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PANDEMICS AND THE COLLECTIVE CONSCIOUSNESS 
COVID-19, unlike the Spanish Flu, may eventually be remembered more for its economic and political impact 
 
 As the World Health Organization (WHO) assessed COVID-19 to be a pandemic on March 11, I began to 
look at the impact of the Spanish Flu of 1918-1920 globally, but especially on India. Like perhaps many others 
born in the middle of the last century, I recalled family members remembering that the disease had been 
widespread and mentioning the names of one or two persons who had died because of the influenza, the 
name they used for the pandemic. Certainly, no elder, who was an adult during the influenza, ever mentioned 
that it had caused millions of deaths. Nor, more significantly, did any textbook of Indian history focus on the 
great influenza or mention the enormous number of people who had died when it struck India. 
 

The family archive 
 My search for material on the great influenza took me to an unpublished autobiography of Kailas Nath 
Katju, my grandfather. He was 31 in 1918 and had started to lay the foundations of a large law practice in the 
Allahabad High Court, and also take part in public life. Among pages devoted to family affairs in that period, 
prominent public events and Congress sessions that he had attended, I came across one paragraph on the 
influenza. He wrote: “Just as we were leaving Rau (a place near Indore in Madhya Pradesh; grandmother and 
he returned to Allahabad in the autumn of 1918 after spending a few months in Rau), the great influenza 
epidemic of 1918 began to afflict India. It was a veritable scourge, in six weeks, it was estimated six million 
people died of it. It made no distinction between rich and poor, prince and peasant, men and women. It swept 
the whole country like wildfire, and the number of persons who suffered from the disease must have 
exceeded crores. By the mercy of God, while all around there were any number of cases, none in our 
household at 15 Albert Road, suffered from it. It was a great blessing.” 
 

Overshadowed by events 
 Grandfather had begun the autobiography when he was in Naini jail in 1942 for participating in the 
Quit India Movement. Clearly, what he wrote about the great influenza was from memory. While he 
mentioned a figure of six million deaths, it is now believed that it led to around 17 million deaths in India 
before it was over. Remarkably, this enormous toll in human lives which amounted to around 5% of the then 
Indian population is not a part of the Indian consciousness. It has sunk almost without a trace amidst the 
events surrounding the anti-Rowlatt Act agitation, the massacre at Jallianwala Bagh and the Non-Cooperation 
Movement. 
 Jawaharlal Nehru’s biography written over an eight-month period from June 1934 illustrates how the 
ravages of the great influenza had quickly faded from national memory. Nehru devotes a chapter to the 
“suppressed excitement”, unrest and expectations in different sections of the Indian people at the end of the 
World War. He places these as the background for the resentment and anger caused by the Rowlatt Bills but 
entirely ignores the influenza’s human toll and consequent popular emotion that may have resulted from the 
colonial government’s inability to provide succour to the people. My grandfather too gives an account of the 
Rowlatt Act and the Jallianwala Bagh massacre in his autobiography, but the paragraph on the influenza stands 
alone, unrelated to these developments. 
 If the great influenza had faded from popular memory in India, it did so in the rest of the world too. 
The developments of the 20th century that hold attention are the two World Wars, the rise of communism in 
Russia and its spread to other parts of the world, the Cold War, the end of colonialism and even the Great 
Depression — but not influenza. As Laura Spinney notes in her riveting book, Pale Rider: The Spanish Flu of 
1918 and How It Changed the World, “We do not see the most dramatic event of them all, though it’s right 
there before our eyes.” If this is true for the people at large, it is also true for academia. The great influenza 

https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/health/covid-19-is-now-a-pandemic-says-who/article31043206.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/mumbai/100-years-of-influenza/article25674694.ece
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interested only epidemiologists and medical historians; it was from the 1990s that experts from other 
disciplines started to seriously study it. 
 Some epidemics do become a part of the historical consciousness of a region such as the Black Death 
which devastated Europe in the 14th century. It made a lasting impact on west European society. Now, some 
social scientists have begun to assert that the influenza also impacted decisively in many ways on the last 
century, including in creating conditions in the Indian subcontinent that led to disenchantment with British 
rule; hence, contributing to its end. These claims still need to be thought through by historians though. 
 

