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Abstract: In contemporary fiction, the allegory of contagion and disease serves as a compelling 

metaphor to examine socio-political and moral decay, drawing upon the pervasive fears and 

uncertainties associated with real-world epidemics. This paper investigates how select works of 

modern literature employ this allegory to explore intricate societal issues, ethical dilemmas, and 

political upheavals. By weaving vivid narratives of interconnectedness and community impact, 

these works shed light on human behavior in times of crisis. The study traces the roots of this 

literary device to classical works like Boccaccio's The Decameron and Defoe's A Journal of the 

Plague Year, illustrating its evolution from historical depictions of pestilence to its adaptation in 

the context of contemporary anxieties. Set against the backdrop of globalization, urbanization, 

and technological advancements, modern fiction reflects the heightened potential for 

contagion—both literal and metaphorical. The rapid spread of ideas and ideologies in the digital 

age further complicates the narrative, as social media and digital communication blur distinctions 

between fact and propaganda. By analyzing these themes, this paper offers insights into the 

human condition and the ripple effects of collective actions in an interconnected world. 
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Introduction 

A powerful literary device for a long time, the allegory of disease and transmission has been 

used to reflect and critique the political, social, and moral environments of many historical 
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periods. This metaphor has regained its significance in modern fiction, acting as a prism through 

which to view the ubiquitous fears of contemporary existence. Authors explore wider societal 

themes, such as moral decay, political instability, and the brittleness of social ties, through the 

imagery of contagion, drawing on the palpable anxieties connected to actual epidemics. These 

stories give significant insights into the human condition by examining the deeper, systemic 

causes of crises in addition to their immediate effects. 

This essay examines the ways in which a few contemporary literary works use the metaphors of 

illness and infection to examine difficult social problems and ethical quandaries. It looks at how 

this metaphor, which has its roots in classical works like Defoe's A Journal of the Plague Year 

and Boccaccio's The Decameron, has changed to meet modern issues. Modern fiction depicts 

the metaphorical spread of ideas, false information, and fear, which is exacerbated by 

urbanization, globalization, and technical breakthroughs, in contrast to its historical use, which 

focused mostly on physical plagues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social media and digital communication have made the analogy even more complex by 

increasing the dissemination of ideas and making it harder to distinguish between propaganda 
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and the truth. The allegory is a suitable tool for examining the repercussions of both individual 

and communal acts in a worldwide world, since the interconnected digital landscape reflects the 

swift spread of disease. The purpose of this analysis is to show how the allegory of contagion 

highlights humanity's common vulnerabilities and resiliency while providing a comprehensive 

perspective of the ethical, social, and political aspects of contemporary crises. 

Modern fiction :Modern fiction is a literary genre that examines current events and frequently 

reflects societal problems, individual hardships, and the complexity of the human condition. In 

this regard, contemporary fiction explores moral and sociopolitical deterioration through the 

metaphors of illness and contagion. 

Metaphor for Contagion: The spread of undesirable ideas, practices, or societal issues in a 

group or society at large is symbolized by an infectious sickness that frequently spreads 

uncontrollably. This metaphor demonstrates how social problems can creep in and cause strife. 

Disease as Metaphor: In literature, disease is frequently employed as a metaphor to represent 

moral, social, or political corruption. Deterioration and the breakdown of values or order within 

a community or political system are explored through the concept of something "infecting" 

society or individuals. 

Decay in Politics and Society: This describes how political institutions, values, and society 

structures are deteriorating. The spread of illness is frequently used in literature as a metaphor 

for corruption, failure, and civilizations' incapacity to adjust to or bounce back from crises. 

Moral Decline: When people's or society's ethical standards deteriorate, the fundamental 

concepts of right and wrong are ignored or perverted. This deterioration is frequently portrayed 

in fiction through the deeds of characters, signifying the loss of moral integrity and paralleling 

the spread of illness or contagion. 

Fears of an Epidemic: Indicates societal concerns around the possible spread of actual and 

figurative epidemics. These anxieties are frequently used to symbolize larger societal issues, 

such the expansion of divisive ideologies or political movements, however they can also be 

connected to real illness epidemics. 
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Second World War: WWII symbolized a time of societal suffering, global upheaval, and moral 

reflection and is frequently used as a historical backdrop for contemporary fiction. Its effects 

can be seen in literary works that explore post-war societal issues including reestablishing 

governmental and moral structures using the metaphor of sickness. 

