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Abstract: While readers in the past used to think of Albert Camus’ the Plague, arguably one of the pied-noir’s most critically 
acclaimed works, as a metaphorical retelling of the horrors of the Nazi Occupation in Europe, the book has found a different 
interpretation now as the literal sensibility it applies to a deadly yet fictional plague has intrigued the contemporary world to turn to it 
again and be taken away by its stark prescience with respect to Covid-19. Albert Camus’s novel The Plague provides a fictional 
narrative of a plague outbreak in Oran, detailing the chillingly rapid progression of the disease as it ravages the city. The initially 
bewildering but benign phenomenon involving the deaths of rats throughout Oran rapidly shifts to a full-fledged epidemic, causing the 
residents of the city to be abruptly isolated from their loved ones and the rest of society. The Plague closely resembles the quarantine 
period imposed upon most of the world due to the coronavirus pandemic, as well as the continued social distancing guidelines and 
other safety measures that involve isolating from others as much as possible. The effects of the plague experienced by the residents of 
Oran are eerily similar to those of the coronavirus, with strong parallels in the progressions of both outbreaks and the psychological, 
social, and emotional effects they have on those living through them. Camus, through his concise and rather restrained prose, evokes 
themes of such fascinating power that they seem to mimic the present human condition. “Masks of cottonwood enclosed in muslin” as 
he puts it, quarantine, isolation, and social distancing are some of the more concrete concepts that find their way in both the novel and 
the present reality of the world (Camus 181). Although the French subjugation of Algeria during that time entirely escapes the book, it 
doesn’t shy away from delving deep into some rudimentary questions of life like morality, fate, role-playing, and not to forgot, the 
existential absurdity. It also lays bare how precarious the structure of our “modern” world is. 
 
Keywords: Camus, Covid-19 Pendemic, Conspiracy, Prejudice, Absurdism, Violence.  
 
Introduction: The subject of pandemics is approached starting from the existentialism of Albert Camus and Sartre, the replacement of 
the exclusion ritual with the disciplinary mechanism of Michel Foucault, and about the Gaia hypothesis developed by James Lovelock 
and supported in the current pandemic by Bruno Latour. The social dimensions of pandemics, their relation with the global warming 
which has led to an increase in infectious diseases, and the deforestation of large areas which have caused viruses to migrate from 
their native area (their "reservoir") are highlighted. The ethics of pandemics is approached from several philosophical points of view, 
of which the most important in a crisis of such global dimensions is utilitarianism which involves maximizing benefits for society in 
direct conflict with the usual (Kantian) view of respect for people as individuals. Camus’ The Plague begins with the unprecedented 
death of rats in the town of Oran, which he describes as ‘merely a large French port on the Algerian coast, headquarters of the prefect 
of a French department’ (Camus, 1). With time, more and more rats come out into the streets to bleed a little from their noses and die. 
However, after the streets, yards and other places are tidied up, the townsfolk believe that the end of the disease has come, but as seen 
coming by the protagonist Dr. Rieux beforehand, the disease transmits from animals to the townsfolk who then blame the authorities 
for the contagion. Back in time, before Ebola, Covid-19, and the like, the readers believed that the disease is a metaphor for the Third 
Reich but the fact that Camus was battling tuberculosis while writing the book makes it all the more difficult to discover the original 
ambition of the one-of-a-kind piece of post-war European literature. According to Vulliamy, “Camus was also aware of the great 
cholera epidemic in Oran, Algeria – where the novel is set – in 1849, and of others in his native district of Mondovi in the Algerian 
interior.” (Vulliamy). The Plague has continued to be a go-to read for people quarantined in the wake of Covid-19, and under the 
current circumstances, has forced them to take it on a more serious note. It has come to be a defining book in pandemic fiction as 
“sales of The Plague have skyrocketed in Europe as people search for meaning in the midst of the outbreak” (Mellisa). The book 
provides essential insights into plagues how it changes a people at both an individual and collective level. The incorporation of these 
insights was only possible when Camus engrossed himself in the history of plagues as put in the seminal article “Camus and the 
Plague”:  
 