The impact of this epidemic 
 Will COVID-19 slip out of the global consciousness the same way that the Spanish Flu did? It is perhaps 
premature to ask that question when the pandemic is far from over, but one assertion, relevant to finding an 
answer to this question can safely be made. COVID-19’s toll, in human lives, will not be, in absolute numbers, 
leave alone as a percentage of the global population, anywhere near that of the great influenza. Hence, it may 
eventually be remembered more for its economic and political impact than the deaths on its account — 
substantial though they have been till now and will tragically only increase. 
 Will the political and administrative ineptitude which led to migrant labour taking to the highways 
remain in the Indian consciousness? Only time will tell. As of now, the country seems to have moved on from 
the issue but those who have suffered will not easily forget their trek. And now even with COVID-19 raging 
through the country, the people’s attention appears no longer to be mainly on it. This is reflected in the print 
and electronic media which are giving more space to domestic political and economic issues, foreign policy and 
security challenges to the state and crime than to the pandemic. 
 

Virus in America 
 Ironically, the world’s pre-eminent country, the United States, has suffered the largest number of 
recorded infections and deaths because of COVID-19. The manner in which U.S. President Donald Trump has 
handled the pandemic is a major election issue but some polls even there have suggested that the state of the 
U.S. economy is being accorded higher priority by many voters. That may now change with Mr. Trump and his 
wife, Melania, catching the virus. Certainly, the irresponsible personal conduct of an infected Trump may sway 
a substantial number of voters. Indeed, in the longer term, the fact that the holder of the world’s most 
powerful political office caught the virus may be one reason for COVID-19 remaining in the global 
consciousness; history records the fate of leaders in battles won and lost, not the countless unknown who 
perished in it. That is a sad fact. 
 Why did the great influenza not remain in the human consciousness? Perhaps because of the human 
instinct that life must carry on and painful memories of loss be thrust to the remote corners of the collective 
consciousness if not erased altogether. Would that happen to COVID-19 too? 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a 
new disease; The illness spreads around the 
world and typically affects a large number of 
people across a wide area. 

 collective (adjective) – combined, united/joint, 
cooperative (by all people as a group). 

 consciousness (noun) – awareness, knowledge, 
realization, recognition. 

 eventually (adverb) – in the end, in due course, 
after some time. 

 perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 

 look at (phrasal verb) – study, analyse, 
scrutinize. 

 Spanish flu (noun) – The Spanish flu, also known 
as the 1918 flu pandemic, was an unusually 
deadly influenza pandemic caused by the H1N1 
influenza A virus. Lasting from February 1918 to 
April 1920, it infected 500 million people–about 
a third of the world’s population at the time. 

 certainly (adverb) – surely, definitely, 
unquestionably. 

 devote (verb) – allocate, assign, allot, commit. 

https://gisanddata.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b48e9ecf6
https://gisanddata.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b48e9ecf6
https://gisanddata.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b48e9ecf6
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/coronavirus-us-president-trump-tests-positive-for-covid-19/article32750129.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/coronavirus-us-president-trump-tests-positive-for-covid-19/article32750129.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/coronavirus-us-president-trump-tests-positive-for-covid-19/article32750129.ece
https://www.lexico.com/definition/pandemic
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/collective
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/consciousness
https://www.lexico.com/definition/eventually
https://www.lexico.com/definition/perhaps
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/look
https://www.lexico.com/definition/spanish_flu
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/certainly
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/devote
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 significantly (adverb) – notably, importantly, 
 seriously, crucially. 

 influenza (noun) – it is commonly known as “the 
flu”, is an infectious disease caused by an 
 influenza virus. 

 enormous (adjective) – huge, vast, very large, 
massive. 

 strike (verb) – (of a disaster) affect, afflict, 
attack, come upon. 

 archive (noun) – records, annals, chronicles, 
accounts. 

 autobiography (noun) – the story of a person’s 
life, written by that person. The life history of an 
individual, written by someone else. 

 lay (verb) – to produce the basic (principles, 
ideas structures, etc.) from which something 
much larger develops. 

 affairs (noun) – concerns, matters, activities. 
 come across (phrasal verb) – find by chance, run 

across, come upon. 
 autumn (noun) – autumn season. (the four 

seasons-spring, summer, fall/autumn, and 
winter). 

