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ENGL273-70: PANDEMICS IN WORLD 

LITERATURE AND FILM 
SUMMER 2020 

 
Instructor: Dr. Firat Oruc 
Time: UMTWR 1:45-3:10pm/Location: Zoom Class  
Office Hours: UMTWR 5-6pm (via zoom and by 
appointment) 
E-Mail: fo87@georgetown.edu 
 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
Pandemics are not merely a recurring theme in literature, but are at the core of greatest 
works of world literature that span across a multitude of eras and geographies. One of 
the foundational texts of world literature, Homer’s The Iliad, begins with a plague. 
Boccaccio’s Decameron, the text that paved the way for Renaissance humanism, is a 
celebration of the vital role of storytelling in coping with the suspension of “normal” 
everyday lives. Daniel Defoe, only three years after publishing the first modern novel 
(Robinson Crusoe) in 1719, writes A Journal of the Plague Year, one of the most 
revealing works on contagion and human behavior. In short, storytellers from ancient 
times to the present have sought to understand the force of disease outbreaks, offering 
us a robust anthology of world literature that speaks to our current COVID-19 crisis in 
profound ways.  
 
As we face the threat of a new virus that has reached pandemic proportions, this course 
invites us to turn to creative works with the aim of attending to how human beings 
(individually and collectively) respond to public health crises. Taking a historical 
approach, we will study how writers have imagined, narrated, sought to know, and 
communicated information about contagious disease. In particular, we will focus on 
where fiction excels best; that is, in putting into narrative our ways of processing intense 
times, the disruption of the normality of everyday life, discontent with institutions of 
power, self-isolation, the fragility of taken-for-granted order, and relationships with 
“Others.” Literature provides us with a rich archive to think through how similar crises 
were imagined previously, as well as ideas about how we might envision our societies 
more equitably in their aftermath.  
 
Through our study of narratives of contagion, we consider questions including: 

• How does literature shape our imaginings of contagion and how does it represent 
the metaphorical and material aspects of contagion? 

• What is the relationship between contagion and the stories we tell about it? 
• How has the rhetoric of pandemic been adopted in different contexts? To what 

ends? 
• How do narratives of contagion constitute a vision of what society is and may 

become? 
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• How do contagion narratives depict institutional structures of confinement, the 
effects of “biopower,” ideologies of calamity and contamination as well as ideas 
of community and immunity? 

 
LEARNING OUTCOMES 
By the end of course, students will: 

• describe and analyze the roles narrative and language play in the development 
of ideas about contagious diseases 

• acquire an appreciation for the different ways in narratives mediate the social, 
cultural, political, and historical contexts and values surrounding epidemic 
disease events 

• understand the intersections of contagious disorder and storytelling in a range of 
cultures, settings, and forms, from ancient to contemporary period.  

• employ multiple modes of analysis (historical, theoretical, cultural, and literary) to 
explore how disease outbreaks have mobilized anxieties about race, ethnicity, 
sexuality, and national belonging 

• gain a solid understanding of how world literature of the pandemic has a vital 
role to play in framing our social and political responses to the COVID-19 crisis. 

 
READINGS 
All assigned readings and films will be available through Canvas. 
 
COURSE SCHEDULE  
 
May 17 Introductions 
 
  Unit I   
May 18   Virginia Woolf, “On Being Ill”   
   
  Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor, Chapters 1-3 
 
May 19 Martin Pernick, “Contagion and Culture,”  
   
  Cynthia J. Davis, “Contagion as Metaphor”  
 
May 20 Priscilla Wald, “Imagined Immunities: The Epidemiology of Belonging,”  
  from Contagious Cultures, Carriers, and the Outbreak Narrative, pp. 29-67 
   
  Watch: Outbreak (Dir. Wolfgang Petersen, 1995) 
   
May 21 Peta Mitchell, “Networks of Contagion,” from Contagious Metaphor, pp.  
  123-144 
   
  Watch: Contagion (Dir. Steven Soderbergh, 2011)   
  
May 24-28 Eid Al-Fitr Break 
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  Unit II  
May 31  Rene Girard, “The Plague in Literature and Myth” 
   
  Homer, The Iliad, Book I  
 
June 01 Thucydides, “The Plague of Athens” from The History of the 
Peloponnesian    War, Book II, Ch. VII  
 https://www.gutenberg.org/files/7142/7142-h/7142-h.htm#link2HCH0007 
 
  Ovid, The Metamorphosis, Book 7, ll.501-613 
 https://ovid.lib.virginia.edu/trans/Metamorph7.htm#64106446 
 
  Lucretius, “The Plague of Athens” from On the Nature of Things, Book VI 
  
June 02 Sophocles, Oedipus the King 
 
  Unit III 
June 03 Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron: “First Day” (Introduction and first  
  three stories)  
   
  Glending Olson, “From Plague to Pleasure” 
 
