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UNMASKED, REFLECTIONS ON THE PANDEMIC AND LIFE 
People need to draw the right lessons from the experiences of the last several months, 

as individuals and a collective 
 Masked living for the last 10 months to stave off the novel coronavirus has raised questions: of the 
purpose and the meaning of life. Some of the most memorable moments of life flow from connection. But 
we covered our mouth and nose and kept a distance from others for most part of last year. Is survival and 
doing some work for it the sole purpose of life? The COVID19 pandemic forced us to live restricted lives 
for most part of the last year. Reflection is more conscious during such confinement. I too underwent 
isolation and reflection. What is the purpose of life and is there meaning to the way we are living? Such 
questions filled our minds. Life has been unmasked as we masked ourselves to survive.  
 

On the purpose of life 
 The purpose of life is to be happy, said the Dalai Lama. But what is happiness and how does one 
attain that state and stay put? In our quest for life, besides wearing masks and maintaining a safe distance, 
working from home became an integral part of the universal COVID19 culture that emerged last year. But 
is work the only purpose of life and source of happiness? Nothing gives a person a sense of purpose than a 
distinct understanding of what she does. Are we so enlightened to pursue work without being conscious 
and concerned about the results and find meaning in it? If work is a means of survival, are we finding 
meaning in it? Life is a battle against uncertainties and challenges. As the most evolved of living organisms 
and living in the most complex order of economic, scientific and technological interconnectedness, 
humanity has witnessed a heightened share of such battles during 2020, the year of the pandemic. How 
does one cope with such a situation and live with equanimity and balance? The pandemic has unleashed 
an internal churning about the purpose and meaning of life as we all pressed a pause button. It dawned on 
us that life cannot be on the highway all the time. Philosophical reflection was forced on us. Plato said 
philosophy is a process of constant questioning that takes the form of dialogue. While coping with modern 
life, we have stopped talking to ourselves. The pandemic forced us to think about the way we are living 
and ought to live. It has underlined the need to revisit and, if required, redefine the purpose and meaning 
of life. This is all about reorienting our mindsets as the pandemic taught us a few lessons of life.  
 

A journey as challenge 
 There is no objective meaning of life written in the stars, in a holy book or in sequences of DNA. 
Birth and death are not subject to our volition. The principal challenge is to navigate the journey in 
between these two points, defining its purpose and finding a meaning. The pandemic has shattered the 
arrogance of humans of being supreme and the master of all living and nonliving forms around. The 
principal lesson learned is that we are only part of a larger design and have got to live that way, and not at 
the expense of others. The forgotten ideas of oneness, interconnectedness and the intelligent laws that 
govern the universe have come to the fore once again. The regular outbreak of viruses including the latest 
one in Wuhan city has brought out the consequences of growing interference with nature, with attendant 
disturbances in the habitations of the different living forms. The wild is forced to have an eye on human 
habitation. Humans are only a part of the incredible scheme of coexistence that we call nature. The issue 
is not about saving nature. It is more about aligning with it and understanding how we are one. In the 
troubled order of uncertainties of various kinds, the major challenge for individuals is to correct confusion 
and puzzlements about oneself and the world. The philosophy of life is an overall vision and attitude 
towards life and the purpose of it. It helps one in building principles in fighting the adversities of life and 
living in happiness. Happiness means different things to different people and it is an individual’s call. 
Seneca in his Moral Letters said philosophy offers counsel. It strengthens one’s ability to remain steady in 
the chaos and rush of life. A specific purpose of life determines the choices one makes and influences 
behaviour toward the surroundings. These choices and behaviour determine the happiness that life should 
aim at. Choices include those we are willing to give up to remain sane and purposeful.  
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The personal experience 
 During the COVID19 enforced confinement, and more so during the post infection isolation, I 
reflected on my journey so far. I have assessed the journey till now, it vicissitudes, how I have handled 
different situations and whether I could have been different and done better in different contexts. I did 
find that life was at a fast pace, was too involved in work and should have spent a little more time with the 
family. I could have struck a different lifework balance. I have evolved and grown with the times and the 
experiences that came along. I too have had my share of testing times and handled them in my own ways. 
Spiritualism came in handy on many occasions to find solutions and happiness when tested. It sprung from 
within that I should focus more on social service after a long innings in politics and networking change 
agents for further galvanising the change.  
 

