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Transcript 
 
Alexander:  Hello, and welcome back to Endnote, a literary affairs podcast from the Hart 

House Literary and Library Committee at the University of Toronto. I’m 
Alexander Lynch. Before we begin, I’d like to acknowledge the land on which 
Hart House and the University of Toronto operate. For thousands of years, it has 
been the traditional land of the Huron-Wendat, the Seneca, and most recently, the 
Mississaugas of the Credit River. Today, this meeting place is still the home to 
many Indigenous people from across Turtle Island, and we are grateful to have the 
opportunity to work on this land. This is the second episode in our Currents series, 
where we’re speaking with UofT professors and Canadian authors about the 
literary representations of and responses to the social, cultural, political, and 
economic forces that shape contemporary life. We’re going to focus on the 
literature of plagues and pandemics—a millennia-old tradition of narratives 
describing the outbreaks of real and fictional diseases in communities. My hope, 
at least, is that this episode doesn’t prove frightening or disheartening. As I think 
both of my guests show, there’s a lot in this tradition worth thinking about in this 
time of COVID-19. Today, you’ll hear two conversations. The first is with Emily 
Nacol, a professor of political science at UofT. The second is with Kevin Chong, 
an author and professor of creative writing at the University of British Columbia. 
It was such a pleasure to speak with both Professors Nacol and Chong, and I hope 
you’ll enjoy our conversations! First, Professor Nacol: Emily Nacol is a political 
theorist whose research interests lie primarily in early modern political thought 
and political economy. She works especially on problems of risk and uncertainty 
in early modernity. Emily's first book, An Age of Risk: Politics and Economy in 
Early Modern Britain, was published in 2016, and now she is working on a new 
project on politics, labor, and risk in eighteenth-century Britain.  She has held 
research fellowships at Brown University's Political Theory Project and the 
Cornell University Society for the Humanities, and at Toronto she looks forward 
to teaching a range of courses in the history of political thought as well as 
thematic courses on capitalism, commerce, and risk. 

 
[pause for music]. 
 
Alexander: I'm joined now by Professor Emily Nacol. Hello, Professor Nacol, thanks so much 

for taking the time to speak with me. How are you doing?  
 
E. Nacol: Hello, thank you so much for having me. I am delighted to be here.  
 
Alexander: I'd like to begin with a challenge that is often put to people that look to literature 

for anything other than entertainment or some kind of aesthetic bless. And I'll take 
Defoe's Journal here as the example. Journal has been studied by many as a 
means of considering political, social, and economic principles as they operate in 
crises. But many who doubt the capacity of literature to make truth-claims about 
the real world disagree, and so the challenge is this: why should we expect 
analyses of the workings of fictional, hence false, political and economic systems 



to tell us anything that holds true of real political and economic systems? Is this a 
fair challenge, do you think, and how would you respond? 

 
E. Nacol: This is a great question. And I think in some ways, it's a very old query. In the 

history of political thought, which is my field of study, as early as the dialogue in 
Plato's Republic, we find all these discussions of why it's important to think 
carefully through the stories we teach children, and maybe the stories we tell 
ourselves about the world. These are formative, right? Socrates says that they give 
us a framework for understanding what we observe around us, they shape our 
imaginations, and they become part of this store of human experience. So there's 
something there, I think, about how powerful these imaginative renderings are. So 
I do agree that there are those who doubt the capacity of literature to make truth-
claims about real world issues and problems, but I actually don't count myself 
among those people. That said, I'm very familiar with this form of skepticism to 
be sure. And I think, for my part, that truth-telling can take many forms: the 
collection and presentation of empirical data in response to a question, analytical 
reasoning from agreed-upon premises to conclusions, personal testimony, 
imaginative representations of experience through different art forms. So I would 
resist the idea that fictional necessarily translates to false, right? It is true that 
fictional representations of life can't really be verified or falsified in the way that 
scientific or social scientific representations of human experience can be. And I 
would not deny that. But I do think that fictional representations of life can be 
truthful, right? Readers can either see our own experiences reflected back to us by 
reading fiction, or we can sympathetically engage with experiences that are 
unknown to us. And this exercises and strengthens our capacity for moral 
imagination, and introduces us potentially to new truths about human experience. 
So I do think that literature can make a profoundly important contribution to 
political life in this way. It is another imaginative way of distilling and presenting 
to us often difficult truths about moral and political life that affect all of us. And 
we might recognize how fictional representations of life capture things we know 
to be true, and then can also articulate philosophically or empirically as well. Or 
we might find that they sharpen our intuitions about our own experiences and give 
voice to them. Or we may find ourselves challenged and steered towards the 
discovery of new-to-us truths about the political world. And I think that Defoe is 
really trying to do all of these things in his Journal, right? He's drawing on 
empirical evidence that he's gathered about plague visitations to early modern 
London. So there is an empirical basis for his fictional account. He's trying to give 
a representation of the lived experience of plague that is so accurate that at times 
it doesn't read like fiction, but at the same time, he's also trying to work on the 
moral imaginations of his readers and get them to think sympathetically about 
what is to come. 