“He read books on the Black Death that killed 50 million people in Europe in the 14th century; the Italian plague of 1629 
that killed 280,000 people across the plains of Lombardy and the Veneto, the great plague of London of 1665 as well as 
plagues that ravaged cities on China’s eastern seaboard during the 18th and 19th centuries” (“Camus and Plague”). 
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With the following line in the very first page of the book, Camus flashes a bright light on the barrenness of life and how 
humans try to cope with it: “The truth is that everyone is bored, and devotes himself to cultivating habits” (Camus 1). Throughout the 
narrative, he addresses a common man’s fear of being subjected to a life of utter solitude, of having to live confined to his home, no 
longer a part of the outer world, where his freedom is absolute yet he doesn’t have much to do, and most importantly, where his 
individuality is overexposed. According to Camus, plagues are concentrations of universal preconditions; instances of an 
uninterrupted rule and annihilated by any random act of any of our fellow being, accident or a virus. This exposure to the plagues 
makes our lives prone to what he called ‘the absurd’, but he doesn’t want this absurdity pervade our lives, in fact, in a redemptive 
manner he wants to shun away certain obstinate behavioral patterns like rigidity of heart, fascination for status, hardheartedness, lack 
of appreciation and a propensity to judge etc which have engulfed the denizens of Oran.   

  
Discussion 

Covid-19, unlike the rats of Oran, came into being through bats. It is an infection caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus. 
Symptoms of the infection include fever, cough, tiredness, headache, sore throat et al. More serious symptoms may be chest pain, 
shortness of breath, or panic attack in some rare cases. People who have record of having cardiovascular diseases or other similar 
ailments run a greater risk of catching the virus. In India alone, out of 41,803,318 confirmed cases, 498,983 deaths have taken place as 
a result of the contagion (JHU). Why did Covid-19 affect a fast-paced, modern world so much? How did the ultra-complex systems 
fail in coping with a virus? Why couldn’t most governments approach it in systematic order? In seeking to address these important 
questions, Camus, through his protagonist Dr. Rieux makes a powerful statement in The Plague, “Everybody knows that pestilences 
have a way of recurring in the world; yet somehow, we find it hard to believe in ones that crash down on our heads from a blue sky. 
There have been as many plagues as wars in history; yet always plagues and wars take people equally by surprise” (Camus 38). 

 
Now, we live in a world where plagues are less likely as compared to wars, this quote draws attention to the exact sore point: 

the state of being unprepared for a sudden breakout of disease. Camus’ grievance against the pseudo-modernization of the world 
doesn’t end here; he later on take a dig on the so-called post-modern humanists who don’t conform to medical advisories and therefore 
be the first to catch the disease. The denizens of Oran, like ours, relate plague with the previous ages and make bragging assertions 
that it ‘vanished from the West’, but Camus mockingly adds ‘Yes, everyone knew that except the death.’ 

 
That’s why life is difficult to live. In this respect, our townsfolk were like everybody else, wrapped up in themselves; in 
other words, they were humanists: they disbelieved in pestilences. A pestilence isn’t a thing made to man’s measure; 
therefore, we tell ourselves that pestilence is a mere bogy of the mind, a bad dream that will pass away. But it doesn’t 
always pass away and, from one bad dream to another, it is men who pass away, and the humanists first of all, because 
they have taken no precautions (Camus 38). 
 

In India, when the virus was at its very peak, people came out in throngs into the streets and other public places, without any 
mask or any other precautionary measure, to bang utensils of steel, sing songs of destruction for the contagion, and dance. In many 
parts of U.S, Americans flocked to various public places and instigated protests against the Covid-19, which they thought was a 
conspiracy of some kind against their civic life. Many such conspiracy theories have emerged till date and it is sad how even people 
who are well-educated and have come into direct contact with the virus fall for such traps. According to a latest study, “most 
Americans (71%) have heard of a conspiracy theory circulating widely online that alleges that powerful people intentionally planned 
the Corona virus outbreak. And a quarter of U.S. adults see at least some truth in it – including 5% who say it is definitely true and 
20% who say it is probably true, according to a June Pew Research Centre Survey” (Schaeffer) 