June 04 The Seventh Seal (Dir. Ingmar Bergman, 1957) 
 
  Ibn Battutah, “Chapter 13: From China to Morocco,” from Travels  
 
  Unit IV 
 
June 07   Daniel Defoe, A Journal of the Plague Year, pp. 1-72 
 
  Watch: The Periwig-Maker (Dir. Kenneth Branagh, 1999)  
 
June 08  Daniel Defoe, A Journal of the Plague Year, pp. 73-147   
 
June 09 Michel Foucault, “Panopticism” from Discipline and Punish, pp. 195-228 
   
  Martin Wagner, “Defoe, Foucault, and the Politics of the Plague” 
 
June 10  Orhan Pamuk, The White Castle, chapters 5-8 
 
  Podcast: “Imagining and Narrating Plague in the Ottoman World” 
  http://www.ottomanhistorypodcast.com/2019/01/plague.html 
 
June 11  Midterm Exam 
 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/7142/7142-h/7142-h.htm#link2HCH0007
https://ovid.lib.virginia.edu/trans/Metamorph7.htm#64106446
http://www.ottomanhistorypodcast.com/2019/01/plague.html
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  Unit V 
June 14  Edgar Allen Poe, “King Pest,” “The Masque of the Red Death,” “The  
  Sphinx” from Complete Stories and Poems, pp. 367-375; 719-723; 961-
964 
   
  Sari Altschuler, “The Gothic Origins of Global Health” 
 
June 15 Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Love in the Time of Cholera (excerpt)   
 
June 16 Jack London, “Koolau the Leper”  
   
  Neel Ahuja, “The Contradictions of Colonial Dependency: Jack London, 
Leprosy,   and Hawaiian  Annexation” 
   
  Watch: The House is Black (Forough Farrokhzad, 1962) 
 
June 17 Rudyard Kipling, “Only A Subaltern,” “The Daughter of the Regiment,”  
  “A Germ Destroyer,” “Without Benefit of Clergy,” 
  http://www.telelib.com/authors/K/KiplingRudyard/index.html 
 
  Pablo Mukherjee, “‘The Dead Who Did Not Die’: Rudyard Kipling and  
  Cholera,” from Natural Disasters and Victorian Empire: Famines, Fevers 
and    Literary Cultures of South Asia, pp. 131-166 
 
  Unit VI 
June 18 Albert Camus, The Plague, Parts I & II 
 
June 21  Albert Camus, The Plague, Parts III & IV 
 
June 22 Albert Camus, The Plague, Part V 
 
June 23 Jeffrey C. Isaac, “Totalitarianism and the Intoxication of Power”  
 
  Watch: The Plague (Dir. Luis Puenzo, 1992) 
 
June 24-25 In Lieu of Conclusion: Critical Theory in the Time of COVID-19   
   
  Reflections by Agamben, Nancy, Latour, Espesito, Žižek, Mbembe,   
  Hayles, and other contemporary critical theorists 
 
COURSE ASSESSMENT 

I. Class Participation. Although this class will be conducted virtually, regular class 
participation is still a responsibility of the student and not optional. Your 
participation is not just for your own sake, but helps all of us learn together. Your 
voice in large and small group discussions, activities, and exercises is vital to the 
success of the course and will be reflected in your final grade. Your participation 

http://www.telelib.com/authors/K/KiplingRudyard/index.html
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grade includes participation in class discussions as well as preparedness with 
writing and reading assignments.  

II. Midterm Exam: The midterm exam will cover the material covered in the first 
portion of the course. It will be take-home exam, consisting of short essay 
questions on the course readings.  

III. Footnote Presentation: 5-7 minute in-class presentation. For this presentation, 
you will be asked to find a text, object, image, song, etc. that helps the class 
understand the cultural and historical context of one of the class texts. Examples 
might include newspaper articles, art objects, maps, historical documents, 
photos, songs, or video clips. You will briefly present the “item” to the class, then 
make an argument about how it contributes to or changes our understanding of 
the assigned class text. 

IV. Reading Blog: The reading blog assignment provides an informal setting in 
which you will articulate and begin to develop your own responses to the texts. 
Keeping the blog serves several purposes: it provides a means for recording key 
insights, questions and reactions that you may wish to contribute to class 
discussion; it helps you probe your ideas about the text; it provides an additional 
incentive for you to stay caught up with the required reading and to read 
thoughtfully. You should produce an entry for each reading assignment in the 
course schedule. The average entry should be around 150 words in length. The 
first draft of each entry is due at 11AM the day class meets. You will be allowed 
to revise and edit your initial entry.  

