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Abstract: 

Pandemics have long offered fertile ground for literary metaphor—plague as punishment, as 

existential dread, as inevitable collapse. Yet the twenty-first century demands a different 

reckoning. As artificial intelligence, surveillance technologies, and biotechnology reshape 

human life at its roots, the metaphors through which pandemics are understood and narrated 

must also evolve—or risk becoming quaint relics, mere echoes of past fears. This paper 

examines the historical evolution of pandemic metaphors from Boccaccio and Defoe through 

Camus and García Márquez, tracing how disease has mirrored moral, social, and philosophical 

anxieties across centuries. It argues that in our current era, the true contagion is no longer solely 

biological but informational, algorithmic, environmental. Through close readings and 

theoretical reflection, this study explores how contemporary and future literature must respond: 

crafting metaphors that grapple not only with death and suffering, but with the erasures of 

human agency by AI systems, the surveillance of bodies and behaviors, and the uneasy 

hybridization of biology and code. In doing so, it insists that literature’s ethical mission is not 

diminished but intensified. Pandemic literature must resist not only the virus but the viral logic 

of a world increasingly scripted by machines. To survive as a meaningful cultural form, it must 

forge new metaphors for a future where “plague” may arrive as a data breach, a bioengineered 

accident, or a loss of narrative itself. 
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Introduction: 

 

Pandemic as Metaphor, and the New Reckoning 

Every era, it seems, must find a shape for its fears. For centuries, disease served well enough: 

a visible, bodily terror onto which societies projected their invisible anxieties—about morality, 

mortality, the tenuous fabric of civilization. Literature, faithful to its ancient task of both 

reflection and invention, made the plague its canvas. In Boccaccio’s Decameron, the Black 

Death becomes not merely a catastrophe but an opportunity for storytelling, for moral fable. In 

Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year, it is a test of both empirical reason and divine grace. In 

Camus’ The Plague, the disease stands cold and indifferent, a mute companion to human 

absurdity. 

 

And yet, there is a difference between our forebears and us. 

Today, we are no longer simply at the mercy of nature’s blind caprice; we are, increasingly, 

architects of our own crises. Artificial intelligence predicts outbreaks before symptoms arise. 
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Surveillance grids track human movement with a precision beyond medieval fantasy. 

Biotechnological interventions splice, modify, and fabricate life at the cellular level. In such a 

world, the metaphors of pandemic must shift—or else risk becoming nostalgic ornaments, 

irrelevant to the crises they seek to name. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic, stretching across continents like an invisible net, was instructive not 

only in its brutality but in its metaphoric poverty. Old images—plague doctors, quarantine 

ships, death tolls—re-emerged, but there was an uncanny hollowness to them, a sense that they 

no longer quite fit the conditions they described. The virus was real, yes. But so were the 

infodemics, the algorithmically driven panic, the weaponized misinformation. In a profound 

and unsettling sense, contagion became informational as much as biological. One caught the 

virus through bodies; one caught fear through networks. 

 

It becomes difficult, then, not to wonder: what does it mean to write pandemic literature in an 

age where the very concept of contagion has fragmented and multiplied? 

No longer can we speak simply of death and disease; we must speak also of code, of 

surveillance, of the subtle viralities that infiltrate not the body but the mind, the memory, the 

future. 

 

This paper embarks on precisely that inquiry. It proposes that pandemic metaphors, once tied 

to naturalistic images of rot, pestilence, and divine punishment, must now confront a reality in 

which the human body is neither the first nor necessarily the final site of contagion. In doing 

so, literature must absorb not just the old terrors of death but the newer, more insidious anxieties 

of technological life: loss of privacy, erosion of autonomy, predictive manipulation, algorithmic 

governance. 

 

To make this argument, the paper first surveys the historical lineage of pandemic metaphors, 

attending to how they have been shaped by religious, existential, and economic crises. It then 

examines how contemporary writers such as Ling Ma and Emily St. John Mandel have begun—

tentatively, imperfectly—to reshape the metaphorical vocabulary of disease for a technologized 

age. Finally, it offers a speculative reflection on the metaphors that might emerge in the future, 

where pandemics may be less about biological infection and more about the viral spread of 

misinformation, the engineered accidents of biotech labs, the algorithmic prediction of human 

behavior. 

 

Ultimately, the question is not merely literary but ethical: how can literature preserve its 

humanizing function in an era increasingly scripted by nonhuman logics? If pandemic 

metaphors are to remain vital, they must not simply update their imagery but reckon with a 

profound ontological shift—the destabilization of the human subject itself. 

 

This is not merely a theoretical exercise. It is, as all serious literary work must be, a preparation 

for survival. 