One’s contribution is key 
 We have an individual form for a limited time like a wave. We live only once and have to live in the 
best possible manner. Human nature to be happy leads us to search for peace both within and without. 
Evolution from selfishness to self-realisation promotes common good. Living in moderation is the best 
lesson of the experience of the pandemic. Living with equanimity and harmoniously with all beings, our 
surroundings and society is ideal living. We need to talk to ourselves and define the purpose and meaning 
of life based on the lessons of the last several months and individual predilections. One is the master of 
one’s life and the path to its meaning. The meaning of life lies in contributing to the flourishing of 
humanity and the nature around for common welfare. Sharing and caring is the essence of our age old 
ethos. This confers a certain meaning to life. The Bhagavad Gita says of life; “Whatever happened, 
happened for the good; Whatever is happening, is happening for the good; and whatever will happen, will 
also happen for the good.” This warrants us to evolve to find equilibrium to face the unending 
uncertainties. A new strain of the novel coronavirus is being talked about even as we are coming to terms 
with the parent. Uncertainties never cease. We need to tune ourselves to face them with stillness to stay 
in a happy state of mind and live with a purpose from which the meaning flows.  
 

The spinoffs 
 The handling of the pandemic during the dark year, 2020, annus horribilis, has some positives. 
While it normally takes several years to come up with a vaccine, the scientific community has succeeded in 
finding some candidates for COVID19 in less than a year, much to the relief of all. The vaccine has begun 
to be administered already in some parts of the world. Vaccinating people all across the globe is the next 
big challenge. India has risen admirably as a nation to fight the pandemic. A parliamentary panel that 
examined various aspects of its handling has appreciated the grit and the determination that underlined 
this massive national effort and has complimented all stakeholders for the same even as it chronicled the 
hardship caused. The way the spread of virus and mortality has been kept under check are no mean 
achievements. The need of the hour is to draw the right lessons from the experiences of the last several 
months as both individuals and a collective so as to usher in annus mirabilis, by wiping out the pandemic 
and the havoc it has brought on us. Constant vigil is needed till the fight is finally won decisively. Learning 
to live with a purpose and meaning is the biggest takeaway of the year that has gone by.  
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 unmasked (adjective) – overt, unconcealed. 

 reflection (noun) – opinion, thought, view, 

assessment. 

 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 (noun) – community. 

 stave off (phrasal verb) – avert, prevent, avoid, 

rule out. 

 draw (verb) – obtain, take out. 

 novel coronavirus (nCoV) (SARS-CoV-2) (noun) 

– a new strain (type/variety) coronavirus that 

has not been previously identified in humans. 
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 confinement (noun) – restraint. 

 isolation (noun) – a complete separation from 

others of a person known or reasonably 

believed to be infected with communicable 

diseases. 

 stay put (phrase) – remain somewhere without 

moving (from that place). 

 quest (noun) – search, pursuit. 

 enlighten (verb) – inform, make aware, advise, 

notify. 

 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, follow. 

 evolved (adjective) – developed, advanced, 

matured.  

 organism (noun) – living thing, being, creature, 

animal, plant. 

 interconnectedness (noun) – the state of being 

connected or related to each other. 

 humanity (noun) – humankind, the human 

race, people. 

 heightened (adjective) – increased, intensified. 

 equanimity (noun) – self-control, composure, 

calm. 

 unleash (verb) – let loose, release, set free. 

 churning (noun) – disturbance, disquiet, 

unrest, restlessness, agitation. 

 dawn on (phrasal verb) – if something (an idea 

or fact) dawns on you, you begin to understand 

it for the first time; come to mind, strike, be 

perceived, be realized. 

 ought to (modal verb) – must, should. 

 reorient (verb) – change the focus on. 

 sequence (noun) – the complete order of 

compounds/building blocks (nucleotides) of 

nucleic acids, such as RNA or DNA. 

 Deoxyribonucleic Acid (DNA) (noun) – DNA is 

an important biological macromolecule (nucleic 

acid) that replicates and stores genetic 

information. It is a blueprint for all genetic 

information contained within an organism. 

DNA has two strand structure. DNA is found in 

the cell’s nucleus. 

 underline (verb) – underscore, emphasize, 

highlight. 

 subject to (adjective) – dependent on, 

conditional on, controlled by. 

 volition (noun) – choice, option, decision, 

discretion. 

 navigate (verb) – proceed, move, manage. 

 shatter (verb) – destroy, wreck, ruin. 

 at the expense of (phrase) – at the cost of, at 

the loss of; at the sacrifice of. 

 oneness (noun) – amicability, friendship, 

consensus, unity/solidarity. 

 come to the fore (phrase) – to become visible. 

 outbreak (noun) – outburst, flaring up, 

breakout, sudden appearance/occurrence of 

something. 

 bring out (phrasal verb) – disclose, reveal, 

expose, become known. 

 attendant (adjective) – accompanying, 

associated, related, connected. 

 habitation (noun) – place of residence, house, 

dwelling (place), abode. 