 As you write for the course blog, remember that your audience includes not just 
 your classmates and the professor, but also anyone who happens across the 
blog  page now or in the future. This means you should craft your blog posts with a 
 general audience in mind, taking care to explain the context of our discussion of 
 course materials. Blog posts can take a less formal, more colloquial tone than 
 academic essays; they can be tentative — i.e., thinking in progress as you work 
 through your reading of a text. They should seek to provoke conversation, both 
 in the form of blog comments and in subsequent seminar meetings. Appropriate 
 grammar, tone, and sensitivity are expected. Specific guidelines about the course 
 blog site will be provided. 

V. Final Paper: 2000-2500 words. The most substantial writing assignment of the 
semester will be a research-based paper. Your paper must engage with the 
common themes that run through the texts that we will study in class. Further 
guidelines will be provided. 

GRADE DISTRIBUTION 
Your final course grade will be calculated as follows: 
• Class Participation:  15 points 
• Midterm Exam:   20 points 
• Footnote Presentation: 10 points 
• Reading Blog:   25 points 
• Final Paper:   30 points 
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TIPS FOR HOW TO BEST PREPARE FOR CLASS 
This course includes a large amount of primary material and a substantial amount of 
critical, theoretical, and contextual reading. Here are some tips for navigating the load 
successfully:  

• Take good notes, something more than simply highlighting or underlining 
passages. 

• Google terms and titles of works you are not familiar with.  
• Spend a few minutes after you finish reading by organizing notes from your 

annotations.  
• Write down in your own words what you take to be the central arguments of the 

reading you review; identify in your notes what you take the “big picture” to be for 
the day’s discussion; how you understand the various materials we read to 
constitute forms of evidence; and how the day’s material relates to or changes 
your view of what we’ve already discussed. Are there connections or 
comparisons to be made? Arguments to be contested or modified? 
Contradictions or conflicts to point out?  

• Always try to have one big point or major question to contribute to our discussion 
if called upon; try to connect your blog contributions to these considerations.  

 
BASIC GRADING RUBRIC FOR WRITING ASSIGNMENTS 
An A paper demonstrates excellence in five areas: 

1. Quality of understanding: Does the author reflect a good command of the topic 
he/she is writing about?  

2. Coherence of structure and organization: Does the introduction establish the 
importance of the topic and the purpose of the paper? Do the body paragraphs 
begin with proper topic sentences and prepare the reader to absorb the 
information that follows?  

3. Effective Support: For each part of the draft, are the general statements backed 
up by specific details (evidence, reasoning, elaboration, comment)?  

4. Quality of writing: Are any of the sentences too long or hard to follow? Does the 
writer need to work on any specific strategies for clarifying sentences (e.g. 
eliminating wordiness, using stronger verbs, correcting punctuation errors, 
modifying tone)? Are paragraphs at a manageable length? 

5. Awareness of Audience: Does the author use appropriate tone and style to 
communicate with readers? Are definitions of key or unfamiliar terms clear?  

An A- paper typically shows a significant weakness in one of these areas. A B-range 
paper shows weakness in more than one of these areas, and a C paper is generally 
strong only in one component of writing. A D paper, finally, displays problems in all of 
these aspects of writing, while an F is the mark of insufficient effort or lack of respect to 
the assignment as stated. Note as well that flaws in one aspect of paper-writing may, if 
adequately severe, carry over into others: technically flawed writing, for example, may 
prevent you from giving your paper the appearance of organization, or from 
communicating the originality of your claim. 
 
GU-Q Writing Center: The Writing Center works with students at all stages of the 
writing process; our tutors can help students to brainstorm ideas, develop a thesis 
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statement, review a draft, or polish the final product. It is a terrific, free service. During 
the summer term, you can book online appointments through mywco.com/guq. 
 
GRADING SCALE 
A         94-100% A- 90-93% 
B+ 86-89% B 83-85% 
B- 80-82% C+ 77-79% 
C 73-76% C- 70-72% 
D+ 67-69% D 60-66% 
F below 60%  

 
POLICIES 

• Attendance and Punctuality. Attendance is mandatory. I will take roll call for 
each class. Over the semester, you may have two unexcused absences without 
penalty. Afterwards, your final course grade will be lowered half a letter grade for 
every two absences. Just as attendance is crucial, so is punctuality—it is 
disruptive to arrive late. Each time you arrive late (5 minutes and more), it will 
count as absence.  

• Late Work. It is important that you complete and submit your work on time so 
that the course moves forward as intended and you have time to complete 
subsequent assignments. All assignments must be submitted on the specified 
deadline. An extension may be offered only in the case of an emergency or 
serious illness (documented by a doctor’s written excuse and approved by your 
academic advisor).  