Urbanization :The process of people moving from rural to urban regions, leading to increased 

complexity and density, is known as urbanization. Urbanization and the spread of contagion are 

related in literature, illustrating how susceptible highly populated areas are to both real and 

figurative diseases like crime, corruption, and moral decay. 

Technological Developments: Describes the quick changes in technology that are changing 

society. In the framework of illness metaphors, technology is frequently depicted as a means of 

disseminating ideas—whether positive or negative—and as a force for social change, perhaps 

causing moral or political deterioration through abuse or unforeseen repercussions. 

Actual Epidemics: Disease epidemics that occur in the real world and have a significant impact 

on society. These frequently serve as the basis for allegories in fiction, signifying different types 

of social disintegration, including political, economic, and moral ones. A clear illustration of the 

brittleness of social structures is provided by epidemics. 
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Literary scholars have examined the allegory of disease and spreading in great detail as a 

metaphor for moral and societal problems. Early works that depict human behavior during 

historical epidemics, such as Defoe's A Journal of the Plague Year (1722) and Boccaccio's 

The Decameron (1348), are frequently mentioned because they provide a basis for 

comprehending the socio-political ramifications of illness. More recently, Susan Sontag (1978) 

explored the symbolic use of illness in literature in Illness as Metaphor, highlighting how it 

reflects stigmatization and societal anxieties. In his 2019 book Epidemics and Society, Frank 

Snowden examined the ways in which pandemics have impacted political and social systems 

throughout history, drawing comparisons between historical and contemporary representations. 

Authors of modern fiction, such as Emily St. John Mandel in Station Eleven (2014), examine 

themes of globalization, human interdependence, and moral resilience against the backdrop of a 

made-up pandemic. Similar to this, Ling Ma's Severance (2018) uses a pandemic as a 

metaphor for both society and individual stagnation to satirically condemn urbanization and late 

capitalism. In Contagious: Cultures, Carriers, and the Outbreak Narrative, Priscilla Wald 

(2008) and other scholars examine how epidemic narratives influence cultural fears, especially 

in light of the media's fast proliferation and technological improvements. These studies and 

pieces collectively show how disease metaphors have changed over time in literature, from 

historical depictions to contemporary criticisms of urbanization, globalization, and 

sociopolitical deterioration. 

A recurrent theme in literature, the allegory of contagion has developed with societal fears. A 

fundamental existentialist viewpoint is provided by Albert Camus's The Plague (1947), which 

uses a fictional outbreak to examine human morality and the ability of social systems to 

withstand chaos. More recently, Mark Honig Baum (2019) examined how tales of contagion 

reflect socio-political anxieties in The Pandemic Century, which chronicled the cultural and 

scientific reactions to pandemics throughout the past century. Oryx and Crake (2003) by 

Margaret Atwood illustrates the connections between moral decline and globalization through a 

dystopian pandemic that criticizes technological overreach and environmental destruction. 

In her 1994 book Flexible Bodies, Emily Martin explored how different cultures see immune 

systems and contagion, connecting these concepts to changing social structures in the era of 

urbanization and globalization. Cormac McCarthy explores themes of moral decay and survival 
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in a devastated society in The Road (2006), which is set in the aftermath of an unidentified 

apocalyptic event and echoes disease allegories. In her 1993 Parable of the Sower, Octavia 

Butler similarly uses illness as a metaphor to discuss environmental disasters and political 

unrest. 

Julia Kristeva (1982) explored the idea of abjection in critical studies in Powers of Horror, 

emphasizing how it can unsettle and reveal social taboos. COVID-19 is discussed in Arundhati 

Roy's essay "The Pandemic is a Portal" (2020), which highlights how actual pandemics worsen 

global inequality and encourage social reflection. In addition, Amitav Ghosh explores in The 

Great Derangement (2016) how modern narratives—such as those about epidemics—display 

humanity's inability to confront systemic issues in a world that is becoming more interconnected 

by the day. These varied pieces highlight the timeless value of contagion allegories in tackling 

ethical, social, and international concerns. 

Aims and Objectives 

To Examine the Allegoric Representation of Contagion and Disease: The study intends to 

examine the allegoric representations of contagion and disease in a few chosen contemporary 

fictions works, such as "Paradise" by Abdul Razak Gurna, "The Vicks Mango Tree" by Anees 

Salim, "Station Eleven" by Emily St. John Mandel, "Midnight's Children" by Salman Rushdie, 

and "Blindness" by Jose Saramago. This goal entails analyzing the writers' use of imagery, 

symbolism, and narrative devices to portray themes of moral and sociopolitical decline. 