 
Alexander:  The label itself, fiction, creates something of a knee jerk reaction, because I know 

that with the Journal originally, the first readers actually thought that it was real, 
and they had to be convinced time and again, this isn't true. So I wonder if it's, to 
your point, not so much a question of, is this absolutely true or false, but whether 



it's a label by which we immediately categorize the whole thing as essentially 
false and in no way connected to our lived experience?  

 
E. Nacol:  Yeah. And I think in the Defoe novel, like the verisimilitude is so strong that, as 

you say, people thought, is this a real journal, is it a nonfiction narrative 
representation of what it was like to live in the plague. And it is wholly a work of 
fiction that is rooted in Defoe's historical studies and family stories. But really, 
what he's trying to do is, you know, make an impression on a wide reading 
audience and to prepare them for what is to come by giving them a vivid 
representation of the past. And what I would like to do now is actually point to a 
piece that has come out fairly recently that I have really appreciated on Defoe’s 
Journal of the Plague Year, and this is by Travis Chi Wing Lau and it's called 
“What Preparations Are Due.” And it's a wonderful piece that I think, is very 
Google-able. And it is definitely worth the read. He really thinks through Defoe's 
sources for the Journal of the Plague Year, his position, as part of a literate 
public, and what Defoe is trying to accomplish through these fictional 
representations, what he's trying to teach the British public. And the argument of 
the piece is that what he's trying to teach them is that preparation is a huge part of 
learning to live together collectively through a crisis, which is, I think, an 
important truth about political life in general, which is that this is something that 
we will have to do periodically, and sometimes continuously. And so, this is the 
political truth at the heart of the novel.  

 
Alexander: Yeah. Another curious effect of plague literature, if we can call it that, is that 

many of these narratives, to your point, they seem so true that they almost seem 
like self-fulfilling prophecies when these things recur, because they identify these 
conventions—for instance, that that pandemic-causing pathogens typically 
originate in foreign countries, I think is a really common one. And then 
subsequently, we're much more receptive to the proof of that. And we set aside 
the ways in which that very straightforward narrative is complicated. And then 
this, in turn, at least in my view, tends to then determine our actions in outbreaks. 
And I think the rise of medicalized nativism, for instance, is a really good 
example of this. Do you agree with this assessment? And in what ways might 
popular narrative conventions used to describe disease, in turn actually influence 
the human response to disease? 

 
E. Nacol:  This is a wonderful question. And I think it really follows so nicely from the first 

question that you asked. I do think that narrative conventions often reflect our 
practices on the ground, right? So, the rise of medical nativism or scapegoating 
under conditions of plague or disaster, these are really common human practices, 
and they often pop up in fictional and non-fictional narrative representations of 
pandemics and plagues. And I suppose there is the possibility that these fictional 
representations could just affirm our tendencies to behave in this way, by 
reflecting them back to us. But the other thing that I think these can do is present 
an opportunity to interrogate these practices and perhaps change our ways. Let me 
give a couple of examples. So one of these comes up again, in Defoe's Journal of 



the Plague Year. As you say, we're like heat seeking missiles, right? We always 
look for where these pandemics come from, and surprise, surprise, they never 
originate with us, they always come from somewhere else. And in Defoe's case, 
he has his narrator say pretty early on in the Journal, we think that this probably 
came here through the port of London from somewhere else, but it doesn't really 
matter where it came from. And it's just a really small sentence in the narrative. 
But to me, it's always really powerful. And that he quickly dismisses this human 
tendency to figure out okay, where did this begin? Who is responsible? Whom 
can we blame? He says, it doesn't matter where it came from. And he seems to 
say what matters is what we do now, what matters is how we prepared and I'm 
going to tell that story. The other example that I'd like to highlight is the really 
wonderful Canadian documentary Killing Patient Zero, which is about the AIDS 
crisis and is this wonderful film. The filmmakers look at Gaetan Dugas, who was 
the so-called “patient zero” of the AIDS crisis in North America and he is a flight 
attendant with Air Canada. I believe it was Randy Schultz's And the Band Played 
On, that book, that really solidified his perceived role as patient zero that you 
know, and part of his work as a flight attendant, he went from place to place and 
possibly had unprotected sex at many of his ports of call, so to speak, and became 
the patient zero for North America. And so we say that the spread of HIV through 
North America originates with this one man and his behavior. And it's probably 
not surprising that he was part of a feared and marginalized group at this time, gay 
men. And what's interesting about the documentary is that the documentary 
filmmakers first interview all of his family and friends and flesh him out as a real 
person, right? A person who had many loving close relationships, who was a 
well-respected professional, and then they go back and really investigate. Was he 
a patient zero for the crisis? And the answer turns out to be no. But then I think 
what is more important, perhaps, is that the documentary raises the question of, 
why was it so important to pinpoint him as such a person? What does it say about 
us, that we were willing to go to such great lengths to attach the spread of an 
illness that really didn't discriminate to one person? What does it say about our 
fears and anxieties at this time? So I think that's an example of sort of reclaiming 
and interrogating a narrative and replacing it with a different one, and using that 
to reflect back to us our own fears and anxieties and how these lead to practices of 
blame and scapegoating that are unproductive and really harmful.  

