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Quarantine
Discipline:
The Past/Present
Tense of History

“About 70,000 years ago, organisms belonging to the species
Homo sapiens started to form even more elaborate structures
called cultures. The subsequent development of these
human cultures is called history”. (Yuval Noah Harari).

Dr. Sebastian Joseph

UC College, Aluva

istory is often regarded as a

thing of the past and historians
and history teachers are therefore
specialists of the past with no
relevance in the utilitarian sense of
the present. This obviously leads
to corresponding gesticulations
among the pubic that history is
not practical because it is unreal
and mostly consists of knowledge
forms arising out of imagined
interpretations of the world that
had occurred in the preceding
phases of human civilisations,
though poor historians and history
teachers respond frantically
with adding the honorific,
scientific history triggering the

Rankean tradition and claims

of professionalisation of history
since the advent of Positivist
studies. Usually such vociferous
protests fail before the Great Wall
of Utilitarianism. This reduces the
marketability of the discipline(

a term that commands much
weight these days) and policy
makers, advisors and educational
‘experts’ precisely comment that
the subject needs to be appended
or superscribed with certain
relevant applied disciplines

like heritage cum tourism

studies, archaeological sciences,
communication studies and so on
and so forth. History fraternity itself
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lands in a flux and gets disoriented
with these callous, superfluous
reasonings levelled by these
people. Surprisingly the history,
academicians teachers, and
students do their ‘chin down and
chin up’ postures based on external
forces who are avowed in making
the discipline of History applied,
utilitarian and therefore relevant.
Interestingly the history teacher
also finds himselfimmersed in

the laborious processes of fixing
learning objectives, termed
scientifically as outcome based
education and often finds himself
lagging behind in outcomes
offered by sciences, tech- sciences
and other applied courses like
management.

The advent of the Corona virus
poses some questions to the
people who love and passionately
follow the discipline of History and
the brutal majority of the fraternity
who do history for namesake.
Disparaging is the cleavage

MASQUEZ Vous
LESUNS LES AUTRS
LESSAYEZ CES

L'ADOPTER

between these two groups but the
great pause of human civilisation
which finds every opportunity

to eulogise the much celebrated
notions of progress, advancement
and development offers a splendid
structural opportunity for realising
(not understanding )the value

of the discipline. This is crucial
pertaining to the 21st century
sapiens, the first specimen in

the whole human history with
alarming capacity, technological as
well as scientific in reconfiguring
landscapes within shortest possible
time scale and at the same time
scientifically conscious about

the disastrous impact of such
penetrating engagements that
harm the womb of mother Earth.
The turn of the present happened
at the right moment which not
only set the clock of history
different but also emulated a
different future for historiography.
At this very moment, sources and
writings on history become very

August 2020 |COLEEGETEACHER

relevant and people do scoop or
seriously excavate incidents from
the past, which may turn to be an
invigorating exercise in locating the
present. Present becomes more
visible to the people belonging to
the present itself as they get certain
cues from the past to realise the
momentary/ spasmodic experience
they realise during these times.
History becomes a science and

an applied knowledge system for
knowing the body, psyche and
philosophy of a by gone era, not

a fait accompli of the utilitarian
demands.

The Turn Table of History

The great pause and turn in the
social world heavily impact the
thought processes through which
a history teacher passes with all
attendant liabilities assigned to
the folk. Though | have read the
history of pandemics and taught
various classes and courses that
covered areas like black death,
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malaria and colonialism, health
and environment, | must admit
that it seldom affected my body
or mind, or rather moved me with
emotions specific to the periods
of the past that | taught. This can
be right with a majority of the
history teacher/researcher folk
(including historians) owing to
the subordination of the thought
world to certain methods and
methodologies that are external
to the inner realisation of the
human in the history folk. These
critical times offered immense
opportunities for the history folk
to feel history as if feeling an
emotion of the past. Thoughts
about death, survival, infection,
contagionism, global annihilation
have all made the universal
emotion of fear, an emotion

that was away from the present
generation of the sapiens owing to
the tremendous built-in confidence
accrued through scientific
advancements, technological

and infrastructure development.
Historian is also part of this
global society that sensibilities
about the past pandemics was
just a research problem for her/
his research and studies. The
problem remained outside and
the historian approached it with

a so called, unbiased, objective
and impartial mind of frames

of references. The frames of
references of the historian as they
often called were frames structured
within the habitus and doxa of
their present, but the pandemic
world presented to them the
cultural and psychological habitus
of the by gone world, a world
when people were subjected to
fear of annihilation and death.
This makes a turn in the world

of historiography, a turn that
brings in the past so forcefully
into the present mindset of the
historian. Contextually, a record
on contagionism which otherwise
would have been neglected by the
historian of colonialism catches
his/ her attention in the covid/
post covid scenarios of historical
research.