1. To Examine Socio-Political issues: The study aims to investigate the sociopolitical 

issues that are woven within the chosen works' metaphor of illness and spread. This goal 

entails determining and evaluating the ways in which the allegory speaks to current social 

concerns such political upheaval, power struggles, social injustice, and corruption. The 

study seeks to clarify the authors' criticisms of social norms and institutions by looking at 

these themes. 

2. To Examine Moral challenges and Ethical Choices: Examining characters' moral 

challenges and ethical decisions in the setting of illness and contagion is another goal of 

the study. The study intends to investigate more general issues of morality, 
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accountability, and human behavior during times of crisis by examining the choices and 

deeds of the characters inside the stories. Examining how the contagion metaphor causes 

readers to consider their own moral principles and assessments is part of this goal. 

3. To Critique Power Dynamics and Institutional failings: Using the allegory of disease 

and contagion, the study seeks to critique the power dynamics and institutional failings 

portrayed in the chosen works. This goal entails locating examples of authoritarianism, 

power abuse, and structural injustices that are shown in the stories. The study aims to 

clarify the writers' observations on the faults and defects of the current institutions and 

power structures by examining these representations. 

Methodology Of Research 

A thorough methodology that incorporates literary analysis, comparative study, historical and 

contextual analysis, interdisciplinary viewpoints, and reader response is used to examine the 

allegory of contagion and disease in a few pieces of modern literature. This comprehensive 

method looks at how writers like José Saramago (Blindness), Salman Rushdie (Midnight's 

Children), Emily St. John Mandel (Station Eleven), Anees Salim (The Vicks Mango Tree), and 

Abdulrazak Gurnah (Paradise) employ this allegory to examine moral and sociopolitical 

deterioration. The methodology's fundamental component is literary analysis, with an emphasis 

on themes, motifs, narrative devices, and symbols. The study demonstrates how the metaphor of 

infection serves to communicate more profound socio-political and moral critiques by looking 

at structural components like plot, characters, and linguistic strategies. A detailed examination 

of the chosen texts is made possible by the comparative research component, which reveals both 

general and particular criticisms in modern fiction by pointing out parallels and discrepancies in 

the ways these writers depict contagion in various cultural and thematic contexts. 

By placing these works in their sociopolitical and cultural contexts, historical and contextual 

study illuminates the movements and events that shaped the writers. This offers important 

insights into how the allegorical narratives reflect societal issues. Along with theoretical 

frameworks like Marxism, postcolonialism, feminism, and existentialism, the study also takes 

an interdisciplinary approach, combining viewpoints from sociology, anthropology, political 
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science, and cultural studies. By relating the allegory to more extensive ideological and cultural 

discussions, these viewpoints enhance the study. 

Furthermore, studies of reader reaction and reception look at how audiences understand and 

interact with the themes of illness and contagion, providing information about the cultural 

significance and applicability of these stories. The study contributes to a greater understanding 

of these works' significance by revealing their ideological connotations through the integration 

of critical theory. This multidisciplinary approach offers a comprehensive perspective for 

examining how modern fiction use the metaphor of contagion to tackle urgent ethical and 

societal issues. 

Study Delimitations and Limitations: 

To provide a thorough grasp of the research scope and potential limits, it is necessary to identify 

a number of limitations and delimitations when performing a study on the allegory of contagion 

and disease in specific contemporary literature. 

Limitations: 

1. Scope of Works: The limited number of works selected for analysis is one of the study's 

limitations. There are perhaps more current fiction works that also address comparable 

topics but are not included in the study, even though the chosen novels provide deep 

insights into the allegory of illness and contagiousness. This restriction can have an 

impact on the analysis's scope and conclusions' generalizability. 

2. Interpretive Subjectivity: Interpretation is a fundamental component of literary 

analysis, and several readers may interpret the same text in different ways. 

Notwithstanding efforts to ensure objectivity in analysis, the study's results and 

conclusions could be impacted by the researcher's personal viewpoints, prejudices, and 

interpretations. 

3. Cultural and language Contexts: The chosen works come from a variety of cultural and 

language backgrounds, which could make interpretation and analysis difficult. Readers 

from diverse cultural backgrounds might not completely understand or appreciate cultural 
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nuances, colloquial idioms, and contextual references, which could restrict the study's 

findings' applicability to other contexts. 