 

Literature Review:  

Pandemic Metaphors Across Time — Inheritance, Mutation, and Future Demands 

 

Literature, if it does anything, preserves the sediment of collective anxiety. 
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Pandemics, as historical and existential events, have always left rich metaphorical traces across 

literature’s sprawling landscapes. Yet no metaphor is permanent. Each age, each crisis, 

demands not only new stories but new ways of telling them—new symbolic economies to make 

sense of disintegration. 

 

In tracking the evolution of pandemic metaphors, it becomes clear that we are standing at an 

edge. The familiar tropes—plague as divine punishment, plague as existential absurdity, plague 

as social decay—still circulate, but increasingly they feel spectral, worn thin by a world that is 

no longer simply organic but cybernetic, informational, hybridized. 

If literature is to speak meaningfully to future pandemics, it must undergo not mere cosmetic 

revision but a deeper metamorphosis of imagination. 

 

Disease as Divine Judgment: A Medieval Inheritance 

 

The early European literary imagination, shaped by centuries of theological dominance, found 

in disease a natural ally for moral allegory. Boccaccio’s Decameron (1353), written in the wake 

of the Black Death, remains perhaps the ur-text for plague narrative—not because it directly 

anatomizes disease (it does not linger on symptoms or clinical descriptions) but because it uses 

the plague as an existential horizon against which human follies, loves, and betrayals are thrown 

into sharper relief. 

The retreat to the countryside becomes, in effect, a flight not merely from contagion but from 

moral collapse itself. Boccaccio’s storytellers invent their own fragile order amid chaos, hinting 

that storytelling itself is a form of survival against death (Boccaccio 17-19). 

 

Similarly, Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year (1722) imagines London under siege 

not only by disease but by epistemological confusion. Defoe’s narrator obsessively catalogues 

statistics, mortality bills, rumors. Knowledge itself becomes contagious, unreliable. The plague 

thus serves a double function: it exposes physical vulnerability and destabilizes the very means 

by which societies understand reality (Defoe 43-45). 

 

Yet one must note: these early metaphors rely on a certain verticality—punishment descends 

from above; humanity is judged. The pandemic appears not merely biological but moralized, 

woven into a divine or cosmic order that demands repentance, humility, endurance. 

 

Existentialist Turn: Disease Without Meaning 

 

By the time we arrive at the twentieth century, the ground has shifted. After two world wars, 

after the mechanized slaughter of millions, divine frameworks had withered. Disease, in literary 

hands, becomes something colder, harder, more indifferent. 

 

Albert Camus’ The Plague (1947) epitomizes this modernist disenchantment. The plague 

afflicting Oran is brutal, yes, but inexplicable. It offers no moral lessons, no sacred certainties. 

Instead, Camus’ characters confront suffering without promise of redemption, finding in the 

absurdity of existence a fragile ground for solidarity (Camus 198-201). 

Rieux, Tarrou, Rambert—they fight not because they believe they will win, but because they 

cannot abide doing nothing. In this, Camus crafts a metaphor of resistance without 

consolation—a powerful shift from earlier traditions. 
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Gabriel García Márquez, in Love in the Time of Cholera (1985), takes another turn altogether. 

Cholera becomes a backdrop for the slow, often ridiculous decay of human love. Disease is no 

longer moralized nor even existentialized; it is ambient, environmental—a condition of life 

itself (García Márquez 212-214). 

 

In these works, pandemics cease to be extraordinary interruptions of order; they are absorbed 

into the texture of existence, another thread in the great absurd tapestry of life. 

 

Contemporary Crisis: Information, Networks, and Capitalism 

 

Yet the twenty-first century introduces pressures neither Boccaccio nor Camus could have 

anticipated. In an era of planetary interconnection, viral metaphors are no longer confined to 

bodies; they infect networks, markets, minds. 

 

Ling Ma’s Severance (2018) is especially telling. Her fictional Shen Fever transforms the 

infected into mindless automata, doomed to repeat banal rituals—folding shirts, setting tables, 

commuting to nowhere. It is impossible to miss the satire: the disease mimics the rhythms of 

late capitalist life, where repetition and alienation hollow out human subjectivity long before 

any pathogen strikes (Ma 94-97). 

 

Emily St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven (2014) imagines a post-pandemic world where 

technology has collapsed but memory persists. The Georgia Flu kills swiftly, but the deeper 

loss is cultural: old skills, old stories, old ways of being (Mandel 123-125). 

Her characters carry fragments of civilization like relics, suggesting that survival is not enough; 

meaning must be preserved, even reinvented. 

 

In both novels, disease is metaphorized less as divine scourge or existential absurdity than as a 

crisis of systems: economic, technological, cultural. The human body remains vulnerable, yes, 

but the greater fragility is social memory, collective imagination. 