Self reflexivity in the Sources

The evidences, primary sources

as historians call them became
sources that are so close to

the present from where the
historian starts the journey of the
hermeneutical analysis. Afile (as
we usually refer to an archived
data/evidence) at this point of

self realisation enabled by the
pandemic world of feeling, evoke
sensibilities in the historians’
mental framework to feel the
document rather that just an
analysis. His epistemological
standpoint becomes a frame

of reference when his own
conditioning transforms to the level
of seeing the world of emotions

of the past as so close to his own
emotions. A historian of pandemics
of the 21st century recently
remarked that the files conserved
in the archives that reveal telling
real stories of pandemics and
quarantine transmitting a fragrance
of fear inside the archives, a fear
not felt by historian in the archives,
the so called sacred laboratory

of the historian. The bundles that
contain stories of plague, Spanish
flu and malaria emit the odour of
fumigation and chemical sanitisers
used in the past thatin some sense
take back the emotive moods of the
historian to the days of the past.
Confronting his own precarious
situation in a pandemic stricken
present ,the imagination of the
historian transcends to the past
and become one with the people
who suffered in those distant
times. This reduces the distance,
both mental and intellectual,
between the historian of the 21st
century and that of the plague
stricken times of 14th century.

This is possible only with the self
realisation of the historian, his
bodily and mental concerns with
the present times of the deadly
virus. If it was Yersinia Pestis, it is
not a bacteria now, but a virus that
rules even the intellectual notions
of the historian. It is a question of
the virus ruled present meeting
the bacteria ruled past, the only
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difference being the knowledge

of the present world about the
parasite detectable through
microscopes from that of the
ignorance of the past times when
the bacteria was not discovered.
Even in spite of scientific progress,
the helplessness of the modern
times with the precise knowledge
about the virus is similar to the
same old medieval society ignorant
of the parasitic organism making
the historian one with the past.

The Boundaries of Historiography

When maps change, how can
histories be bounded with definite
cartographic expertise? A person
who wakes up in the pandemic
world often finds that he becomes
an alien in his own land, when

his own district is labelled a
containment zone thereby making
his movements within his own
country an impossibility (even if
itis only for the time being). A
political historian who worked with
a well defined political boundary
is encountered with the problem
of fluid maps, ever changing zones
and therefore feels a slipperiness
of analysis. Is there a document
that narrates the history of a virus
in a strictly national sense, as
Pakistani Virus or Indian Virus?
This again promotes the thinking
of global solidarity and exposes
the ubiquitous nature of the world
affected with the pandemics. As we
all frantically look to the vaccine
against the corona virus, the pages
of history too look forward to a
global historiographical approach
that addresses the issue in a global
parlance. Histories converge

at this point (though common
sensical notions still contaminate
with regional differences and
ideological underpinnings) making
the historian as a student of
universalistic emotions, a problem
and a theme quite impossible for

a pre-covid historian to think in
the routinised world of historical
research. It is incorrect to say that
such exercises were not there in
the past, for instance, historians of
the environment and diseases have



mapped out borderless histories
of small pox, measles, malaria and
plague. Interestingly historians too
have mapped histories of mosquito
empires, empires of plants and
seeds and even of imperialism

of a higher order, uncommon,
ecological imperialism. All these
are borderless histories, but

it must be reaffirmed that the
present century of pandemics is
sure set to impact the historian on
a more profound level triggering
reconstruction of the lost world

of boundary less and mapless
histories of human emotions and
sufferings. More than the guns,

it is the bacteria and the viruses
that changed the boundaries of
history, though their significance
and weight in historiography is
often nullified. One can surely say
that rats, fleas, and mosquitoes
made larger empires than man-
made technologies and therefore it

would be apt to say these rodents
too causate history ( not only
Cleopatra’s nose). Primary sources
for historical reconstruction

get widened in this context, its
domains reach to the global world,
though the documents are local
the problem it contains becomes
global.