 epidemic (noun) – widespread disease/illness. 
 afflict (verb) – trouble, bother, burden, distress. 
 veritable (adjective) – true, precise, correct, 

exact, factual. 
 scourge (noun) – affliction, bane, curse, plague. 
 distinction (noun) – difference, contrast, 

dissimilarity, variance. 
 peasant (noun) – agricultural worker, small 

farmer. 
 sweep (verb) – affect (an area) quickly and 

completely. 
 mercy (noun) – blessing, boon, favour. 
 household (noun) – family, house. 
 overshadow (verb) – outdo, outclass, outstrip, 

outshine; dominate. 
 Quit India Movement (noun) – a movement 

 launched  at the Bombay session of the All-
India Congress Committee by Mahatma Gandhi 
on 8 August 1942, during World War II, 
demanding an end to British rule in India. 

 lead to (verb) – cause, result in, bring on, bring 
about. 

 remarkably (adverb) – strikingly, exceptionally, 
 incredibly. 

 toll (noun) – number, count, sum total (of 
deaths/casualties). 

 sink (verb) – ignore, overlook, disregard, forget. 

 amount to (verb) – add up to, come to, total, be 
equal to, represent. 

 trace (noun) – indication of something. 
 amidst (preposition) – amid, in the middle of; 

during. 
 Rowlatt Act (noun) – The Anarchical and 

Revolutionary Crimes Act; The act, passed on 
March 18th, 1919, censored the press in India, 
allowed the British to imprison indefinitely 
without trial and prohibited “suspects” from 
gathering in public. it was passed ostensibly to 
subserve the war effort, but in effect curbed 
individual liberties, notably those relating to 
freedom of assembly and speech. 

 massacre (noun) – carnage, mass murder, mass 
killing. 

 Non-Cooperation Movement (noun) – The Non-
cooperation movement was launched on 5th 
September, 1920 by Mahatma Gandhi with the 
aim of self-governance and obtaining full 
independence as the Indian National Congress 
withdraw its support for British reforms 
following the Rowlatt Act of 21 March 1919, and 
the Jallianwala Bagh massacre of 13 April 1919. 

 illustrate (verb) – explain, elucidate, clarify.  
 ravage (noun) – devastation, ruin, damage, 

wreckage, havoc. 
 fade (verb) – disappear, vanish, diminish/ 

decrease. 
 suppressed (adjective) – repressed, controlled, 

stifled, subdued. 
 unrest (noun) – disruption, agitation, turmoil, 

disorder, chaos. 
 resentment (noun) – bitterness, indignation,  

enmity, hatred/hate. 
 consequent (adjective) – subsequent, following, 

resultant, ensuing. 
 inability (noun) – lack of ability, incapability, 

ineffectiveness. 
 succour (noun) – aid/help/support, assistance, 

relief (during difficulty). 
 account (noun) – explanation, narration, 

interpretation. 
 popular (adjective) – public, social, societal; 

widespread, general, common (opinion by the 
majority of the people). 

 hold attention (phrase) – to keep interested in 
something. 

 communism (noun) – socialism, collectivism. 
 far from (phrase) – not, not at all, nowhere near. 

https://www.lexico.com/definition/significantly
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/influenza
https://www.lexico.com/definition/enormous
https://www.lexico.com/definition/strike
https://www.lexico.com/definition/archive
https://www.lexico.com/definition/autobiography
https://www.lexico.com/definition/lay
https://www.lexico.com/definition/affair
https://www.lexico.com/definition/come_across
https://www.lexico.com/definition/autumn
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/epidemic
https://www.lexico.com/definition/afflict
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/veritable
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/scourge
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/distinction
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/peasant
https://www.lexico.com/definition/sweep
https://www.lexico.com/definition/mercy
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/thesaurus/household
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/overshadow
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/lead
https://www.lexico.com/definition/remarkably
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/toll
https://www.lexico.com/definition/sink
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/amount
https://www.lexico.com/definition/trace
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/amidst?q=Amidst
https://www.lexico.com/definition/massacre
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/illustrate
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/ravage
https://www.lexico.com/definition/fade
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/suppress
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/unrest
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/resentment
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/consequent
https://www.lexico.com/definition/inability
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/succour?q=Succour
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/account
https://www.lexico.com/definition/popular
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/communism
https://www.lexico.com/definition/far_from
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 the Cold War (noun) – The Cold War was a state 
of political and military tension after World War 
II between powers in the Western Bloc (the 
United States and a group of countries) and 
powers in the Eastern Bloc (the Soviet Union and 
a group of countries). 

 colonialism (noun) – the act of controlling & 
exploiting a country/territory (& its people) by 
another country/territory. 