 
Alexander:  Yeah, and another convention that I'm thinking about where maybe a similar kind 

of interrogation can be enacted is the insistence upon equality of effect. One of 
the other persistent tropes is that diseases kills indiscriminately. I think Defoe 
reproduces this as well, it doesn't matter whether you're rich or poor, color of your 
skin, your gender, whatever, your religion, I think, is another one of the prominent 
ones, you're always going to be killed indiscriminately. And I guess the question 
to ask then is, why is it that we do this when we know that this equality of effect 
really isn't true? Why is it that there's this preoccupation, I think, in a lot of these 
different narratives, with this equality of effect? 

 



E. Nacol: That's a great question. So I think in some ways, Defoe is a bit complex on this 
question. On the one hand, and I think you're right to emphasize the religious 
aspects of his novel, he wants to say that, you know, the bubonic plague visits 
people indiscriminately; it's not a sign of your sinfulness or wickedness if you're 
struck down by it. Likewise, if you're spared, it might be a sign of God's 
providence in a way that we can't really understand. But it's not a marker of your 
own virtue or goodness, or cleanliness and so forth. So in that way, he does 
present an egalitarian account of how the plague affects people. On the other 
hand, I think we get some really interesting analysis from him about how it 
spreads. And I hesitate to use the words class-based analysis because it's really 
too early for that at the time that Defoe was writing, but we do get a very 
interesting representation of how it affects people in the economic hierarchy of 
early modern London, right? So the very wealthy flee right away, they have the 
resources to get out of the city, they go out to the countryside, where they can air 
things out and not live in cramped quarters and possibly survive the plague. So 
they use their resources to do this, right? People of the middling sort, shopkeepers 
and tradespeople of the kind Defoe’s narrator is, some stay and some go. But we 
learned a lot about their economic reasons for staying behind and how this leads 
to many of their deaths and to great suffering. And then poor people remain 
behind. And they live in incredibly tight quarters. And he shows us how the 
disease ravages their communities. And this is still true to this day, right? We still 
see these same patterns hold. So in a way he shows how the built environment, 
how economic relationships and how political institutions are arranged in such a 
way as to produce very unequal effects once a disease visits. And so we get, I 
think, some pretty sharp social analysis from him in a non-judgmental way, I 
think, about how certain groups are hit much harder than others under these 
conditions.  

 
Alexander: I think another sort of interrogation, maybe a slightly broader one, than why do 

we stick with equality of effect is why do we stick with plague or pandemics 
because I think the outbreak narrative is quite striking in its prominence. I think 
diseases in general, and plagues in particular, have been employed in a lot of 
different cultural channels to figure these various kinds of issues. I think there's 
one reading of the Journal that says that the plague is a figure for capitalism. I'm 
not sure how much I buy that reading, but it's there. There's the confrontation with 
the absurd in Camus’s The Plague, for instance. It seems to me that that these 
kinds of uses of plague as metaphor can be replicated by other symbols; we can 
use an earthquake, maybe or hurricane or something. So I'm curious, what do you 
think is particular to plague as a metaphor that isn't true of diseases in general, of 
individualistic diseases, like cancer, say, or like other mass crises like natural 
disasters? 

 
E. Nacol: This is a really challenging question that you've posed. I'm really thankful for it, 

because it's something I think I really need to think about in my own research and 
teaching and clarify, but I will take a stab. So let's first talk about other kinds of 
disasters. Plague, if we think about it both descriptively as a thing that happens in 