Pandemics and the History
Narrative

One thing that seriously disturbs
the historian in the coming days
is the narrative form of history.
Can the sufferings of the humans,
their private and mundane
emotions be translated into
historical texts as if the historian
of wars, political movements

and administrative reforms write
their kind of histories? The plots
from the life world of the people
who encountered pandemics
need a narrative that encapsulate

the untold stories of fear, death
and sufferings, where there is
obviously a dearth of primary
sources. Evidences that talk
statistical details of the pandemic
world talk very little about the
lived realities. Instead, such lived
realities are found scattered

in artistic works like paintings,
photographs, novels, short stories,
cinema and documentaries as we
call them as the new sources for
the historian. The textual format
of the historian confronts a set of
documents that lack the precision
and figurative dimensions of events
and descriptions that are found in
the reports, confidential accounts
of infectious diseases and so on
and so forth. Implicit in this is

the need for creating a different
textual format for the pandemic
histories that reveal the painful
story of poor and ordinary people.
Emplotment, as Hayden White
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calls the construction of histories,
as plots and stories that infuse a
different meaning in the history
written becomes the end product
in post-pandemic times. In other
words, history is to accommodate
the daily life world of the
commoner and the poor along with
the elite, a life world significantly
different from the textualised
official histories unconcerned with
pandemic emotions. Looking at
the world through the self reflexive
mental apparatus of the historian,
makes the historical narrative
more emotively charged and
nearer to literary works like Albert
Camu’s, The Plague and Giovanni
Boccaccio’s Decameron. Historians
also get better evidences in the
form of virus detective movies like
Contagion and Virus(Malayalam)
where fictional characters turn

to become real characters in the
real life world. These movies tell
the story of a large section of the
community which became panic
stricken with the emotion of fear
of deadly micro organisms. As
post modern film historians argue,
fictionalised history in that form
represent the factual pastin a
differentiated manner making
fiction closer to reality and in some
instances overshadowing the
factual representations which fail
in bringing the emotive heuristics
onto the pages. On the screen
fiction becomes realistic when the
central plot of the pandemic movie
revolves around the disease and
people who fight and ultimately
win the battle.

The Return of Pandemic Lexicon

Quarantine, social distancing,
masks, confinement, contagionism,
miasmatic environmentalism,
containment, sanitation,
fumigation and a cluster of words
and phrases have revisited the
social world of the present with
deep epistemological implication
for the band of historians who
used to encounter these in the

old archives. Does this return of
the pandemic lexicon affect the
historian in a deeper manner or
remain just a few words away from

his pandemic world? Possible

are the days when historian
understands the real meaning that
comes out from files that talk about
these terms and terminologies
when they find the methodology
of historiography impacted

by the cultural weight of the
lexicon, when historiography and
lexicography mutually reinforce
and substantially alter the histories
written. The felt impact of the
historian with these terms and
phrases are to be found reflected

in the narrative that he crafts, a
narrative that not only produces

a meaning of the term in the past
but forcefully foregrounds the
whole structure of the emotional
world, a consequential result in
historiography. The pandemic
lexicon also implicates racialisation
of the bodies in the past, body
becoming a motif to attribute
certain traits of regions that
differentiate and segregate from
bodies that commanded power in
the past. That becomes a crucial
question when we address the hate
stories writ large on the facade of
history.