 Great Depression (noun) – a worldwide 
economic  depression that started in 1929 and 
lasted until the late 1930s (almost for 10 years 
until about 1939). Although it originated in 
the United States, the Great Depression caused 
drastic declines in output, severe  
unemployment, and acute deflation in almost 
every country of the world. 

 riveting (adjective) – engrossing; compelling/ 
engaging,  interesting. 

 at large (phrase) – as a whole, generally,  
extensively. 

 academia (noun) – the community related to the 
education, research, etc. 

 epidemiologist (noun) – an expert in the study 
of how disease spreads and can be controlled. 

 discipline (noun) – subject, field of study, branch 
of knowledge. 

 Black Death (Plague) (noun) – a devastating 
global epidemic of bubonic plague that struck 
Europe and Asia in the mid-1300s. 

 devastate (verb) – wreck, ruin, destroy; shatter, 
traumatize, distress. 

 lasting (adjective) – long-lasting, long-term, 
permanent. 

 assert (verb) – declare, announce, pronounce, 
state. 

 decisively (adverb) – conclusively, categorically, 
 definitely. 

 disenchantment (noun) – disappointment, 
dissatisfaction, discontent. 

 slip out (phrasal verb) – remove, discard, shed, 
divest oneself of. 

 premature (adjective) – untimely, early, too 
soon/too early; ill-timed, hasty. 

 far from (phrase) – not, not at all, nowhere near. 
 assertion (noun) – statement, declaration,  

affirmation, contention. 
 absolute (adjective) – total, entire, full. 
 leave alone (phrase) – stop disturbing 

something, stop interfering with something. 
 substantial (adjective) – considerable,  

significant,  large. 
 ineptitude (noun) – inability, incapability, lack of 

skill/ability. 
 migrant (noun) – a person who moves from one 

region to another – either within a country or 
across national borders in order to find work or 
better living conditions. 

 time will tell (phrase) – the truth will only be 
established at some time in the future. 

 move on (phrasal verb) – leave & start doing 
something new. 

 trek (noun) – a long journey on foot, walk. 
 rage (verb) – be at its height, be uncontrollable; 

reach a high degree of intensity. 
 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 
 ironically (adverb) – paradoxically, unexpectedly, 

strangely. 
 pre-eminent (adjective) – important,  

distinguished,   prominent. 
 accord (verb) – give, grant, present. 
 catch (verb) – become infected with, contract, 

get, become ill with. 
 conduct (noun) – behaviour; handling, 

 controlling,  overseeing of an activity. 
 sway (verb) – dominate, control, influence. 
 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably. 
 perish (verb) – die, expire, be killed suddenly 

(particularly in an accident). 
 instinct (noun) – (natural) tendency, inclination, 

urge/desire. 
 carry on (phrasal verb) – continue, proceed, 

progress, keep going, get going. 
 thrust (verb) – force, push, propel, impel. 

 
 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/cold-war?q=Cold+War
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/colonialism?q=Colonialism+
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/riveting
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/at_large
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/academia?q=Academia
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/epidemiologist
https://www.lexico.com/definition/discipline
https://www.lexico.com/definition/black_death
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/devastate
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/lasting
https://www.lexico.com/definition/assert
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/decisively
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/disenchantment
https://www.lexico.com/definition/slip
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/premature
https://www.lexico.com/definition/far_from
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/assertion
https://www.lexico.com/definition/absolute
https://www.lexico.com/definition/leave_someone_or_something_alone
https://www.lexico.com/definition/substantial
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ineptitude
https://www.lexico.com/definition/migrant
https://www.lexico.com/definition/time_will_tell
https://www.lexico.com/definition/move
https://www.lexico.com/definition/trek
https://www.lexico.com/definition/rage
https://www.lexico.com/definition/reflect
https://www.lexico.com/definition/ironically
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/pre-eminent
https://www.lexico.com/definition/accord
https://www.lexico.com/definition/catch
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/conduct
https://www.lexico.com/definition/sway
https://www.lexico.com/definition/indeed
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/perish
https://www.lexico.com/definition/instinct
https://www.lexico.com/definition/carry
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/thrust