 

Critical Theories: Rethinking Metaphor in a Posthuman Age 

 

At this point, it becomes necessary to step outside purely literary frames. 

Theorists like Donna Haraway, in her Cyborg Manifesto (1985), argue that the human subject 

itself has become a hybrid entity, entangled with machines, technologies, information systems. 

Disease metaphors, therefore, must adapt; they can no longer rest solely on organic decay but 

must grapple with the breakdowns of cybernetic networks, the “infections” of data, the 

vulnerabilities of posthuman identities (Haraway 152). 

 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By (1980) reminds us that metaphors 

are not mere literary ornaments—they are constitutive of thought itself (Lakoff and Johnson 6). 

If the human cognitive apparatus is being reshaped by algorithmic media, then the very 

metaphors through which we understand crisis, danger, contagion must also evolve. 

 

One wonders: can the metaphor of the plague survive a world in which the primary carriers of 

fear and contagion are not bodies but memes, misinformation, predictive algorithms? 

Or must pandemic literature invent entirely new vocabularies—hybrid metaphors that 

acknowledge both flesh and code, fear and network latency? 
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The question is pressing. As Shoshana Zuboff warns in The Age of Surveillance Capitalism 

(2019), human behavior itself has become a predictable, manipulable resource, harvested by 

algorithmic systems for profit (Zuboff 139-141). In such a landscape, pandemics are no longer 

simply natural disasters; they are mediated spectacles, shaped by technological architectures 

most people cannot even see. 

 

Future pandemic literature, therefore, must reckon not just with biological catastrophe but with 

epistemological collapse: who controls the narratives of contagion? Who writes the pandemics 

of tomorrow? 

 

Gaps and Necessities: Toward New Metaphorical Horizons 

 

Despite the richness of pandemic literature, one cannot avoid noticing an emerging gap. Very 

few works—and even fewer scholarly studies—have seriously engaged with how AI, 

biotechnology, and digital surveillance are reshaping the conditions under which pandemic 

metaphors operate. 

 

Where are the novels about pandemics seeded by machine learning accidents? Where are the 

poems about viruses that mutate in virtual rather than biological space? 

Where, for that matter, are the ethical fables about human beings struggling not against nature, 

but against predictive systems that outpace their own capacity for narrative? 

 

Literature, if it is to remain alive to its moment, must invent these metaphors before reality 

does. 

 

Methodology: Reading Across Boundaries — Literary, Technological, Ethical 

 

To study pandemic literature at this particular historical juncture requires an approach as hybrid 

and unstable as the metaphors it seeks to investigate. No singular method suffices. A 

conventional close reading might illuminate some threads, but it would miss the larger systemic 

currents now reshaping how pandemics are imagined. 

Likewise, a purely theoretical survey risks losing the granular texture of literary craft — the 

small, stubborn details where real metaphors are born. 

 

Faced with this double demand — depth and breadth, micro and macro — this study adopts a 

deliberately interdisciplinary method, moving between close literary analysis, cultural theory, 

and speculative ethical reflection. It refuses rigid disciplinary boundaries, recognizing that the 

pandemic itself — both biological and metaphorical — refuses containment. 

 

Close Reading as Forensic Excavation 

 

At the core lies the traditional technique of close reading: an unhurried, attentive encounter with 

texts, where metaphor is treated not as surface decoration but as structural DNA. 

Following the legacies of critics like Cleanth Brooks and Elaine Scarry, this study reads 

pandemic narratives as layered artifacts, where every image, every figure of speech, reveals 

deeper anxieties about body, power, and survival (Brooks 14; Scarry 65). 
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Primary literary works — Boccaccio’s Decameron, Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year, Camus’ 

The Plague, Ma’s Severance, and Mandel’s Station Eleven — are approached not simply as 

stories about disease but as interventions into how societies metabolize crisis through narrative. 

 

Each work is treated as a historical organ, beating in rhythm with the fears, hopes, and 

ideologies of its time. 

 

Cultural Studies and the Virus of Systems 

 

Yet literature is never purely isolated. It floats in the larger cultural atmosphere — the 

“structures of feeling,” as Raymond Williams would say, that subtly govern what can be 

thought, felt, or said at any given moment (Williams 128). 

 

Thus, this study also draws on cultural studies methodologies, treating pandemics not merely 

as biological phenomena but as cultural events. 

The analysis pays particular attention to how late capitalism, globalization, biopolitics, and 

surveillance capitalism inflect pandemic metaphors — sometimes reinforcing dominant 

narratives of fear and control, sometimes subverting them. 

 

A text like Severance is not merely about a virus; it is about the laboring body trapped in 

capitalist repetition. 

