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 The struggle to breathe, or asphyxia, is the most terrifying human experience. Something one 

takes for granted, which we do more than a dozen times every minute, suddenly becomes an ordeal. I 

know how this feels having lived through tormenting bouts of asthma in my younger years and, more 

recently, when I found myself trapped under a raft in the freezing, raging, Zanskar river in Ladakh. The 

memories of gasping for air and the fear of dying are seared into my brain. Death typically comes as a 

relief from the terror, as multiple organ systems collapse due to the lack of oxygen, a colourless, 

odourless, tasteless gas which we are not even aware of until we cannot get enough of it. Oxygen. A word 

which should signify vitality and exuberance, but which in recent weeks has become synonymous with 

death and suffering. Who would have ever imagined that the India of 2021 which boasts sending rockets 

to the stars and manufactures oxygen on an industrial scale, would one day be unable to supply oxygen to 

save her own people. 

 

The trauma of asphyxia 

 The word ‘trauma’ typically evokes extreme events such as rape, sexual abuse and war-related 

violence. This is not surprising given that the word gained currency as a medical condition in the 

aftermath of the Vietnam war when tens of thousands of soldiers from the United States returning from 

the brutal conflict exhibited a range of distressing symptoms, giving birth to the diagnosis of Post-

traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). But the truth is that trauma can occur in many more diverse ways, and it 

is only now, with COVID-19 sweeping the world, that gasping for air has been recognised as a traumatic 

event. What ties these seemingly unconnected experiences together is that they all evoke the same 

intense emotions: a toxic brew of extreme fear and utter helplessness. These experiences, especially 

when sustained over hours or days, literally leave an imprint in the brain so that the hallmark features of 

PTSD symptoms such as nightmares, flashbacks and feeling on edge, recur at any time, sometimes 

triggered by a totally unrelated event which bear similarity to the trauma. 

 

 A recent study from the United Kingdom of over 13,000 survivors of COVID-19 reported a strong 

correlation between the severity of the infection and subsequent PTSD. While just over 1% of the patients 

reported breathing problems or hospital admission, the prevalence of PTSD in the months which followed 

were staggering: 35% of the sickest, and 15% of even those who only needed home assistance. The most 

prominent symptoms were frightening intrusive images of being breathless or ventilated. Thus, for those 

who do survive these nightmarish moments on the edge of life, the ordeal is far from over. Even as we 

struggle to keep those gasping for air alive, we must simultaneously attend to the long-term mental 

health consequences of survivors, a task even more daunting in a country where trauma-related mental 

health problems are barely even acknowledged. 

 

A traumatised country 

 But there is also another kind of trauma which is sweeping across India, as millions of stories of 

suffering, despair and death percolate into the consciousness of every person. There has been a feverish 

rise of anxiety and fear across the population, twinned with helplessness as the comfort of knowing that 

there is a government which they can rely on has evaporated. India has been engulfed, in a matter of a 

few weeks, into the world’s most serious humanitarian crisis, fuelled not just by a more infectious strain 

of the virus, but also a stunning level of arrogance, greed, incompetence and complacency. The terror 

reminds me of the weeks that followed the brutal lock-down imposed on the same population a year ago, 

without any warning or preparation. A year on, the horrors have returned to their lives, only this time for 

exactly the opposite reason: the state did nothing at all as tens of thousands, and then hundreds of 

thousands, of people were getting infected every day, watching millions congregate at religious festivals 

and election rallies, oblivious or uncaring about the inevitable cataclysm this would lead to. 

 

 The concept of collective trauma has emerged only in recent times, in the aftermath of terrifying 

events which have affected entire populations, such as following the 9/11 attacks in New York or disasters 

such as the tsunami in 2004. These events were followed by a dramatic increase in symptoms of 

psychological distress, including the cardinal features of trauma, for months and years after the event 
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itself had passed into history. And so we also must prepare the country for healing from this mass 

traumatic experience and we can draw upon lessons from other humanitarian crises to guide our actions. 

Most immediately, we must find a place to park our anger and rage, as justified as these reactions may be, 

and search for the compassion lurking beneath it, and support in any way we can the efforts of the 

thousands of civil society organisations to support those who are gasping for air, not forgetting the 

continuing support they will need after they can breathe again. The outpouring of community action we 

are witnessing is a soothing balm for the anxiety many are experiencing as they fear that the state seems 

to have collapsed. 

 

Healing through truth 

 But, long-term recovery of the collective trauma will need resolution of the pent-up rage that is 

burning a hole in our souls. This will need the equivalent of the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 

which have served to heal the collective traumas of events which affected entire populations, such as 

apartheid in South Africa. Such an independent Commission would document the facts behind the tragedy 

unfolding across India, hold individuals and institutions accountable, and offer a path towards restorative 

justice to heal a deeply wounded nation. Last week, when the Delhi High Court issued an order to the 

Central Government to ensure the supply of oxygen, I was puzzled by its statement that “As it stands, we 

all know this country is being run by God.” I will never know who was being referred to as God, but I am 

assuming it must be the spiritual being we pray to in our myriad places of worship. If so, then we must 

ensure that this is not the final judgment of the apocalypse that has befallen India. The people of this 

country are entitled to a full and honest account of what led more than a billion people into a 

catastrophe, if only to put at rest our troubled minds, restore the fractured trust between the people and 

the state, and be better prepared for the next pandemic. 

