 
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hands of an invisible assassin, adept in being crueler and more 
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symbolic celebration of an absurd cause for which their lives 
were committed to extinction.

The year Dadi died, monsoon came early. 
Days of incessant rain, nights with 

loud thunderstorm. And when there 
was no rain, my friend Mira and 

I sang rain songs and floated 
paper boats in the puddle. 

We were having a lot of 
fun, but Dadi ruined it. 
She fell so ill that everyone 
thought she would die. 

I kept a death-bed vigil 
myself. I wanted to find the 
precise moment when Dadi 
and death would meet face 
to face. 

It proved to be a long wait. 
I wanted to give up but then, 

death finally crept into Dadi’s 
room.
She complained about the 

tightness in her chest. Her voice got 
hoarse. Her complexion turned pale 

and features went crooked. Her stomach 
swelled like a fat balloon. There were tiny 
insects crawling on her body, but she did 
not care one whit. 

The regular smell of coriander and cold 
cream around her was gone. The whole 
place reeked of medicine, urine and sweat. 
I had no idea death would smell so bad. 

My parents surrounded Dadi like they 
do in the game of kabaddi where the 
players encircle a rival player so that he 
cannot go back to his place. Baba recited 
the Holy Book loudly while Ma started 
weeping. Dadi muttered something and 
then closed her eyes. My father checked 
her pulse and shook his head.

*
The death rituals proved to be a lot of fun, 
and I kind of forgot Dadi. But after a week, 
I started missing her. I remembered how 
Dadi, a very old and wrinkled woman, 

used to lie on a cot in the courtyard under 
a banyan tree where I played hopscotch! 
Whenever I looked at her, she greeted me 
with a toothless grin. 

I remembered how I sat beside her and 

talked about serious issues of life: should I 
remain friends with Mira or not? Why did 
God give me a brother when I specifically 
asked for a sister? 

Dadi always listened intently but she 
got distracted soon and talked about her 
husband who had died many years ago 
and her childhood days.

*
I often go to Dadi’s room now. Today 
when I sat on Dadi’s bed, my cat Mini 
came to sit by me. She seemed sad too. 
She mewed. She blinked. And she smelt 
like coriander and cold cream. 

I suddenly felt very happy. Dadi has 
kept her word. She once said that she 
would never leave her home. 
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