A novel like Station Eleven is not merely about survival but about memory — and the ways in 

which cultural collapse both erases and reconstitutes meaning. 

 

Pandemics, in this reading, become less about pathogens and more about systems — economic, 

informational, psychological. 

 

Theoretical Triangulation: Metaphor, Ethics, Posthumanism 

 

To anchor the analysis, three major theoretical frameworks serve as interpretive scaffolds: 

 • Metaphor Theory (Lakoff and Johnson): 

Lakoff and Johnson’s assertion that “metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language 

but in thought and action” (Lakoff and Johnson 3) undergirds this study’s attention to how 

metaphors structure pandemic understanding — and how those structures must now be 

reconsidered in light of technological saturation. 

 • Ethical Criticism (Martha Nussbaum, Elaine Scarry): 

Against the grain of detached, clinical readings, this study insists — following Nussbaum and 

Scarry — that literature’s role is irreducibly ethical. It shapes not only how we imagine 

suffering but how we respond to it (Nussbaum 89; Scarry 67). 

 • Posthumanist Thought (Haraway, Braidotti): 

Finally, the posthumanist turn complicates the very figure of the human at the center of 

traditional pandemic metaphors. If, as Haraway suggests, we are already cyborgian hybrids — 

part machine, part organism, part information flow — then pandemic literature must grapple 

with metaphors that stretch beyond anthropocentric vulnerability into new ontologies altogether 

(Haraway 155; Braidotti 91). 
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Thus, a future pandemic narrative may no longer portray infection purely as a violation of a 

discrete human body, but as a breakdown in systems of information, identity, ecological 

symbiosis. 

 

Source Selection and Reflexive Limitations 

 

Primary texts were chosen for their representational centrality to their epochs, their explicit 

engagement with themes of contagion, and their metaphorical richness. The balance of 

premodern, modernist, and contemporary works enables a diachronic view of metaphorical 

evolution. 

 

Secondary sources were selected to reflect a cross-disciplinary engagement with literary theory, 

cultural analysis, technological critique, and ethical philosophy. 

 

However, this methodology carries acknowledged limitations. No single paper can fully 

account for the global diversity of pandemic experiences and narratives. While some attention 

is paid to non-Western texts, a deeper engagement with indigenous, African, and Latin 

American pandemic metaphors remains an urgent task for future scholarship. 

 

Moreover, speculative reflections on the future of metaphor necessarily risk a degree of 

projection, even hopeful invention. Yet this risk seems a necessary one. 

If literature cannot dream ahead of catastrophe, it cedes that power to corporations, algorithms, 

and bureaucracies — forces far less interested in nuance or human dignity. 

 

This paper, therefore, proceeds in the spirit of critical hope: 

that even amid viral tides of fear and information, literature might yet forge metaphors adequate 

to a world it can barely comprehend. 

 

 

I. The Old Metaphors: Death, Decay, Punishment 

 

It is difficult to read the earliest pandemic narratives without sensing a fundamental intimacy 

between disease and meaning. Plagues, in the premodern imagination, were never random; they 

were messages, judgments, divine interventions. Death did not simply arrive; it spoke. And 

literature, faithful as always to the cultural atmosphere that nourished it, took up the task of 

translating this death-speech into story. 

 

Boccaccio’s Decameron offers perhaps the clearest early template. His young aristocrats flee a 

Florence rotting with pestilence, seeking refuge in the countryside. There, in cloistered luxury, 

they tell stories — not about the plague itself, but about love, betrayal, fortune. Yet the plague 

remains the absent center around which all their tales orbit. It is not dissected but assumed, like 

weather or gravity. Death stalks the city; storytelling becomes not merely entertainment but 

defiance, an act of meaning-making against an otherwise indifferent annihilation (Boccaccio 

13-15). 

 

And still, a troubling note lingers. The plague in Boccaccio’s world is moralized almost by 

default. Disease falls upon Florence not randomly but inevitably, the physical symptom of 
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spiritual decay. As the Proem of The Decameron makes clear, human corruption had paved the 

way for divine correction. Plague, in this frame, is no accident. It is deserved. 

 

Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year strikes a more ambivalent chord. Writing in a nascent 

Enlightenment era where empirical observation was emerging as a rival to religious 

explanation, Defoe attempts — or pretends to attempt — a documentary realism. His narrator 

tallies death counts, chronicles parish burials, records rumors and hearsay with almost obsessive 

compulsiveness (Defoe 41-43). 

 

Yet one cannot read Defoe’s work without sensing its deep unease. The data never coheres. The 

narrator’s faith in record-keeping as a bulwark against fear proves fragile. Despite all his efforts 

at rationality, the plague in Journal remains fundamentally inexplicable — an affront to the 

emerging secular order as much as to the old theological one. 