the world as well as metaphorically and how it operates in fiction, has much in 
common with other types of disasters. It has both natural and manmade 
dimensions, right? The pathogen and its activities are really beyond our control in 
many ways. But the experience of living through a pandemic, as we now know all 
too well, is mitigated by loads of human factors, our practices of knowledge 
production, the built environment that we create, our political and economic 
institutions, our social and cultural milieu. And so we can think about other 
parallel cases that are similar. I grew up in the Gulf Coast of the United States so 
I'm glad you mentioned hurricanes. That was the other example I was thinking 
through. Hurricanes make landfall all the time where I come from, and certainly 
the storm is the storm, right, but our environmental practices as humans have a 
real impact on the frequency and the intensity and severity of these storms, our 
political and economic institutions can really shield folks from the devastation of 
hurricanes, or not, as the case may be. So I would say that in this way, plague is a 
collective catastrophe that is not so different from other kinds of collective 
disasters in the abstract, although certainly it is a very particular kind of 
experience once you live through it. And I suppose that one thing to think about is 
that many people will go through life without ever experiencing or an earthquake 
or a tsunami, or hurricane, but all of us will be ill, right? That's not my idea, that 
really belongs to Susan Sontag, in her text, Illness as Metaphor, when she says, 
all of us move back and forth between the kingdom of the well and the kingdom 
of the sick. It is a part of human experience, and everyone will go through it, you 
know, and some people may live their lives relatively healthy and never 
experience an incredibly difficult illness, but all of us will be sick at one time or 
another. But the question of how plague compares to these other more 
individualistic diseases is a really good one. And what I mean by really good one 
is I think it's a really hard one. And again, I would cite Sontag as someone who 
has thought through this carefully and provocatively in Illness As Metaphor, 
which is a great piece of social criticism in which she really thinks about the 
culture of individual responsibility that attaches to some diseases and not others, 
right? So one thing that she thinks about and that I think we can also think about 
is the language around struggles with cancer as a, “fight” waged by a “warrior” 
who may or may not lose her so-called “battle” with cancer. And we don't talk 
that way about other diseases, right? We don't talk that way about COVID-19, or 
heart disease, or the flu or hepatitis. And so I think that raises a really interesting 
question: why is that, why does that language attach, and I think this is worth 
investigating. We could easily make the case that cancer is also a collective illness 
that is experienced much more intensely by some communities over others, and 
that individual people do not have to or should not have to take full responsibility 
for their own experiences with it and individual recoveries from it, and that there's 
collective responsibility there, too. And so it's interesting to think about why these 
discourses of individual responsibility pop up with respect to how we think about 
some illnesses and not others? I don't have the answer to that. But I think it's 
something worth thinking about more carefully. 

 



Alexander: One of the things that I was thinking about as well is the way in which plagues are  
individualizing, more so than some others are, in the sense that they atomize 
society in a certain way. I think social separation leads to a loss of cohesion in 
maybe a way that isn't the same as, say, other natural disasters, where it's very 
much a community of people working together against something rather than sort 
of being all separated into their homes and having to kind of bear these things 
alone. I'm not sure where that factors into it, but I was curious to hear your 
thoughts on that element of it as well.  

 
E. Nacol: That is really an interesting question. So yeah, I think in some ways there's an 

almost forced communal experience and some disasters, when you're actually 
quite literally put out of home, right, you have to live with others, or you have to 
live in common shelters. And so in some ways, you're really up close and 
personal with other people and certain kinds of disasters like fires, hurricanes, 
floods, whereas in our pandemic experiences, as we all know, we're told to stay 
home, right, and to be alone, or with our immediate household members as much 
as possible. So there's an isolation factor there, which I think really challenges and 
places a lot of pressure on our efforts to combat this collectively, right. We're told 
that the best way to contribute collectively is to be alone, right. On the other hand, 
one thing I've observed here on the ground, and that lots of folks have written 
about, is that in these times of relative isolation and crisis, you see people finding 
some really interesting communal workarounds. And one thing that I have in 
mind is the proliferation of mutual aid societies that have popped up around 
Toronto in response to the pandemic, where you can work alone at home, as part 
of a network of people and contribute to the collective good. So you can cook at 
home for people who need food and are housebound, and someone will come to 
your house and make a contactless pickup and a contactless delivery to someone 
that you've never met across the city. And so we can see these kinds of social 
networks of people surviving alone together, popping up all over the city. And 
this is happening in New York, it's happening in Los Angeles, it's happening all 
over North America. So, in some ways, I think people find a way to make the 
isolation work collectively, which is quite inspiring.  

 
Alexander: Yeah, it absolutely is. To go off this sense of the ways in which we can work for 

the collective good—I think one of the areas in which literature can make a 
substantive intervention during the pandemic is that of moral questions. And I 
think I'll return to the Journal here, because I think that it has a lot to say about 
this. I think one of the broad issues that Defoe explores in the Journal is what it 
is, in fact that morality and religion demand in times of crisis—should citizens 
remain in the city or flee, as you gestured towards a little bit earlier. Is it 
permissible to lock up healthy citizens with infected ones? Must citizens 
volunteer to help one another when they face tremendous personal risk in doing 
so? I think the mutual aid societies tries to answer that question. So, broadly, how 
do you think Defoe approaches and answers these questions? And what might that 
tell us about how, in fact, literature can intervene in questions of morality in times 
of crisis? 