 

 asphyxia (noun) – a condition of deficient 

supply of oxygen to the body that arises from 

abnormal breathing; suffocation. 

 take for granted (phrase) – understand, 

assume, presume (something is true without 

cross-questioning it); For example, if people 

take something for granted, they do not place 

much value on it. Or you believe it to be true, 

real or expected. 

 ordeal (noun) – painful experience, unpleasant 

experience, trouble, difficulty, misery. 

 live through (phrasal verb) – survive, endure, 

go through, undergo, experience. 

 tormenting (adjective) – distressing, suffering, 

afflicting, disturbing. 

 bout (noun) – attack, eruption, outbreak, 

outburst (of illness); spell.  

 asthma (noun) – It is a disease characterized by 

recurrent attacks of breathlessness and 

wheezing, which vary in severity and frequency 

from person to person. This condition is due to 

inflammation (swelling as a result of infection) 

of the air passages in the lungs and affects the 

sensitivity of the nerve endings in the airways 

so they become easily irritated. In an attack, 

the lining of the passages swell causing the 

airways to narrow and reducing the flow of air 

in and out of the lungs. 

 trap (verb) – prevent from escape; get stuck, 

catch, get caught. 

 raft (noun) – a small, inflatable (plastic or 

rubber) boat. 

 freezing (adjective) – extremely cold, very 

chilly, shivering. 

 raging (adjective) – stormy, violent, strong, 

turbulent. 

 sear (verb) – afflict, distress, disturb. 

 lack of (noun) – absence, deficiency, scarcity, 

unavailability. 

 odourless (adjective) – without 

fragrance/smell. 

 signify (verb) – signal, indicate, announce. 

 vitality (noun) – energy, strength, power, 

vigour. 

 exuberance (noun) – excitement, elation, 

enthusiasm, cheerfulness, buoyancy. 

 synonymous with (adjective) – closely 

associated with. 

 boast (verb) – brag, gloat, show off; 

exaggerate, overstate. 

 trauma (noun) – torment, distress, pain, 

suffering. 

 evoke (verb) – invoke, cause, give rise to, bring 

forth. 

 abuse (noun) – ill treatment, assault, torture. 
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 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

 currency (noun) – acceptance, popularity, 

traction. 

 in the aftermath of (phrase) – as a 

consequence of, as a result of. 

 aftermath (noun) – consequences, effects, 

results, repercussions. 

 brutal (adjective) – severe, harsh, wicked, 

cruel, vicious, barbaric. 

 distressing (adjective) – worrying, affecting, 

painful. 

 Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (noun) – 

a mental health disorder that’s caused by a 

terrifying event-either experiencing it or 

witnessing it. 

 diverse (adjective) – very different, varying, 

multiple, sundry, dissimilar. 

 sweep (verb) – engulf, overwhelm, flow across, 

surge over. 

 traumatic (adjective) – stressful, painful, 

distressing, disturbing. 

 tie together (verb) – link, connect, relate, join 

(together). 

 seemingly (adverb) – apparently, evidently, 

outwardly. 

 toxic (adjective) – fatal, deadly; poisonous, 

harmful, dangerous. 

 brew (noun) – mixture, mix, blend, 

combination. 

 helplessness (noun) – incapability, incapacity, 

inefficacy, ineffectiveness. 

 sustain (verb) – endure, experience, undergo, 

live through. 

 imprint (noun) – lasting impact, effect, 

influence, impression. 

 hallmark (noun) – distinctive feature, 

indication, sure sign. 

 nightmare (noun) – very unpleasant or 

frightening experience; ordeal, horror, 

torment. 

 on edge (phrase) – tense, nervous, edgy, 

anxious, apprehensive. 

 recur (verb) – happen again, reoccur, occur 

again. 

 trigger (verb) – cause, prompt, set off, bring 

about. 

 bear (verb) – have, show, display, present, 

exhibit. 

 severity (noun) – seriousness. 

 subsequent (adjective) – following. 

 prevalence (noun) – it refers to the number of 

cases of a disease that are present in a 

particular population at a given time whereas 

“incidence” refers to the number of new cases 

that develop in a given period of time. 

 staggering (adjective) – astonishing, shocking, 

surprising. 

 intrusive (adjective) – annoying, irritating, 

interrupting, disturbing. 

 ventilated (adjective) – allowing air to enter 

and circulate freely. 

 nightmarish (adjective) – horrific, disturbing, 

gruesome. 

 on the edge of (phrase) – on the brink of,  on 

the verge of a situation; at a crucial or critical 

point. 

 far from (phrase) – not, not at all, nowhere 

near. 