 

The moralization lingers, but it fractures. Punishment? Perhaps. Random terror? Perhaps. The 

plague slips between explanatory systems, leaving in its wake only the frantic human attempt 

to assemble meaning from fragments. 

 

If there is a pattern here, it is this: early pandemic metaphors, whether overtly religious or 

waveringly empirical, treat disease as an agent of revelation. Bodies rot, but in their rotting 

something deeper — about society, about belief, about the fragile scaffolding of civilization — 

is disclosed. 

 

Death, in these works, is never mute. It speaks. 

The task of literature is to listen, and then to translate that terrible speech into narrative. 

 

But here a crucial question emerges: 

what happens when death no longer speaks? 

When disease no longer carries any obvious moral or metaphysical message, but becomes 

simply another statistical probability, another actuarial figure to be modeled by algorithms? 

 

This is precisely the rupture that modern and contemporary pandemic literature must confront. 

 

In a world where pandemics are anticipated by predictive analytics, managed through 

surveillance grids, and discussed more in terms of risk management than cosmic terror, the old 

metaphors — death as punishment, plague as revelation — tremble at their foundations. 

 

One cannot help but wonder are we living through the death not just of certain human bodies, 

but of the pandemic metaphor itself? 

 

And if so, can literature find new metaphors capacious enough to encompass not only the fear 

of death, but the more subtle, more insidious fear of statistical erasure — of becoming not a 

tragic figure but a data point? 

 

The old metaphors, beautiful and terrifying as they are, may no longer suffice. 

We are, perhaps, on the cusp of a new symbolic order — one where the terror is not being struck 

down by invisible forces, but being modeled, predicted, monetized, and forgotten. 
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But before we can trace these emerging metaphors, we must first look closely at how the present 

moment — saturated with technology — demands entirely new modes of imagining contagion. 

 

II. The Rise of New Metaphors: Viral Data, Network Contagion 

 

The virus has always been a master of metaphor. 

Long before virology was a science, long before DNA was a concept, disease spread not just 

through bodies but through imaginations, carrying with it the invisible freight of fear, guilt, 

otherness. 

 

Yet something unprecedented has happened in the twenty-first century: the virus has leapt the 

biological boundary. It now thrives equally in the digital realm, inhabiting networks of 

information, algorithms, and predictive systems. In this new terrain, pandemic metaphors 

cannot simply replicate their ancestral forms. They must mutate, hybridize, survive — or perish. 

 

The term “viral” itself has undergone a strange drift. Where once it conjured images of pustules, 

fevers, mass graves, now it as often refers to tweets, videos, memes. The language of infection 

has been metaphorically captured by the architecture of information itself. 

 

A video “goes viral.” 

A meme “spreads like wildfire.” 

A disinformation campaign “infects the public sphere.” 

 

This migration is not trivial. It marks a profound shift in how societies imagine contagion — 

and, by extension, how literature must imagine it too. 

 

In Ling Ma’s Severance, the metaphor is rendered almost too perfectly. The Shen Fever 

transforms people not into screaming victims, but into mindless ritualists: folding clothes, 

setting tables, reciting sales pitches endlessly (Ma 102-104). 

They are infected, yes — but they are also eerily familiar. The Fevered mimic the mechanical 

repetitions of late capitalist existence. Ma does not simply describe a pandemic; she describes 

an algorithm of despair, a viral programming of human behavior. 

 

Similarly, one might see in Emily St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven an implicit warning: it is 

not only the body that pandemics threaten, but the continuity of meaning itself. Mandel’s 

characters struggle not only against death but against cultural amnesia — the slow viral erosion 

of stories, skills, histories (Mandel 154-156). 

 

The virus, then, is no longer a purely biological agent; it is an informational one. It attacks not 

just flesh, but memory, identity, social fabric. 

 

This shift finds eerie confirmation outside the literary world. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, we witnessed a parallel outbreak of misinformation, 

conspiracy theories, and algorithmically amplified panic. 

The “infodemic,” as the World Health Organization termed it, traveled faster than the virus 

itself, mutating as rapidly as any biological variant. 

In some cases, the informational contagion proved even deadlier than the pathogen, leading to 

vaccine hesitancy, policy failures, and social fragmentation. 
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Thus, future pandemic metaphors cannot afford to ignore the double movement of contagion: 

biological and informational, organic and cybernetic. 

The plague may no longer be a coughing neighbor; it may be a viral video, an AI-generated 

disinformation blast, a predictive policing algorithm modeling your likelihood of infection 

before you ever leave your home. 