• Honor System. Georgetown’s honor system governing students prohibits 
dishonest conduct and conduct lacking integrity of a variety of kinds, including 
(but not limited to) cheating on exams, plagiarism, using false citations, 
submitting work for multiple purposes, submitting false data, falsifying academic 
documentation, abuse of library privileges, and abuse of shared electronic media. 
All students are expected to adhere to the following pledge: 

 “In pursuit of the high ideals and rigorous standards of academic life I commit 
myself to  respect and to uphold the Georgetown University honor system: To be 
honest in every  academic endeavor, and to conduct myself honorably, as a 
responsible member of the  Georgetown community as we live and work 
together.” 
• Academic Integrity, Plagiarism, and Cheating. As a Georgetown University 

student, you are held to the highest academic standards. Integrity is fundamental 
to the academic enterprise. It is violated by such acts as borrowing or purchasing 
assignments (including but not limited to term papers, essays, and reports) and 
other written assignments, using concealed notes or crib sheets during 
examinations, copying the work of others and submitting it as one’s own, and 
misappropriating the knowledge of others. The sources from which one derives 
one’s ideas, statements, terms, and data, including Internet sources, must be 
fully and specifically acknowledged in the appropriate form; failure to do so, 
intentionally or unintentionally, constitutes plagiarism. Any violation of academic 
integrity at any point in the course and on any course assignment will result in 
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automatic failure in the course and in disciplinary actions with penalties as 
serious as suspension or dismissal.  

• Textual Similarity Review of Submitted Written Work. Students agree that by 
taking this course all required papers are subject to submission for a Textual 
Similarity Review to Turnitin for the detection of plagiarism. All submitted papers 
will be added as source documents in Turnitin reference database solely for the 
purpose of detecting plagiarism of such papers in the future.   

• Conventions of acknowledgment and citation. You are expected to take 
responsibility for consulting the style guides when preparing your essays for 
submission. You can find a guide to this and other documentation manuals on 
SFSQ Library website at 
http://www.library.georgetown.edu/qatar/research/citations. 

• Clarification of assignments. It is the student’s responsibility to refer to this 
syllabus and assignment guidelines for requirements and expectations of course 
work. Please be sure to familiarize yourself with the contents of this syllabus at 
the beginning of the course and to refer to it throughout. On my part, I am always 
available to provide any further explanation of the purpose and expectations of 
course assignments.  

• Disability Services. Georgetown University abides by the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) ensuring equal opportunities for access to learning. It is 
University Policy to provide, on an individual basis, accommodations for students 
with disabilities that may affect their ability to participate in the class or meet 
class requirements. If you know or believe you have a learning difference or 
disability, you should contact the Student Wellness and Counseling Center as 
soon as possible for further guidance and support. You are also encouraged to 
speak with me directly so I can provide you with the most effective support. 

• Instructional Continuity. Maintaining instructional activities is central to 
Georgetown’s ability to fulfill its fundamental mission of teaching and research.  

• Religious Holidays and Observances. Georgetown University promotes 
respect for all religions. Any student who is unable to attend classes or to 
participate in any examination, presentation, or assignment on a given day 
because of the observance of a major religious holiday (see below) or related 
travel shall be excused and provided with the opportunity to make up, without 
unreasonable burden, any work that has been missed for this reason and shall 
not in any other way be penalized for the absence or rescheduled work. Students 
will remain responsible for all assigned work. Students should notify professors in 
writing at the beginning of the semester of religious observances that conflict with 
their classes.  

• Non-Discrimination and Title IX. Georgetown University in Qatar is committed 
to providing a learning environment that is free from all forms of discrimination 
and sexual misconduct. Georgetown University provides educational 
opportunities without regard to, and does not discriminate on the basis of, age, 
color, disability, family responsibilities, familial status, gender identity or 
expression, genetic information, marital status, national origin, personal 
appearance, political affiliation, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, source of 
income, veteran’s status or any other factor prohibited by law in its educational 

http://www.library.georgetown.edu/qatar/research/citations
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programs and activities. In addition, Georgetown prohibits sexual misconduct that 
constitutes sexual harassment, sexual assault, relationship violence, stalking, 
and related claims of retaliation. As a faculty member, I am committed to 
preserving a classroom and university environment in which each student can 
contribute and learn free from discrimination, harassment, and/or sexual 
misconduct. More information about reporting options and resources can be 
found on GU-Q’s Title IX website: qatar.georgetown.edu/titleix.   

• Virtual Learning Security. Students are strongly encouraged to turn on their 
computer/device cameras when participating in class. Students are required to 
understand and abide by the university's policy on virtual learning security which 
prohibits any student from photographing or video recording another student's 
image via Zoom or another online platform, as well as the dissemination of any 
such photographs or video recordings. Violations are subject to adjudication 
under the Code of Student Conduct.  

• Content Warning. I will do my best to give specific content warnings for 
particularly sensitive texts; but if there is a topic or theme that you feel may cause 
individual issues for you personally, you should feel free to contact me in any 
manner you feel comfortable.  

 
This syllabus may be subject to change or revision, as required. 

https://www.qatar.georgetown.edu/campus-life/title-ix
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