

Ivan Krastev
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To Boris, Lilli and Svetoslav Bojilov, and my family – Yoto, Niya and Dessy – with whom we spent several unforgettable weeks, living through a quarantine together and reflecting upon the coronavirus crisis that was unfolding before our eyes.




Man is the only known time machine.

Georgi Gospodinov, Time Shelter
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1. The Return of the Unresolved

Epidemics infect society with fear. Though they can bring out the best in people, they can also bring out the worst in governments. In José Saramago’s novel Blindness,1 a man suddenly loses his sight, as does the doctor who examines him and a thief who steals his car, and in no time life descends into chaos. Fearful of the spread of the ‘white sickness’, the government takes draconian measures to halt the contagion. All those who are already blind and those who have had contact with them are rounded up and taken to a former mental asylum at the edge of the city. Any attempt to leave the hospital is met with lethal force from patrolling soldiers, petrified that they will also lose their sight. The asylum becomes more of a concentration camp than a hospital.

In the novel’s final pages, the epidemic abates as suddenly as it began, leaving people to wonder why they became blind. ‘I don’t think we did go blind, I think we are blind, blind but seeing,’ concludes one of the characters. ‘Blind people who can see, but do not see.’2 Saramago doesn’t believe that epidemics transform society; in his view, they help us to see the truth about our societies. If he is right, the COVID-19 pandemic should have opened our eyes to the world we have been living in. It should have helped us to make sense of it.

‘The first thing that plague brought to our town was exile,’ notes the narrator in Camus’s The Plague,3 and these days we have a decent sense of what he meant. A society in quarantine is literally a ‘closed society’. Many people cease working, they stop meeting their friends and relatives, they quit driving their cars, and they put their lives on hold.

The one thing that we absolutely cannot stop doing is talking about the virus that threatens to change our world for ever. We are imprisoned in our homes, haunted by fear, boredom and paranoia. Benevolent (and not-so-benevolent) governments closely follow where we go and whom we meet, determined to protect us from both our own recklessness and the recklessness of our fellow citizens. Unsanctioned walks in the park may elicit fines or even jail time, and contact with other people has become a threat to our very existence. The unsolicited touching of others is tantamount to betrayal. As Camus observed, the plague erased the ‘uniqueness of each man’s life’ as it heightened our awareness of our vulnerability and powerlessness to plan for the future.4 After an epidemic, all those still living are survivors.

But for how long will the memory of this unprecedented social experiment last? Could it be that in just a few years we’ll remember it as a kind of mass hallucination caused by ‘a shortage of space made up for by a surplus of time’, as the poet Joseph Brodsky once described a prisoner’s existence?

The COVID-19 pandemic has turned out to be a classic ‘grey swan event’ – highly probable and capable of turning our world upside down, but nonetheless a huge shock when it arrives. In 2004, the US National Intelligence Council predicted that ‘it is only a matter of time before a new pandemic appears, such as the 1918–19 influenza virus that killed an estimated 20 million worldwide’,fn1 and that such an occurrence could ‘put a halt to global travel and trade during an extended period, prompting governments to expend enormous resources on overwhelmed health sectors’. In a 2015 TED Talk, Bill Gates predicted not only a global epidemic of a highly infectious virus, but also warned us that we were unprepared to respond to it. Hollywood also presented us with its own blockbuster ‘warnings’. But it’s no accident that there are no grey swans in Swan Lake; ‘grey swans’ are an example of something predictable yet unthinkable.

Although great epidemics are, in fact, not such rare occurrences, for some reason their arrival always surprises us. They reset our world in a similar way to wars and revolutions, yet these other things stamp themselves on our collective memory in a manner that epidemics somehow do not. In her marvellous book Pale Rider, the science writer Laura Spinney shows that the Spanish flu was the most tragic event in the twentieth century but is now mostly forgotten. A century ago, the pandemic infected a third of the world’s population, a staggering 500 million people. Between the first recorded case on 4 March 1918 and the last in March 1920, the pandemic wiped out between 50 and 100 million people. In terms of loss of life from a single event, it surpassed both the First World War (17 million dead) and the Second World War (60 million dead) and may have killed as many people as both wars put together. Yet, as Spinney notes, ‘When asked what was the biggest disaster of the twentieth century, almost nobody answers the Spanish flu.’5 More surprisingly, even historians seem to have forgotten the epidemic. In 2017, WorldCat, the world’s largest library catalogue, listed roughly 80,000 books on the First World War (in more than forty languages) but barely 400 on the Spanish flu (in five languages). How can it be that an epidemic that killed at least five times more people than died in the First World War has resulted in 200 times fewer books? Why do we remember wars and revolutions but forget pandemics, even though the latter change our economies, politics, societies and urban architecture just as fundamentally?

Spinney believes that one key reason is that it’s easier to count those killed by bullets than those who die from a virus, and the present controversy regarding the mortality rate of COVID-19 seems to suggest that she is right. The other, more fundamental, reason is that it’s difficult to turn a pandemic into a good story. It is impossible to retell it as a clash of good and evil. It lacks a plot and a moral. In 2015, the psychologists Henry Roediger and Magdalena Abel suggested that people tend to remember only ‘a small number of salient events’ from any situation, namely those ‘referring to beginning, turning and end points’.6 It’s very hard to tell the story of the Spanish flu (or of any other great epidemic, for that matter) with this narrative structure; epidemics are like Netflix series, where the end of one season is merely a hiatus before the next one. The relationship between the epidemic and war resembles the relationship between some modernist literature and the classical novel. The strangeness of the pandemic experience is that everything changes but nothing happens. We are asked to save humanity by staying home and washing our hands. As in a modernist novel, all the action is in the mind of the narrator.