 

One is forced to ask — and literature must not shy away from the question: 

If the virus now lives in code as much as in cells, where does the boundary lie between sickness 

and system? 

 

Moreover, what happens to agency, to resistance, when infection is no longer visible, traceable, 

or even purely human? 

When the plague is not a natural disaster but a weaponized leak from a lab, a manipulated 

narrative from a hostile algorithm, a biotechnological glitch embedded invisibly into the 

circulatory flows of globalization? 

 

The traditional pandemic metaphors — pestilence as wrath, disease as moral decay — cannot 

fully capture these emergent realities. 

They are too slow, too organic, too vertical. 

The new contagions move horizontally, at the speed of electrons, not blood. 

 

Future pandemic literature, therefore, must forge new metaphors: 

 • Plague as network failure. 

 • Infection as algorithmic echo. 

 • Disease as viral meme-plex, replicating through attention economies rather than 

through sneezing bodies. 

 

To borrow the language of Haraway, the metaphors must become cyborgian — part flesh, part 

code, part ghost. 

 

It is a daunting imaginative challenge. 

And yet, without it, literature risks irrelevance — telling old ghost stories to a world dying of 

new, silent plagues. 

 

III. Surveillance, Control, and the Biopolitical Body 

 

If pandemics once served as metaphors for divine wrath or existential absurdity, today they 

increasingly function as metaphors for something else altogether: control. 

Not the chaotic, uncontrollable spread of disease, but the cold, systematic, data-driven 

management of bodies, movements, and lives. 

 

Michel Foucault, writing long before COVID-19, warned us that modern societies govern less 

through spectacle and violence than through the subtle, everyday administration of life itself — 

what he termed “biopolitics” (Foucault 139). 

Pandemics, in the biopolitical imagination, become less about death and more about 

management: flatten the curve, track the exposure, quarantine the high-risk, predict the spread. 
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In such a frame, the individual body dissolves into a series of datapoints. 

Health becomes a statistical artifact. 

Privacy becomes an obstacle to epidemiological modeling. 

 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, one watched with uneasy fascination as technologies 

originally designed for consumer convenience — GPS trackers, Bluetooth beacons, social 

media apps — were repurposed for mass surveillance. 

Contact tracing apps monitored proximity. 

Thermal cameras scanned bodies entering malls and airports. 

Governments debated immunity passports, predictive policing of outbreaks, biometric access 

controls. 

 

It is tempting to see this as purely pragmatic, purely necessary. 

But literature — if it is to retain its ethical edge — must resist such temptations. 

 

Pandemic literature must ask: 

When does protection become domination? 

When does care mutate into control? 

 

In Severance, though Ma does not directly depict a surveillance state, the fevered repetition of 

daily routines eerily mirrors the rhythms of a society already internalized into discipline. 

Her characters do not need external monitors; they police themselves, trapped in the rituals of 

a collapsed economy. 

 

In Station Eleven, by contrast, the collapse of technological infrastructure offers a strange 

freedom. 

Without internet, GPS, or automated surveillance, survivors rediscover slowness, memory, and 

face-to-face storytelling. 

Mandel’s world suggests that in the absence of technological control, something fundamentally 

human — fragile, improvisational, creative — can re-emerge. 

 

But one must be cautious not to romanticize collapse. 

Freedom born of devastation carries its own price. 

 

In the speculative futures of pandemic literature, we must imagine not only bodies resisting 

viruses, but selves resisting prediction. 

The enemy is not only the pathogen but the algorithm — the invisible architecture of control 

that decides, long before we realize it, who will be quarantined, who will be categorized as 

“high risk,” who will be abandoned. 

 

The pandemic metaphor thus fractures again: 

 • Disease as death, yes. 

 • Disease as meaninglessness, yes. 

 • But also disease as pretext — for surveillance, for normalization of emergency 

powers, for the permanent suspension of dissent. 

 

One sees the outlines already in contemporary reality. 
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In some nations, emergency COVID-19 measures have quietly morphed into permanent 

surveillance infrastructures. 

Data collected under the banner of public health now fuels commercial advertising, political 

profiling, even predictive law enforcement. 

 

If we do not invent metaphors capable of capturing this slow, soft erosion of agency, literature 

risks failing in its oldest, noblest task: the defense of human dignity against the machinery of 

power. 

 

The plague mask has changed. 

It is no longer the grotesque leather beak of medieval doctors. 

It is the mask of “protection,” the soft, soothing voice of algorithmic care — behind which the 

machinery of control grinds silently on. 

 

Literature must tear away that mask, or else be complicit in its silencing. 

 

IV. The Posthuman Pandemic: Beyond the Human-Centric Narrative 

 

The human has always been at the center of the plague story. 