The Body Factor and the
Pandemics

The profit making drive and
materialisation logic of the
capitalist world come into the
picture when we try to make an
attempt in locating historical
trajectories of the pandemics that
so far affected human civilisation.
All pandemics that disastrously
affected human civilisation cannot
be attributed to the system that
supported capitalist drive, but
the drive for profit and logic of
converting natural resources as
material for the onward march of
a progressive civilisation was a
crucial ideology that reinforced the
will of the sapiens who wanted to
be distinctive from other species
of the non-human world. They
also built walls of separation with
their domain through effectively
segregating certain people and
some regions as non productive,
savage and therefore bad. The
labelling of India as a ‘bad
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tropics’(David Arnold) is a historic
case in instance but the profit that
the coloniser accrued out of such
regions knew no bounds as all
are aware. But, pinning regions as
bad was something connected to
the hygiene culture of the white
which is again attested through
the discriminative treatment of
others, that included Asians and
Africans in the lazarettos set up for
plague quarantine. At this point
emerges the colossal ambition

of the European in branding the
people from these regions as
filthy, unhygienic and uncivilised
barbarians. Bodies became a
metaphor to denote inhuman
categorisation of certain bodies
that needed more periods for
healing in the Lazarettos and

the white bodies with a grace
promotion and therefore needed
only lesser number of days for
recuperation.

Even while this racialisation
happened inside the Lazarettos,
the generalinclination of the
British colonial empire was
against quarantine in the initial
stages owing to the threat of

fallin profit from international
trading engagements. Theories
connected with ‘miasmatic
environmentalism’ and infection
and transmission of diseases were
projected as a problem with the
impure atmosphere and unhygienic
environments. Inextricably
entangled relations between

trade and economic interests of
the colonial empire became most
visible with the recurring incidents
of plague but even during the
Justinian plague the world realised
the problems connected with
global connectivity. Connectivity,
transnational in nature became

a reality with the making of the
colonial empires all over and
spread of diseases quickened

due to the mingling of population
from far off regions. People,
plants, weeds and diseases started
reaching other continents due to
this connectivity made possible
through voyages, discoveries and
settlements. Looking from the lens
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of history one is able to see the
wider connotations of the term
connectivity and global networks,
networks of industrial, commercial
and finance capitalism in its varied
forms. History teaches you the
inner ideologies of differentiation
enmeshed in connectivity and at
the same time emphasises the
value of being connected in a
world. Instances of maps becoming
meaningless move our minds to
think in terms of global solidarity,
especially in fighting the threats
posed by the parasitic viruses.

Unusual Present meets the Usual
Past?

Quite unprecedented are the
times through which the present
global society is forging ahead.
Unusual has become usual, normal
comes as new normal, regular

has assumed new meaning,,
attendance registers have become
obsolete and so on and so forth.

A new lexicography of the world
and its representative social

life is all set to change. A virus
that appeared in the world in

the 1930’s has made shifts and
turns in the daily lifeworld of the

sapiens. There are precedents in
the past but at a realisation level
Covid-19 and its impact on the
present human society is a never
before experience, a never before
experience for the rational and the
irrational. The pages of recorded
histories teach us such lessons
through leprosy, plagues, cholera,
Flu, AIDS, and other infectious
diseases but such lessons never
taught us the mindset of the people
who suffered and encountered
pandemics, a collective
consciousness which could only

be realised by the humans of
particular times and humans
become toys. The ‘pathology of
touch’ being a scientific experience
is nowadays an experience of the
humans, a thing that horrifies
people despite their social status,
knowledge levels and such
differentiating cultural affiliations,
biases and segregations. All learned
histories are unfolded these days to
see, think and understand human
responses to such occurrences

in the past, making the past or
study of past relevant in a highly
utilitarian/skill oriented modern
world, therefore catering to its
needs. Rarely history as a discipline

becomes relevant by all counts
and therefore systems turn to
the historians for evidences that
are vital for the onward march of
human civilisation.

Pandemics have taught the
global citizen on all occasions
the vulnerability of the human
and his highly sophisticated and
institutionalised world order. It
has cut at the root of dominant
ideologies and philosophies

that looked at the futuristically
conceived world of progress and
advancements. Humans have a
tendency to nullify such lessons
or experiences for making bigger
stories of accomplishments that
go a long way in making them
and their times as different and
markedly distinct form the past.
Present takes a turn to dissociate
from all such told stories and intent
to celebrate with new stories,
most often told through scientific
and technological advancements.
Chroniclers and historians have
all projected such great stories
through methodologies that
distinguish their narratives and
histories from the past. Past is/
was often seen as a pretext to
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differentiate it from the present,
but not to see the present,
because seeing the present

was a question of realisation, a
realisation that is inextricably
related to the human civilisation’s
power to see similarity, ubiquitous
situations of understanding

and universal consciousness, a
romantic imagination of some

of philosophers and thinkers of
different times. Present always
wished to see the past from the
perspective of the past but never
succeeded in that methodological
endeavour as the past was itself
embedded in the notions of the
present (of their times). This is the
past/ present tense of past, in other
terms history, as we call from a
disciplinary orientation.