 
E. Nacol: One thing that I really appreciate about the Defoe novel is that while it raises lots 

of extremely pressing moral questions, it is not a terribly moralistic narrative, 
which is a difficult balance to strike. I think, rather, Defoe goes for verisimilitude, 
right? He represented various different types of human behavior. And for the most 
part, he does so sympathetically. So it's possible as a reader to feel for or at least 
understand the motives of all different kinds of folks who make varying choices 
under these kinds of terrible pressures. I think the one exception is that he comes 
down extremely hard on charlatans and hucksters, right, who tried to exploit the 
fears of already vulnerable people. He sort of reserves all of his firepower for 
them and everyone else, he seems to say, these are different ways that people have 
coped with this crisis and see what you make of these, dear reader. And so for 
everyone else struggling to get by and survive, he simply lays out the 
consequences of their actions and leaves it to us to form our own moral 
judgments. And in some ways, I think this is a real challenge, because he doesn't 
tell us what to think. He simply asks us to think about who we might be, under 
these conditions. Would we flee if we could? If we had to stay behind, and we had 
no other options, how would we live? Would we care for sick people at great 
personal risk? Or would we hide from them? If we ourselves were ill, would we 
stay home, or would we venture out right as a way of coping with loneliness, fear 
and isolation? And he sort of shows how people took all different kinds of 
approaches, and he withholds moral judgment of them—he seems to say, this is 
how different people will act under these conditions, and we shouldn't be 
surprised by this. So in a way, I think, the real moral lesson of the novel is that we 
have to learn to prepare for all these types of contingencies and think through who 
we want to be as a collective and how we want to make adjustments for different 
individual responses to these kinds of really challenging and devastating 
outbreaks. I do think he tips slightly when it comes to quarantine on the side of 
sympathy for the quarantined though, right? He seems to say, this is terror upon 
terror. It's loneliness upon loneliness. And he, I think, tugs on the heartstrings of 
the reader when it comes to the terribly isolated and sick and their families, and 
asks us to think more about their sufferings than other people's suffering. So I do 
think perhaps we get a slight moral tinge. They're asking us to have a bit of a 
heart when it comes to the difficulties of quarantine, and to think about how to 
support people who have to live under these conditions.  

 
Alexander: And I think that's absolutely the critical thing right now. I'm afraid that there's a 

lot more to say, but there's only so much time to say it, and it's been so great to 
speak with you, professor. Thanks so much for your time.  

 
E. Nacol: Thank you for inviting me. I really appreciate your questions. They are terrific 

and will give me a lot to think about today and in the future. 
 
[pause for music]. 
 



Alexander: Thanks so much to Professor Nacol for joining me. Next, you'll hear a 
conversation I had with Kevin Chong. Kevin is the author of six books of fiction 
and nonfiction, most recently the novel The Plague. Those titles have been named 
books of the year by Globe and Mail, National Post and amazon.ca, listed for a 
CBC prize, a BC Book Prize and a national magazine award, option for film and 
TV and published in the US, Europe and Australia. His creative nonfiction and 
journalism have recently appeared in The Guardian, the Times’ Literary 
Supplement, the Rumpus and the South China Morning Post. 

 
Alexander: I'm joined now by Kevin Chong. Hello, Kevin, thanks so much for taking the time 

to speak with me. How are you doing?  
 
K. Chong: Great, Alexander, thank you for inviting me.  
 
Alexander: I'd like to begin by considering how your novel intervenes in the question of 

outbreak narrative adaptations and conventions, because I think literature is 
replete with conventions and tropes that are often reproduced unquestioningly and 
uncritically. I think your novel, by contrast, thinks critically about these sorts of 
tropes and their implications. One of the immediate examples: after the 
introduction of Rieux, for instance, the narratives observed that, “his status as a 
male physician also serves to foreground him as a protagonist,” which is a line 
that I loved personally. There are multiple narrators that are involved in 
significant ways in the narrative rather than a detached, presumably objective 
narrator. In your mind, how does your novel sort of draw on this more explicit 
awareness of plague conventions, especially because it's adapting a novel, to 
contest these sorts of conventions. 

 
K. Chong: The first thing I want to say is, I think there's a running theme in the three novels 

I've published—they have some sort of meta fictional element, you know, and 
that probably speaks to like the formative reading I had, in my teens and 20s, be it 
writers like Paul Auster, or Don DeLillo, or Donald Barthelemy, that carries over 
into this book. I think the idea of taking a classic novel and covering it, 
reinventing it, is always an idea that has appealed to me. What inspired this book 
was, almost four years to this day that we're recording this, the US presidential 
election, you know, the things that are keeping me up now, causing me to lose 
sleep, are the things were doing it four years ago. And I think there was this whole 
break of despair in the moment. And I wanted to write a book that spoke to how 
we proceed in the face of that despair. And then my wife was rearranging the 
books, and my old copy of The Plague, which I'd read in first-year university, was 
lying around. And so if there was an opportunity for me to write it, what would I 
bring to it that was different, why would it be useful to rewrite it now? And 
obviously, I have a different background than Albert Camus. And obviously, it'd 
be probably best not to write about Algeria, having not ever been there. And so I 
started thinking about Vancouver, and I started to think about what the 
implications of having a plague there would be. And so I started thinking about 
what it would stand for it, if in Camus’s original, it was often suggested that he 