It is our bodies that sweat and bleed, our loves that wither, our cities that fall silent under 

quarantine. 

Even when God or Fate takes the role of prime mover, it is humanity that occupies the 

foreground — frail, tragic, noble, absurd. 

 

But the twenty-first century, it seems, is quietly evicting the human from the center stage. 

Biotechnology, artificial intelligence, genetic engineering, ecological collapse — all conspire 

to redraw the map of life itself. 

The question now is not merely whether humanity will survive the next pandemic, but whether 

“humanity” as a coherent category can survive the next century at all. 

 

Pandemic literature, if it hopes to remain alive to its epoch, must confront this dislocation. 

 

Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto warned decades ago that the boundaries between human, 

animal, and machine were already blurring (Haraway 149). 

Today, those blurred lines are not speculative but lived reality: wearable biosensors, gene 

editing kits, neural implants. 

The virus no longer infects a purely organic being; it infects a hybrid, a networked creature 

stitched together by flesh, silicon, and code. 

 

In such a world, the old metaphors — disease as punishment, contagion as existential ordeal — 

fray at the seams. 

What does it mean to speak of infection when the line between organism and technology has 

dissolved? 

 

A data breach can now cause more chaos than a viral outbreak. 

A corrupted AI system can unleash disruptions faster than any bacterium mutates. 

 

It becomes difficult not to wonder whether the next “pandemic” will even involve bodies at all. 
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Perhaps the next great contagion will not rot lungs but memories, identities, civic trust. 

 

Posthuman theorists like Rosi Braidotti argue that the very category of “the human” must be 

rethought — no longer sovereign, no longer exceptional, but merely one mode among many, 

precariously entangled in ecological, technological, and affective webs (Braidotti 89-92). 

 

In this light, pandemic literature must evolve beyond the tragic humanist script. 

It must imagine not only the death of individuals, but the mutation of consciousness itself. 

 

The next pandemic novel might not open with fevered patients and empty streets. 

It might open with a glitch in memory archives, a cascading failure of AI health systems, a viral 

ideological infection ripping through global communication grids. 

 

It might no longer mourn the death of bodies, but the death of coherence — the loss of narratives 

sturdy enough to bind hybrid, dispersed selves together. 

 

The philosophical stakes are enormous. 

If the virus becomes informational, systemic, ecological — and if the “self” under siege is 

already a cyborg composite — then suffering itself must be re-narrated. 

 

It is no longer enough to show the collapse of human cities; literature must show the collapse 

of human centrality. 

 

And yet — here is the tension — literature, at its best, has always been the defense of 

particularity against abstraction. 

The lyric voice. 

The flawed narrator. 

The wounded body that bleeds real blood, dreams real dreams, dies real deaths. 

 

How, then, can pandemic literature move toward posthuman metaphors without sacrificing this 

vital core? 

How can it write hybrid, distributed, networked plagues without losing the ache, the terror, the 

love that made the old plague stories unforgettable? 

 

The answer, perhaps, lies not in choosing between human and posthuman, but in writing the 

entanglement itself. 

In crafting metaphors capacious enough to hold both: 

 • The hacked body and the grieving soul. 

 • The infected server and the weeping mother. 

 • The algorithmic quarantine zone and the forgotten refugee camp. 

 

Future pandemic literature must dare to tell stories not just of collapse but of strange, tentative 

survivals — survivals not of the pure human, but of the mutant, the cyborg, the hybrid, the 

haunted. 

 

It must sing not only the funeral hymns of old worlds, but the birth cries — painful, unfinished, 

uncertain — of whatever fragile kinships emerge from the wreckage. 
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The pandemic is no longer just a plague of bodies. 

It is a plague of categories. 

And literature must be fearless enough to follow it into the ruins. 

 

V. Ethics in the Age of AI: Literature as Resistance 

 

There is a danger in believing that pandemics are only biological crises. 

More often, they are moral ones. 

They reveal what societies love and what they are willing to sacrifice. They expose the quiet 

hierarchies that structure who gets saved, who gets mourned, and who is forgotten. 

 

In the age of artificial intelligence and predictive technologies, this ethical battleground has 

only expanded. 

It is no longer just a question of which bodies are deemed expendable, but of which minds, 

which narratives, which truths. 

 

The pandemic literature of the future, if it dares to be literature at all, must not simply record 

suffering. 

It must resist the systems that would render that suffering invisible, predictable, profitable. 

 

Already, one sees the outlines of the threat. 

During COVID-19, algorithms optimized headlines for fear because fear drove clicks. 

Data brokers profited from “health risk profiles.” 

Insurance companies quietly recalibrated their actuarial tables based on anonymized COVID 

datasets. 