Planetary Consciousness
Resurfaced

Only when pandemics come the
world thinks together, rather to put
it correctly, feels together. In the
1970’s the world started thinking
together for a very different

cause, the rescue of the planet
Earth that faced serious threats
from the expanding script(s) of
human success stories. It was not

a question of natural resources
and other non -human elements
but the imprint that modernity
inflicted on the body of the human,
the body that was preyed upon

as both a subject and an object.
Materialisation became the

order of the day and any claims

or oppositional discourses were
marginalised or criminalised from
the point of view of governmental
rationale of civilisational progress,
the parameter of governmental
structures that pervaded historical
times and asserted through
institutionalisation of the control
regimes. December 2019 again
reinforced this consciousness on

a more vigorous note, this time
demystifying the capacity of the
modern world’s notion of insularity
from dangers that may affect the
whole human race on planet earth.
Itis to this realisation that history
opens the windows, a history of the
environment becoming an ideology

for the present to locate the
present more scientifically than any
other sciences and social sciences
could accomplish.

The shockwave came from China
in December 2019, a wave that
splashed over the continents
exposing the myth of secure and
insecure nations on variables
projected by international
organisations dealing with health
and environment. The idea that
all of the world is on ‘one space
ship earth’ became a true reality
when the white and the black, the
northerner and the southerner,
the rich and the poor realised the
impact of the deadly virus, the
Corona (interestingly meaning
crown). There were such similar
occurrences in the past that
shook the very foundations of
human knowledge and power,
occurrences that created images
of social life that we witness these
days. The Justinian Plague, Black
Death of the 14th century, the
recurring plagues of later years, the
Cholera, Malaria, the Spanish Flu

, were pandemics that swept over
continents creating new normals
in those times. Social distancing in
varied forms, quarantine, wearing
of protective equipment and masks
were the therapeutics against
such deadly diseases. Those were
spasmodic events, but events in
their own right became markers,
sometimes creating new orders.
Feudalism, trade, commerce,
gender relations, ideologies,
politics and cultural forms
confronted protests from different
quarters. All these brought about
sweeping changes in the society
but together with that exploitative
world order based on a whole
new edifice gained momentum in
reconfiguring social and economic
relations that suit well for the
capitalist world order.

Therapeutic Histories

History as a discipline aims at

a higher level, the progressive
humanisation of the sapiens who
are the only species in the world
with the knowledge for creating

18

incredible stories, incredible for
the wonderful matrix of social
relations that is projected. Within
these stories come pauses like
the one we feel nowadays, a great
pause that triggers a never before
kind of imaginative/ ruminative
world order. The documented
stories that pile up the archives

in different locations of the globe
permeate rigid divisions of the
past pointing to the oneness
feeling, a feeling that rarely visit
the globe and which is now a felt
emotion all over the world. Files,
to put it rightly, primary sources
of the human past, archived in
various repositories talk in one
language now, the language of
the pandemic-stricken world. This
is the right moment, a structural
opportunity for the historian to
disseminate values of humanity
that saved generations from the
fringes of annihilation. Histories of
this kind unbundle language and
cultural motifs of universalistic
and ubiquitous emotions, never
possible in the case of normal
sciences that work with elements
devoid of human factor, a point at
which history becomes the most
applied social science in the world
of knowledge systems. Discharge
from this therapeutic history is to
emulate and inspire millions of
students sitting in the classrooms,
classrooms to demonstrate the
healing power of the discipline,

a healing that has taken on its
forward march into various
segments in the contemporary
society, a society which show
scant sensibility in understanding
the power of historical cure. The
pandemics matter for history too,
perhaps a different matter that
distinguishes it from the normal
matter.

Tail (Tale ) End!

Yuval Noah Harari in Sapiens, A
Brief History of Human Kind, was
trying to define history making as
distinctively different from Physics,
Chemistry and Biology, Sciences
that predated History, a science of
cultures.
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