 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 

 daunting (adjective) – intimidating, 

challenging, disconcerting. 

 acknowledge (verb) – admit, accept, realize. 

 traumatised (adjective) – appalled, horrified, 

distressed. 

 despair (noun) – hopelessness, depression, 

distress. 

 percolate (verb) – spread gradually, be 

disseminated, pass/go slowly (through a group 

of people). 

 consciousness (noun) – awareness, knowledge, 

realization, recognition. 

 feverish (adjective) – hectic, agitated, restless, 

nervous. 

 twin (verb) – combine, join, link. 

 rely on (phrasal verb) – depend on; resort to, 

have recourse to. 

 evaporate (verb) – vanish, fade, disappear, 

contract, lessen. 

 engulf (verb) – overwhelm, swamp, affect 

something completely. 

 humanitarian (adjective) – compassionate, 

humane, socially concerned. 

 humanitarian crisis (noun) – it is also called as 

humanitarian disaster; a situation with high 

levels of human suffering in which basic human 

welfare is in danger on a large scale. 

 fuel (verb) – vitalize, intensify, fan, whip up. 

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

mutant. 

 stunning (adjective) – impressive, remarkable, 

outstanding, incredible, breathtaking. 
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 arrogance (noun) – egotism, self-importance, 

high-handedness, imperiousness. 

 greed (noun) – desire, thirst, appetite 

(particularly for wealth); rapacity, materialism, 

avarice. 

 incompetence (noun) – inability, lack of ability, 

incapability, incapacity. 

 complacency (noun) – carelessness, laziness, 

laxity, self-satisfaction, smugness, self-regard. 

 impose (verb) – force, thrust, inflict (an 

unwelcome decision). 

 state (noun) – government, the administration, 

the regime, the establishment. 

 congregate (verb) – assemble, gather, come 

together, flock together, get together. 

 oblivious (adjective) – unaware, heedless, 

unconcerned, unmindful. 

 inevitable (adjective) – unavoidable, 

unpreventable. 

 cataclysm (noun) – disaster, catastrophe, 

devastation. 

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

rise to. 

 dramatic (adjective) – considerable, 

substantial, appreciable, significant. 

 cardinal (adjective) – fundamental, basic, 

primary, main. 

 heal (verb) – get better, get well, recover. 

 draw upon (phrasal verb) – make use of, use, 

employ, utilize. 

 park (verb) – leave, put down. 

 rage (noun) – fury, anger, wrath, outrage. 

 compassion (noun) – sympathy, feeling, 

empathy, consideration, humanity. 

 lurk (verb) – hide, conceal, keep out of sight. 

 beneath (preposition) – under. 

 civil society (noun) – civil society refers to the 

space for collective action around shared 

interests, purposes, and values, generally 

distinct from government and commercial for-

profit actors. 

 outpouring (noun) – outburst, eruption, 

outflowing, cascade, a lot of something 

happening at the same time. 

 soothing (adjective) – relaxing, quiet, 

reassuring. 

 balm (noun) – relief, comfort, consolation, 

solace. 

 resolution (noun) – determination, resolve, 

strength of character, will power. 

 pent-up (adjective) – suppressed, confined, 

held back, not expressed (emotions/feelings). 

 burn/blow a hole in (phrase) – ruin, spoil, 

disrupt, upset. 

 Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 

(noun) – It was a court-like restorative justice 

body assembled in South Africa after the end of 

apartheid. Witnesses who were identified as 

victims of gross human rights violations were 

invited to give statements about their 

experiences, and some were selected for public 

hearings. 

 apartheid (noun) – racial segregation/ 

discrimination system in (South Africa); 

prejudice, bias, bigotry/ inequity (racial 

segregation). 

 unfold (noun) – develop, happen, take place, 

transpire, occur, emerge. 

 accountable (adjective) – responsible, liable, 

answerable. 

 hold someone accountable for (phrase) – 

blame someone for something. 

 restorative justice (noun) – it is a theory of 

justice that emphasizes repairing the harm 

caused by criminal behavior. It is best 

accomplished through cooperative processes 

that allow all willing stakeholders to meet, 

although other approaches are available when 

that is impossible. 

 wounded (adjective) – damaged. 

 puzzle (verb) – perplex, confuse, bewilder, 

bemuse. 

 as it stands (phrase) – in the present condition. 

 spiritual (adjective) – inner, divine, sacred. 

 myriad (adjective) – a great number, countless, 

various. 

 apocalypse (noun) – the total destruction and 

end of the world; annihilation, catastrophe, 

devastation. 

 befall (verb) – (of something bad) happen, 

occur, take place/appear. 

 put to rest (phrase) – to stop people from 

concerning/doubting about an issue by 

explaining/resolving it. 
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