 

The virus infected bodies. 

The system infected meaning. 

 

And in such a world, what is the role of literature? 

It cannot compete with the speed of media cycles. 

It cannot out-shout the noise of social platforms. 

 

What it can do — what it must do — is carve out spaces for ethical imagination, spaces where 

human particularity, vulnerability, and dignity are not reduced to datapoints. 

 

In this sense, future pandemic metaphors must be acts of rebellion. 

Not passive reflections of systemic realities, but challenges to them. 

 

Consider how Ling Ma’s Severance transforms the pandemic into a critique of capitalist 

monotony. 

Or how Mandel’s Station Eleven turns the ruins of civilization into a stage for Shakespeare, 

stubbornly insisting that “survival is insufficient.” 

 

Neither work simply laments biological catastrophe. 

Each reclaims human meaning from systemic collapse. 

 

Yet even these interventions are tentative. 
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The challenge ahead is steeper. 

 

In a world increasingly governed by machine learning models — models that not only predict 

but shape human behavior — literature must defend not only the past but the future of human 

unpredictability. 

 

It must resist the algorithmic flattening of desire, fear, love into statistical norms. 

 

It must, paradoxically, become more unpredictable, more vivid, more particular. 

 

In concrete terms, this means pandemic narratives that: 

 • Refuse easy moral binaries of “infected” vs. “clean.” 

 • Center marginalized voices systematically erased from official data. 

 • Explore the messy intersections of biological, informational, and systemic 

contagions. 

 • Question the very notion of “cure” when the disease is woven into the 

architecture of society itself. 

 

But it also means something subtler: 

a defense of slowness, ambiguity, complexity, depth — all the qualities that predictive systems 

are designed to suppress. 

 

If a machine can predict the next viral tweet with 99% accuracy, literature must remain the 1% 

— the space where the unexpected still happens, where the human still stumbles, wonders, 

hesitates, dreams. 

 

Because without that space, pandemics — and everything else — become not tragedies, not 

mysteries, but merely predictable flows of data: modeled, managed, monetized. 

 

The final ethical obligation of pandemic literature, then, is not merely to depict suffering. 

It is to refuse the system’s demand that suffering be clean, quantified, narratively streamlined. 

 

It is to insist that even amid viral tides — biological, informational, ideological — something 

stubbornly, gloriously unmanageable remains: 

the irreducible dignity of the particular life, the particular story. 

 

Conclusion:  

Toward a Living, Future-Oriented Pandemic Literature 

 

Pandemic literature has never been a mere chronicle of death. 

It has been, from Boccaccio to Camus to Ma, an act of meaning-making against the chaos of 

suffering. 

A fragile architecture of words built where bodies and certainties collapse. 

 

Yet today, that task grows more complex. 

The metaphors of pestilence that once served to illuminate human vulnerability now falter 

against the new viralities of code, algorithm, systemic manipulation. 
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The virus no longer hides solely in blood and breath; it lurks in networks, prediction models, 

economic flows. 

The old metaphors, though still resonant, must mutate — or perish. 

 

This paper has traced that necessary evolution: 

 • From divine punishment to existential absurdity; 

 • From biological catastrophe to informational contagion; 

 • From sovereign human bodies to hybrid posthuman systems. 

 

It has argued that future pandemic literature must do more than update its imagery; it must 

rethink its very structures of imagination. 

 

It must learn to tell stories that are messy, hybrid, entangled — stories where the line between 

infection and information, body and machine, death and data, blurs into ambiguity. 

 

It must refuse the lure of easy moralities, linear resolutions, algorithmic predictabilities. 

 

It must dare to be slow where the world demands speed, complex where systems demand 

simplicity, human where machines demand patterns. 

 

Most of all, it must insist — fiercely, stubbornly, poetically — that even in a world increasingly 

scripted by artificial logics, the singularity of human experience matters. 

That every pandemic, no matter how predicted, modeled, or monetized, is still felt first in the 

shiver of one body, the breaking of one voice, the flicker of one memory refusing to be erased. 

 

This is the ethical and aesthetic challenge that lies ahead. 

To invent new metaphors not only for biological survival, but for narrative survival — for the 

preservation of stories rich enough, strange enough, vivid enough to resist the flattening hand 

of technocratic reason. 

 

Literature must not surrender its imaginative power to the very forces it critiques. 

It must, instead, embody what predictive systems cannot model: grief that transforms, love that 

defies statistics, hope that outpaces even the fastest transmission speeds. 

 

In the coming pandemics — of virus, of information, of ideology — we will need such literature 

more than ever. 

Not to document our fall, but to remember our capacity to rise — battered, hybrid, uncertain, 

but still insistently, impossibly, human. 
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