 
Why a major part of every society falls prey to these conspiracy theories is partly because of unawareness and partly because 

of their belief system. James G. Frazer, while debating religion in his book The Golden Bough, states that “Propitiation or conciliation 
of powers superior to man which are believed to direct and control the course of nature and of human life” (Frazer 154). It is true of 
religion, or superstition, so to speak, that it is sometimes in conflict with the workings of the scientific world and doesn’t conform to 
its discoveries. The result of such conflicts leads to masses disbelieving in things that are unjustifiable as per their ideologies. Not 
believing in a calamity, shutting eyes to it doesn’t always mean that it won’t cause damage. Covid-19 has proven to be a modern-day 
catastrophe. Although, “it is not as bad, of course, as the 1918 flu pandemic, or as the notorious Black Death, but it has long surpassed 
the death toll of SARS (2002-2004), MERS (2012, 2015, and 2018), the 1957-58 and 1968-1970 pandemic influenzas, and the 2009 
swine flu. By sheer number of casualties, Covid-19 ranks among the 10 deadliest plagues in history” (Piper). As per official records, 
millions of deaths have occurred due to the infectious disease, but it isn’t so easy for people to digest the truth even though the 
circumstances they are living in speak for themselves. Drawing on this particularly irrational disbelief, Camus writes: 
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But what are a hundred million deaths? When one has served in a war, one hardly knows what a dead man is, after a 
while. And since a dead man has no substance unless one has actually seen him dead, a hundred million corpses 
broadcast through history are no more than a puff of smoke in the imagination (Camus 39). 
 

Conspiracy theories or beliefs are basically “attempts to explain the ultimate causes of significant social and political events 
and circumstances with claims of secret plots by two or more powerful actors” (Douglas et al., 4). The presence of social media has 
fuelled this crisis, and many parts of the world have been facing a informational pandemic on top of the contagion. Besides the 
infection, people are also falling prey to faulty treatments, false assurances and ‘plethora of misinformation’ (Garrett 115). A lot of 
misleading data has been injected to the internet. To give an example, a major part of Indian media broadcasted the news of cow dung 
and urine as potential cures for treating Covid-19. As a result, people who had attracted the virus resorted to the use of these “potential 
cures”, and eventually, their condition further deteriorated. Camus addresses the issue as follows: 

One of the cafés had that brilliant idea of putting up a slogan: ‘the best protection against infection is a good bottle of 
wine’, which confirmed an already prevalent opinion that alcohol is a safeguard against infectious disease. Every night, 
towards 2 a.m., quite a number of drunk men, ejected from the cafés, staggered down the streets, vociferating optimism 
(Camus 73).  
 

Throughout The Plague, the disease is explored from a religious and philosophical standpoint, questioning why the outbreak 
affected Oran specifically, and whether it has any meaning. Father Paneloux, Oran’s preacher, admonishes the townspeople that the 
plague is a punishment sent by God, in order for them to, “learn [their] lesson, the lesson that was learned by … all that hardened their 
hearts against Him” (Camus 97). Apart from the conspiracy theories, Covid-19 brought to light the dark side of the so-called 
modernized society. The Othering based on the transmission of the virus made this distinction visible between more and less 
intellectually powerful societies. Othering is the “discursive processes by which powerful groups, who may or may not make up a 
numerical majority, define subordinate groups into existence in a reductionist way which ascribe problematic and/or inferior 
characteristics to these subordinate groups. Such discursive processes affirm the legitimacy and superiority of the powerful and 
condition identity formation among the subordinate” (Jensen 65). People who caught the virus early on were victimized as they faced 
prejudice at the hands of those who had not. They were seen as the children of a lesser god. Is this prejudice a sudden problem or the 
offshoot of a hidden stigma that goes deep into the psychological anthropology of a society? A stunning paragraph from The Plague 
provides an unambiguous answer: 

The evil in the world comes almost always from ignorance, and goodwill can cause as much damage as ill-will if it is 
not enlightened. People are more often good than bad, though in fact that is not the question. But they are more or less 
ignorant and this is what one calls vice or virtue, the most appalling vice being the ignorance that thinks it knows 
everything and which consequently authorizes itself to kill. The murderer's soul is blind, and there is no true goodness or 
fine love without the greatest possible degree of clear-sightedness (Camus 118). 
 