was talking about French Resistance during the Nazi occupation in World War 
Two. And for me, I think, we’ll touch upon this in greater detail later on, but I 
think it was the opioid crisis in Vancouver and how we deal with people that we 
don't have to care about because they are in the margins of our world and our 
periphery, and we can, for the most part, ignore them. But getting back to your 
thought about contesting plague literature, I think what we're seeing now is that 
people are turning to plague literature as a form of disaster planning. We read 
books by these people who haven't lived through plagues, writing about what it'd 
be like to live through plagues, while the readers are actually living through 
plagues. And I think why we do that is because in these narratives, there's an end, 
and we're living in a situation where there is no end in sight, or there's a very 
distant end in sight. And so we want these authors to try to speak to the worst that 
can happen, worse that can be imagined. As a result, I think that's why there's a 
reading, and in my book, I think that's what people do, because there's a meta 
fictional element in all my writing, and because I try to imagine what it would be 
like. I think there are people who, you know, turned to Daniel Defoe, turn to 
depictions of medieval plague art as a way of trying to grapple with this. And so, I 
guess I'd built in some of that, you know, just because it's how I imagined the 
situation would be, and it's also a kind of an undercurrent in my writing.  

 
Alexander: One of the things that you touched and I'd like to center now is I think that many 

of these conventions, in different sorts of ways, ultimately silence marginalized 
voices, intentionally or not. One of the clearest examples of this is the fact that in 
many works of literature, Camus’s The Plague among them, are preoccupied with 
the “equal effect of plagues”, the notion that the disease depicted kills 
indiscriminately without regard for colour, without regard for class, without 
regard for anything at all. And I think we know this has never really been true. 
And I think in your novel, there's a clear awareness of the ways, in fact, this isn't 
true, that that disease and other sorts of systemic problems affect particular 
groups, poor and racialized persons, in particular, more than others, and in my 
mind, this prompts us to consider other ways, perhaps, in which systemic issues 
disproportionately harm particular groups. To you how does this new awareness 
shape the novel? And, maybe more broadly, how can we resist these kinds of 
silencing in literature and politics about this plague?  

 
K. Chong:  That's a great question, and something I've thought about. I tried my best to 

address it while realizing I have shortcomings. There are things I can't speak 
directly to, I can just hint at, which isn't quite a solution. But first off, I want to 
point out that in the Camus original, I think there is a kind of reference to 
Christmastime in Oran, and how rich people had Christmas and the poor people 
didn't, so there was a little acknowledgement of that. And then ultimately, that is, 
one of Camus’s weak spots. He writes very beautifully about Algeria as a land, as 
a place, as a source of light, but not of the Arab and Berber people who make up 
the majority of the population, you know, and even though he seemed to have a 
lot of feeling towards those people, they were the imaginative lacuna. And so I 
think with my book, I was more aware of that. And I was more aware of the fact 



that there are populations that have endured various plagues, not necessarily 
bubonic plague, but you talk about the gay, lesbian trans population, there are 
different sort of epidemics that plague them, be it the AIDS epidemic, or violence, 
different kinds of violence. And then you have poor people who've been ravaged 
by the opioid epidemic, and people who survived other outbreaks of diseases. One 
of the interesting things that I had one of my classes do, right before everything 
shut down at UBC, was that we went to see an art show by a New York artist who 
lived through the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s. And he had pictures of his lover 
dying. David Wojnarowicz. It was really interesting, because it just happened to 
be the show that was playing, or that was running at the university art gallery. But 
it really spoke to how certain communities experience suffering in a complete 
vacuum outside of what's known as mainstream society. And we look upon them 
with some pity, but we can just sort of move on. And I think that's a survival 
mechanism to just ignoring other people's suffering just because we take it right 
on with them. It's crippling, and we, at some point, ignore our own suffering, 
because that's how we proceed in life, we pretend it never happened. And then 
there are consequences to that. They bubble up in interesting ways, and that's a 
theme in this book where you push away a problem, like the opioid crisis, and 
then it pops up later on in a way that's completely unexpected.  

 
Alexander: Yeah, I think one of the important things here, at least in my mind, is thinking 

about the ways in which the metaphor of plague differs from some of the other 
metaphors that we might use to describe these kinds of systemic issues. And I 
think one of the really important things is that, as Professor Nacol pointed out, 
drawing on Susan Sontag's Illness as Metaphor, that everybody gets sick. So 
there's a kind of universality to these kinds of metaphors of plague that might not 
be there in other ways. And then there's a certain kind of inescapability or 
inevitability, then, that we are made to sympathize with, especially right now, but 
even in other cases, when we're reading these sorts of works of literature. And so 
there's a centering there.  