 (keep) an eye on (phrase) – to take care of, to 

look after, to watch/supervise something. 

 coexistence (noun) – The state of two or more 

different things existing/living together at the 

same time or in the same place. 

 puzzlement (noun) – confusion, bafflement, 

bewilderment. 

 adversity (noun) – a difficult situation; 

hardship, difficulty. 

 call (noun) – requirement, need, demand. 

 chaos (noun) – disorder, disarray, turmoil, 

disorganization, disruption. 

 sane (adjective) – sensible/practical, advisable, 

responsible, well balanced. 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 

 vicissitude (noun) – change, transition, 

transformation. 

 strike a balance (phrase) – find a fair & 

reasonable line of action between two 

contrasting things. 

 come along (phrasal verb) – progress, make 

progress, develop. 

 come in handy (phrase) – to be useful. 
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 spiritualism (noun) – a religious movement 

based on some belief. 

 spring from (phrasal verb) – originate from, 

arise from, stem from, emanate from, evolve 

from, come from. 

 galvanise (verb) – to cause someone to take 

action by exciting or shocking them; stimulate, 

encourage, inspire, stir, arouse, prompt, 

shock/stun. 

 evolution (noun) – development, 

advancement, growth, rise, progress. 

 self-realisation (noun) – fulfillment by oneself 

of the possibilities of one’s character or 

personality. 

 the common good (phrase) – the benefit/ 

advantage of all people in society. 

 moderation (noun) – self-restraint, restraint, 

self-control, self-discipline. 

 harmoniously (adverb) – cordially, amiably, 

agreeably, peacefully. 

 predilection (noun) – liking, preference. 

 ethos (noun) – morality, attitudes, beliefs, 

principles; spirit, character. 

 warrant (verb) – justify/necessitate, vindicate/ 

validate, call for. 

 equilibrium (noun) – balance, symmetry, 

equality, evenness. 

 strain (noun) – variety, kind, type; variant, 

mutant. 

 come to terms with (phrase) – to accept 

oneself to something painful/sad/difficult 

(situation); reconcile oneself to, come to 

accept, become accustomed to, adjust to. 

 stillness (noun) – calmness, peacefulness, 

quietness, serenity, tranquility. 

 spin-off (noun) – outcome, result, by-product. 

 annus horribilis (noun) – (Modern Latin) 

horrible year”. The opposite of it, “annus 

mirabilis” means “wonderful year. 

 come up with (phrasal verb) – produce, put 

forward, present/submit. 

 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 

improves immunity to a particular disease. 

 candidate vaccine or vaccine candidate (noun) 

– a “potential” vaccine prepared in the 

research and development (R&D) centres and it 

can be used in human clinical trials. 

 vaccinate (verb) – inoculate, administer, 

introduce (with a vaccine to provide immunity 

against a disease). 

 (Parliamentary) Standing Committee/ 

Parliamentary panel (noun) – it is a committee 

(consisting of Members of Parliament) 

constituted usually on an annual basis to 

enable detailed consideration/discussion on all 

bills (all proposed laws). 

 grit (noun) – courage, resolve, bravery, mettle, 

spirit, strength of character, determination.   

 compliment (verb) – praise, commend, flatter, 

acclaim. 

 stakeholder (noun) – a person with an interest 

in something. 

 chronicle (verb) – record, write down, 

document, register (a series of events). 

 mortality (noun) – (in a particular time/for a 

cause) the rate/number of death. 

 keep something in check (phrase) – control, 

curb, restrain, hold back, keep under control. 

 no mean (phrase) – mentioning that something 

is very good of its kind. 

 need of the hour (phrase) – some (urgent) 

need/requirement/demand at a particular 

point of time. 

 usher in (verb) – start, begin, initiate. 

 annus mirabilis (noun) – (Modern Latin) 

wonderful year. 

 wipe out (phrasal verb) – remove, get rid of, 

dispose of.  

 havoc (noun) – destruction, damage, disaster. 

 vigil (noun) – vigilance, surveillance, close 

watch, monitoring. 

 takeaway (noun) – a key point/idea/fact. 

 go by (phrasal verb) – (of time/year) to pass. 

 