Camus straightforwardly calls ignorance a vice, one that blinds a person so that he should not be able to distinguish between 
the good, the bad, and the evil. And to examine this common ignorance, one should be conscious of the divide created due to wealth 
and privilege in a society. Those who keep themselves updated with the latest information regarding medical science or politics come 
under the privileged section, and those who lack the resources to be aware of what’s happening in the outside world. Even the access 
of basic education is a veritable privilege; of which some people are apparently deprived. As a result of this deprivation, the privileged 
section of a society develops a superiority-complex among themselves, and its antithesis: the development of an inferiority-complex 
among the unprivileged that are looked down by the former. With time, a sense of hatred solidifies between the two, and so as to 
overcome this societal segregation, governments need to cultivate more and more opportunities for the unprivileged. In Covid-19, a 
similar chaos emerged throughout the world as those who didn’t have much information about the virus were treated as ‘Other’ by the 
educated masses. However, a sense of love and reverence for one another could have easily avoided it. Dr. Rieux, towards the end of 
The Plague, reckons the ever-increasing need of love for the sustainability of a happy life: 

And he knew, also, what the old man was thinking as his tears flowed, and he, Rieux, thought it too: that a loveless 
world is a dead world, and always there comes an hour when one is weary of prisons, of one's work, and of devotion to 
duty, and all one craves for is a loved face, the warmth and wonder of a loving heart (Camus 228). 
 

As witnessed from a vast history of diseases that have shaken time and again the mankind from reveries of peace and 
prosperity, both epidemics and pandemics not only disrupt the daily human life but leave a lasting psychological impact on people of 
all age groups. Like in any other natural calamity, people are confined to their homes, and a challenge is posed for all to keep 
themselves busy despite not being able to go out. People whose social lives are active to a higher degree feel ill at ease indoors, 
quarantined, rather than those who are not that social. Having to spend most of their time alone, away from the clamor of workplaces 
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and parties, they ultimately begin to introspect about things that wouldn’t cross their minds before. However, at times, too much time 
spent in introspection may lead to overthinking, stress, anxiety or even push a person to suicidal ideation. Since the very beginning of 
Covid-19, the global suicide rate has been skyrocketing. Self-harm has become more of a trend among youth. Due to frequent 
lockdowns, a commoner’s work and family life has been suffering like never before, which is why more and more people resort to 
killing themselves. Although the issue has been much debated in various journalistic and academic spheres, it seems that there’s no 
solution to it. 

 
In The Plague, we come across a layered character namely Cottard who has attempted suicide right before he first appears in 

the novel. With a pointlessly nervous disposition, he symbolizes Camus’ absurdism in every action of his. He sees himself as a 
criminal, and of course, acts like one. In the past, he has done something he never reveals that makes him recognize himself as a 
criminal. Prior to the pandemic in Oran, the thought of getting arrested would frighten him like hell. But then, after the pandemic hits, 
he is no more afraid since he knows that the authorities are too busy with the disease to bother dealing with him. Striking while the 
iron is hot, he benefits from the pandemic through smuggling. He takes no shame in it and is always in search of friends who, he 
thinks, would one day stand by him in the courtroom. It is Tarrou, a vacationer, who he finds as a suitable friend and to whom he can 
confess whatever comes to his mind. In the end, however, Cottard’s worst fear comes true and he is arrested by the police. Consider 
this monologue from Tarrou in which he speaks of him: 

In short, this epidemic has done him proud. Of a lonely man who hated loneliness it has made an accomplice. Yes, 
‘accomplice’ is the word that fits, and doesn’t he relish his complicity! He is happily at one with all around him, with 
their superstitions, their groundless panics, the susceptibilities of people whose nerves are always on the stretch; with 
their fixed idea of talking the least possible about plague and nevertheless talking of it all the time; with their abject 
terror at the slightest headache, now they know headache to be an early symptom of the disease; and, lastly, with the 
frayed, irritable sensibility that takes offense at trifling oversights and brings tears to their eyes over the loss of a 
trouser-button (Camus 177). 
 