 
K. Chong: Yeah, I agree with Professor Nacol. You know, there's idea that everyone is 

susceptible, and we're all you know, in the same boat to some extent, but some 
people have a spot at the top of the boat that's sinking rather than right at the 
bottom where they are plugging in the holes. Even though things aren't equal for 
everyone, people still feel as though they're losing something, people still feel as 
though they've suffered and, and it catches their attention. It's an interesting time 
for us to all look back at what's happened, what's happened so far, and think about 
how we've been sheltered from the worst that's happened. And it's like, it's kind of 
the same counting that I've done recently—I should count my blessings, I'm very, 
very lucky to still have a job, we're very lucky to have a family and we have 
secure housing, but it still sucks, this is still very difficult. And we're put in this 
position, and we're given the time to really reflect on these inequalities. And how, 
if we can help the people who are most marginalized, we actually help ourselves. 
And hopefully, we can come out of it as kinder people, and that's just me wish 
casting here. But that's something I've thought about a lot recently. 



Alexander: Yeah, you and I both are hoping that, I think. I think one of the ways in the novel 
as well, that this attention to marginalized voices and bodies is centered is by a 
specific awareness of place. I think this is something that you mentioned earlier as 
well. Where Camus in some ways tries to hide the Arabs and Berbers living in a 
fairly nondescript Oran, for instance, I don't think that the same is possible in your 
novel’s situation in Vancouver, certainly, nor do you try it. Importantly, roads, 
neighborhoods, landmarks are named and engaged in the course of the narrative, 
especially the Annex, which you've said elsewhere was a figure for the 
Downtown Eastside in Vancouver. Can you describe maybe how it is the 
Vancouver appears in the narrative? And how does this attention to place 
function?  

 
K. Chong:  Yeah, I never set out to write like, a Vancouver novel. I wanted to write a book 

for general readers, but I wanted to write about the city I come from with a certain 
amount of detail. It's interesting what qualifies as local. If you're writing about 
New York, you're writing about London with that same kind of granularity, then 
you're just a novelist, you're writing about the third biggest city in Canada, it's 
considered a local book, and it is what it is. But I imagine writing about 
Vancouver—what is needed to write about it, because you needed to bring to the 
foreground, the great disparity in wealth that's in the city. And it's something that 
I've really seen living here for almost 45 years, I've had a couple of breaks in 
between, but for the most part for my 45 years, and seeing how drastically the city 
has changed. One of the things I did do in the book, which was something that the 
only people who are familiar with the city would know, I didn’t think it was 
enough that it was worth sort of pointing it out explicitly was that I pretended that 
there wasn't a Downtown Eastside, I pretended that the opioid epidemic had 
ended because everyone died. I never said that. That's what I imagined happened, 
and that they built something yuppie neighborhood development, like the 
Olympic Village, in this area. And it's a site of a lot of pain, even though it's 
outwardly very, very upscale, as I imagine it, it's still a place where there's a lot of 
ghosts. And so I thought I very much needed to write about it as a specific place 
and time. And I think there are other occasions where you don't necessarily need 
to do that. But I felt if I were writing a book that was in some ways, a response to 
Camus, writing about Algeria, or France, in the 1940s, I had to offer different 
contexts and be as specific as possible.  

 
Alexander: And I think maybe, in addition to the change in place, I think, importantly, as you 

gesture towards, there's also a change in time. And I think this, this change to a 
modern setting brings with it lots of modern conveniences that are taken 
advantage of by other characters, there’s smartphones, there's online news, there's 
social media, things that Camus’s characters obviously wouldn't have access to. 
One of the things that falls out of this shift that I want to focus on is the social 
changes that are then implied by this, and that most remarked upon of buzzwords, 
social distancing, in particular. I think while the public health measures that are 
entailed by the changes in time are quite similar. I think the social disconnect is 
different. To your mind, how has the kind and extent of social disconnect caused 



by pandemic responses changed between 1947 and now, and might there be 
contemporary disconnects in your novel that Camus simply wouldn't have had 
access to?  

 
K. Chong: Yeah, I think that's something I really thought about when trying to adapt 

Camus’s novel to the present day. I think so much of the pain brought by 
quarantine, to the characters of the original, was a result of the fact that they were 
unable to go home and see their loved ones. You have Rieux in the original, 
whose wife is in a sanatorium, and they're unable to connect. And then we have 
Rambert, a journalist from Paris who's unable to get back to his lover. We live in 
an age, fortunately, where we have these Zoom calls, these Skype calls, we have 
other ways to keep in touch, which helped to some extent, but then also 
exacerbate this lack of intimacy in our lives, where we are unable to have the 
human connections that we would otherwise have. And I think in some ways, my 
book touches upon that—it's interesting to think about ways in which I tried to 
disaster plan a couple of years ago for this scenario, and then when it actually 
happened, I don't feel as though I was in any way prepared for what's happening 
now. And it took me a while to follow all the social distancing protocols, all the 
hand washing protocols, I just didn't have the habit down. And so this 
disconnection is something I think a lot of us are feeling acutely, and it's 
definitely different from how people in Camus’s age were doing. And I feel as 
though, I'm not sure what I accentuated in the novel, or what Camus accentuated 
in the novel, but the idea of not just having a coffee with somebody, you know, 
across the table, how difficult that could be, how dangerous and fraught that was. 
I guess, in some ways, I talked a little bit about that. But it's something that I've 
tried to avoid and some people aren't avoiding. And I think that sort of tension in 
our lives is something that was present in Camus’s novel, and I guess to some 
extent in my novel, and can be felt in our day-to-day lives all the time.  