Our inability, or perhaps our unwillingness, to remember epidemics might also have something to do with our general aversion to random death and suffering. ‘Dying is an art, like everything else,’ writes Sylvia Plath. But is this also true in the plague times? ‘The global fight against COVID-19 is not a life-or-death battle,’ says the scientist Carlo Rovelli, because ‘Death always wins in the end; we are mortal. What is going on is the great effort of all of us to give each other some more time – for this short life, despite suffering and hardships, seems more beautiful to us than ever.’7 The meaninglessness of arbitrary pain is hard to bear; the victims of the current epidemic suffer not only a tragic demise because they’re unable to breathe, but also because nobody can really explain the meaning of their death. War comes with the promise of heroic victory. In the patriotic narrative, soldiers don’t just die – they sacrifice their lives for others. The story of wars is one of ordinary people demonstrating extraordinary courage by sacrificing their lives in order to save others. William James called war ‘the gory nurse that trained societies in cohesiveness’. In a plague, however, there’s nothing heroic. So, unsurprisingly, when societies try to remember a plague, they memorialize it as a kind of war. There is a type of monument in the history of art called a ‘plague column’, such as the one on the Graben in Vienna. Tellingly, they are often described as ‘monuments to celebrate victory over the plague’.

But COVID-19 not only brings meaningless death; it also brings undignified death. In all testimonies of plague years, it is the fact that people die without a proper funeral that compounds the tragedy for contemporary chroniclers. It’s no different this time. The fear of infection has made many family members reluctant to attend the funerals of their relatives, and on many occasions there are no funerals at all or there are Zoom funerals.

Deja Vu All Over Again

We have precious few clues as to when the COVID-19 pandemic will end, and nor do we know how it will end. If we’re using the Spanish flu as our yardstick, the pandemic has not even arrived yet. The great die-offs and social shocks still lie in the future.

At present, we’re able only to speculate about its long-term political and economic impact. Historians are clear that ‘a true epidemic is an event, not a trend’: as the medical historian Charles Rosenberg puts it, ‘Epidemics start at a moment in time, proceed on a stage limited in space and duration, follow a plot line of increasing revelatory tension, move to a crisis of individual and collective character, then drift toward closure.’8 The truth of the matter is that COVID-19 will change our world in profound ways, regardless of whether or not we remember the days of pandemic. The world will be transformed not because our societies want change or because there’s a consensus for the direction of change – but because we cannot go back.

In the twenty-first century, we have already heard that our world was going to be altered for ever three times: after 9/11, after the Great Recession of 2008–9, and in Europe following the refugee crisis of 2015. The claim that the world ‘will never be the same again’ is in one sense simply a prediction that many things are about to change, although we know full well that things change all the time. It also means something much more concrete: the end of the liberal world order that was born out of the collapse of the Berlin Wall, a world characterized by the global spread of democracy and capitalism and shaped by the power





	COVID-19 exposes the dark side of globalization – but also acts as an agent of globalization. The virus is most vicious in places that are, according to historian Frank Snowden, ‘densely populated and linked by rapid air travel, by movements of tourists, of refugees, all kinds of businesspeople, all kinds of interlocking networks’. At the same time, it has synchronized the world and brought us together in a way no previous crisis could. For some time we have lived in a common world.

	The pandemic has accelerated the trend towards de-globalization that was triggered by the Great Recession of 2008–9, while at the same time exposing the limits of re-nationalization. In a post-COVID-19 world, Gideon Rachman surmises that ‘It is hard to believe that large developed countries will continue to accept a situation in which they have to import most of their vital medical supplies.’ If the high point of globalization in the 1990s was represented (at least in the public imagination) by the efficiencies of just-in-time global supply chains, then today the public is seduced by the image of a strong state that can stockpile all the resources society needs in a crisis.

	Fear of the virus in the early stages of the pandemic inspired a state of national unity that many societies have not experienced in years, but in the longer term it will deepen existing social and political divides. The pandemic will not only intensify the political, economic and social divisions that were once manifest throughout all societies – it will also establish the pandemic as a line in the sand. And the more the fear of COVID-19 recedes, the less we will acknowledge that the threat was ever real. The paradox is that the countries that were either most effective in containing the virus or were most lucky to be less affected by it will be the places where public opinion will be most eager to criticize the government for its lockdown policies.

	COVID-19 has put democracy on hold, at least in Europe, with many countries enacting a state of emergency; but by doing so, it limited people’s desire for more authoritarian government. One consequence of civil rights and liberties being frozen will be a rejection rather than an embrace of authoritarianism. In the early stages of the crisis, people willingly granted extraordinary powers to their governments, but they will become increasingly uncharitable as economic concerns begin to supplant public health ones. This is the changing nature of the COVID-19 calamity: a health disaster that turns into an economic one makes the political consequences of the crisis incredibly difficult to predict.

	The pandemic initially restored trust in expertise and science, while at the same time it produced some of the most shocking conspiracy theories. The outcome is that, while governments and experts view the arrival of a vaccine as the only real end of the crisis, only 49 per cent of Americans declare readiness to vaccinate themselves.

	While the EU was notably absent in the early stages of the crisis, the pandemic has become more critical for the future of the Union than anything in its history. The EU is not just risking territorial disintegration, as in Brexit, but a slide into irrelevance. But at the same time, it is COVID-19 that has brought Europe’s ‘Hamiltonian moment’ and has pushed the process of European integration.

	While the EU views itself as the ‘last man standing’ in defence of openness and interdependence, it could be the pressure of de-globalization rather than commitment to liberal values that pushes Europeans to adopt more common policies and even to hand over some emergency powers to Brussels.
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