Tarrou, despite being friend of Cottard, knows his intentions. He knows how people like Cottard are content with their 
opportunistic lives, how they are ready to prowl on any situation, however destructive for the humankind, and make the best out of it 
for themselves. He despises such people. However, absurdity cannot always be unhealthy. Dr. Riuex is a Sisyphean character in the 
novel, and perhaps the most important among them all because he works day and night treating patients, giving them as much care as 
he can, despite knowing that the chances of their survival are so thin that his toil wouldn’t even matter. His hopeless endeavors to help 
the people of Oran recover from the plague represents the fruitless struggle that existence is. He can be defined as an embodiment of 
what Camus called “the Absurd”. Existentialism further proposes this absurdity to rise out of the conflict between constant searches 
for meaning in life versus the apparent ‘nothingness’ of the universe (Thompson 510). Camus asserted that the absurdity can be 
channelized into a positive energy if we just accept it as a part of our life. The ‘absurd behaviour’ can be modified into a rational one 
in the face of stress, loss, suffering and death (Tomer 475-506). Based on positive psychology research, ‘death threat’ during a disaster 
can also lead to new avenues and goals like creativity, generativity, solving existential questions (purpose of life), higher standards 
and personal growth oriented behavior all of which are for the ‘healthier change’ (Wong and Tomer, 172). 

 
Our present reality is no different to Oran. As hospitals were packed with patients soon after Covid-19 hit, the life of health-

care workers became tougher than ever before. They had to work for hours on end, hardly getting any time to eat food or sleep. Videos 
of drained health-care workers lying on the ground, gasping for breath in heavy PPE kits circulated the internet for a long time. As for 
the governments, they had to manage an adequate supply of medicinal resources for the hospitals to function. But did healthcare 
workers get their share of praise from the general people? Several instances of violence against healthcare workers in India and many 
other countries suggest otherwise. “Hundreds of healthcare workers treating Covid patients around the world have experienced verbal, 
physical, and sometimes life-threatening attacks during the pandemic, prompting calls for immediate action from human rights 
campaigners” (“Johnson”) 

 
The reason behind this violence is a direct result of a lack of awareness among the general people. Had the authorities started 

awareness campaigns, such inhuman and degrading incidents would not have occurred in the first place. However, another way to 
look at the matter is that a plague tests the moral and ethical development of a people and poses as a corrective measure for them to 
further develop their overall capabilities. Camus ends The Plague with the following lines: 

He knew what those jubilant crowds did not know but could have learned from books: that the plague bacillus never 
dies or disappears for good; that it can lie dormant for years and years in furniture and linen-chests; that it bides its time 
in bedrooms, cellars, trunks, and bookshelves; and that perhaps the day would come when, for the bane and the 
enlightening of men, it would rouse up its rats again and send them forth to die in a happy city (Camus 268). 
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Conclusion: The parallels between the plague in Oran and the coronavirus pandemic reflect the universality of the human response to 
widespread disease. In the conclusion of The Plague, the narrator of the tale reveals his identity as Dr. Rieux. His goal in sharing the 
story of the plague, as objectively as possible yet “deliberately taking the victims’ side” (Camus 301), was to bear witness to the 
unimaginable pain and suffering and yet also, to the best parts of human nature that emerged during the outbreak. Most importantly 
though, Rieux’s story is a cautionary account. Even when the plague is eliminated from Oran, he cannot rejoice like the other 
townspeople. He states that “the tale he had to tell could not be one of a final victory...such joy is always imperiled” (Camus 308). In 
his narrative, Rieux foreshadows the darkness of the future, in which lurks an inevitable recurrence of disease when least expected. As 
we experience the coronavirus pandemic, Rieux’s message of the unpredictability of life and the danger of complacency resonate 
deeply. Overall, through The Plague, Camus raises the question of how the meaning of life is found and if it can only truly be sought 
in a situation where life itself is put in jeopardy, forcing people to reveal their true natures to themselves and those around them. It 
won’t be wrong to state that Camus foresaw Covid-19 decades ago. His The Plague, because of how it gives a meaning to human 
suffering and consoles us with the absurdity of life, resonates with us more than any other past generation. Through a mathematical 
observation of the plague in Oran, he teaches us how to adapt to a life of solitude, conquer our demons, and not give up in the face of 
an adversity. Covid-19 has exposed the underlying degradation of human species and as per Camus; it’s only when we fight against 
ignorance that we can make a collective progress. He wants to be prepared for many other plagues, both literal and metaphorical. The 
plague exemplified the example of overcoming of nihilism while fighting against the plague in a manner that is incorporated with 
decency and courage. Beyond absurdism, he reflects on the human experience in crucial times, and in this way admires what is 
resilient in human beings than to despise.  
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