 
Alexander:  I want to return to the question of disaster planning and the question of 

adaptation. It seems to me that the process of revisiting some of these classic 
works, and some of the contemporary works, like people are doing to apply that 
then in turn to the COVID pandemic entails a kind of adaptation conceptually 
similar to that which you practice in The Plague. Do you agree with this 
characterization and what might taking this archetype of plague narrative in this 
novel and then adapting it reveal to you about some of the shortcomings and the 
successes of the contemporary attempts to apply these literary and historical 
narratives of disease to our contemporary, strange situation that we're living in.  

 
K. Chong: I think all attempts to try to apply narratives to our lives, be it plague narratives, 

or comedy narratives, or tragic narratives are useful. I think that's how we make 
meaning. And that's how we see ourselves in the world by pitting our experiences 
with those imagined or non-fictional recreations of other people's lives. I think 
that ultimately, when I was writing this book, I wanted to extend that continuum, I 
wanted to speak to Camus’s imagination, and hopefully honor his work while also 
talking about how it might be applied to our contemporary age. One of the books 



that really inspired me while writing The Plague, or maybe rewriting it actually, 
I'm not sure if I read it or I was reading as I wrote my first draft, was Kamel 
Daoud’s The Mersault Investigation, which is an Algerian novelist’s response to 
Camus’s The Stranger, and is written from the perspective of the brother of the 
unnamed narrator, unnamed Arab, kill by Mersault in The Stranger. And I think 
with that book, Daoud talked about how he saw a breach in Camus’s towering 
body of work that he could, in some ways, insert himself into. I think a lot of 
people who are readers of Western literature whose backgrounds fall outside of 
Western literature, we've always had difficulty trying to see ourselves in these 
stories and find our place as readers and appreciators of this work, and I think, by 
imagining ourselves into it by, in some ways writing our own fan fiction towards 
it, we can honor these works while also asserting our presence as readers.  

 
Alexander:  Terrific. It's been so great to speak with you, Kevin, thanks so much for your 

time.  
 
K. Chong:  Thank you, Alexander. 
 
Alexander: Thanks so much again to Professor Chong, and Professor Nacol, for joining me! 

Before we end  the episode, I have a few quick announcements from the Literary 
and Library Committee. Finding Light in the Dark Poetry Workshop, from 
Writers’ Co-op at Lit and Lib. The ordinary darkness of November and December 
is different this year. We are uneasy and missing people, as well as simply 
missing the sun. How are you going to bring the light in? U of T’s poet-in-
community, Ronna Bloom will read poems that might speak to this moment and 
its needs, and will lead one or two writing exercises. Everyone is welcome to join 
this Writers’ Co-op Social on December 3rd from 6 to 8 PM to hold a candle of 
poetry in the dark. Also from Writer’s Co-op: Are you an emerging writer looking 
to hone your craft? If so, you should consider applying for the Decent Exposure 
Workshop series. Hosted virtually over the course of eight weeks during the 
Winter semester, you’ll get the chance to receive one-on-one feedback on your 
work from Creative Writing Masters students here at U of T! Applications close 
on December 3rd, 2020. To apply, fill out the document on our website, 
hhlitandlib.ca/events, and return it to decentexposureworkshops@gmail.com. Lit 
and Lib is starting a first year journaling community. Start Your Weekend off 
Write! Use creative writing for self-discovery and mental wellness. Join the 
HHL&LC and a first-year journaling community to enhance your writing while 
exploring mental wellness via journaling activities and community discussion. We 
will meet every other Saturday from 11:30 AM to 1 PM EST over Zoom, starting 
January 16th. Registration is now open—the deadline is December 28th. Finally, 
Endnote is going to be taking a short break for exams at UofT, so our next 
episode will be released on January 1st. We’re wishing you all the best for exams 
and the start of your holidays, and we’ll be back soon. And that’s all for this 
episode! As always, you can find the full list of works discussed on this episode, 
and all episodes of Endnote, on our website, hhlitandlib.ca, along with literary 
events, opportunities, and news from the rest of the Lit and Lib Committee. 



Endnote is a podcast of the Hart House Literary and Library Committee, and I’d 
like to thank the committee for their ongoing support for Endnote. Our theme 
music is by Cameron Lee. 

 
[pause for music]. 
 
Alexander: If you enjoyed this episode and want to hear more, you can subscribe to Endnote 

wherever you get your podcasts, or visit our website at hhlitandlib.ca/endnote! 
I’ve been Alexander Lynch. Thank you for listening! Talk soon. 