Delimitations: 

1. Focus on Contemporary literature: The study primarily examines works of 

contemporary literature that were released in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. This 

period of time permits the examination of contemporary sociopolitical and ethical issues, 

but it leaves out previous literary works that might also have allegorical depictions of 

illness and contagion. 

2. Language and Translation: Works that were initially written in English or that are 

available in English translation are the main focus of the study. Although this 

delimitation makes analysis easier for audiences who know English, it could leave out 

works in other languages that provide distinctive interpretations of the allegory of illness 

and infection. 

3. Literary Genre: Since novels are the study's primary focus, other literary forms that also 

incorporate allegorical depictions of illness and infection, including plays, poetry, or 

short stories, may be left out. Although this division makes it possible to examine 

character development and narrative structures in novels in greater detail, it might ignore 

allegorical interpretations in other literary works. 

Conclusion 

Contemporary fiction uses the allegory of disease and transmission as a powerful and adaptable 

metaphor to explore moral and sociopolitical deterioration. The concerns and difficulties of 

contemporary society are reflected in the works of writers like José Saramago, Salman Rushdie, 

Emily St. John Mandel, Anees Salim, and Abdulrazak Gurnah through their rich characters and 

vivid storytelling. These pieces show how the concept of contagion goes beyond its literal 

connotations to speak to more general concerns such as ideological division, systemic injustices, 

and the brittleness of social ties in a globalized society. 

According to this study, the allegory of contagion incorporates elements of past literary traditions 

while adjusting to the particular issues of the modern day, which is influenced by urbanization, 
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globalization, technical development, and the digital age. Through the use of literary analysis, 

comparative studies, historical contextualization, and interdisciplinary viewpoints, the 

investigation reveals the complex ways in which writers examine moral resilience and critique 

societal defects. 

The incorporation of critical theory and reader response highlights the cultural value of these 

stories even more, demonstrating how they speak to audiences and mirror changing 

sociocultural processes. Thus, the allegory of contagion becomes a potent lens through which 

modern fiction addresses the human condition and challenges readers to face the results of 

systemic failures and collective acts. 

In conclusion, modern fiction's use of the metaphors of illness and contagion not only illuminates 

current anxieties and uncertainties but also promotes reflection and discussion on resiliency, 

accountability, and humanity's common vulnerabilities. This metaphor is still an essential tool 

for negotiating the intricacies of moral and sociopolitical issues, which solidifies its use in 

literature and larger cultural discourse. 

References: 

1. Atwood, M. (2003). Oryx and Crake. Anchor Books. 

2. Boccaccio, G. (1348). The Decameron. Penguin Classics (Translated editions available). 

3. Butler, O. (1993). Parable of the Sower. Four Walls Eight Windows. 

4. Camus, A. (1947). The Plague. Vintage International. 

5. Defoe, D. (1722). A Journal of the Plague Year. Oxford University Press (Modern 

editions available). 

6. Ghosh, A. (2016). The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable. 

University of Chicago Press. 

7. Gurnah, A. (1994). Paradise. Bloomsbury. 

8. Honig Baum, M. (2019). The Pandemic Century: A History of Global Contagion from 

the Spanish Flu to Covid-19. W.W. Norton & Company. 

9. Kristeva, J. (1982). Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. Columbia University 

Press. 



Indexed & Refereed | ISSN: 3048-717X (Online) | Peer-reviewed 

Takshila Journal of Research, Vol. 1 No. 1 Jul-Sep 2024 

[ 67 ]   

10. Ma, L. (2018). Severance. Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

11. Mandel, E. S. J. (2014). Station Eleven. Knopf. 

12. McCarthy, C. (2006). The Road. Alfred A. Knopf. 

13. Roy, A. (2020). “The Pandemic is a Portal”. Financial Times. 

14. Rushdie, S. (1981). Midnight’s Children. Jonathan Cape. 

15. Salim, A. (2012). The Vicks Mango Tree. HarperCollins India. 

16. Saramago, J. (1995). Blindness. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

17. Snowden, F. M. (2019). Epidemics and Society: From the Black Death to the Present. 

Yale University Press. 

18. Sontag, S. (1978). Illness as Metaphor. Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

19. Wald, P. (2008). Contagious: Cultures, Carriers, and the Outbreak Narrative. Duke 

University Press. 

20. Žižek, S. (2020). Pandemic!: COVID-19 Shakes the World. OR Books. 


