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Foreword

Charles Forsdick

In the early months of the pandemic, back in May 2020, English professor and medical humanities specialist Kirsten Ostherr made a clear case on Inside Higher Ed for what she called ‘the humanities as essential services’. Ostherr’s argument was that whereas the STEM disciplines have well-established translational mechanisms allowing spontaneous responses to crisis situations, this is much less true across those disciplinary fields that study human history, society and culture. Drawing on her own experience in public health, she advocated engagement in ‘long-term, big-picture research that brings humanities questions to bear on public health’. The examples Ostherr cited included critical historicisation and contextualisation, approaches that draw on analogies from the past or on a sensitivity to diversity within and across cultures, in order to complement (and on occasion demonstrate the limitations of) urgent biomedical and technical responses to the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic.

In the rush to understand and control the virus, the UK government (along with many others) committed – rhetorically at least – to ‘following the science’. The definition of this ‘science’ was, however, often dangerously narrow, a reminder that an inclusive understanding of the term to designate broad, interrelated knowledge has come to be viewed as increasingly archaic. It was only in Germany that the advisory body on the pandemic constituted by the Deutsche Akademie der Naturforscher Leopoldina (National Academy of Sciences Leopoldina) actively integrated a range of experts from the humanities. As Catherine Boyle makes clear in her introduction to this volume, there were nevertheless voices raised in the UK in support of such cross-disciplinary openness. Devi Sridhar, Professor of Global Public Health at the University of Edinburgh and adviser to the Scottish government during the pandemic, has vocally challenged the homogenisation of expert advice. She recommends that political leaders and policymakers should be offered evidence from a broader range of perspectives, drawing on what she calls ‘representation from diverse backgrounds and experiences’. The current book responds to Sridhar’s challenge in two ways. First, by drawing on specific expertise and methodologies in the broad area of languages, cultures and societies, it demonstrates the possibilities afforded by purposeful disciplinary diversification. Second, in exemplifying such diversification, it underlines the role of the humanities more generally in multiplying perspectives, in creating comparisons, and in providing evidence drawn from a range of contexts beyond that of a single language and the single nation-state.

Despite the apparent official reluctance – at the peak of the pandemic – to draw on humanities expertise, many researchers still demonstrated an ability to pivot rapidly and deploy their expertise. Their aim was not only to understand COVID-19 but also to seek to offer informed responses to it. Historians reflected on the precedents of previous health emergencies, ranging from the Black Death to the so-called ‘Spanish’ flu pandemic of 1918, and in doing so relativised a crisis broadly considered to be ‘unprecedented’ but was arguably anything but. Literary scholars similarly explored earlier works – including, perhaps most prominently, Camus’s The Plague and Kafka’s Metamorphosis – to which many readers had turned as they tried to negotiate their current situation. Experts in race and ethnicity studied the xenophobia (and invariably the Sinophobia) evident among many seeking someone elsewhere to blame for the pandemic. Researchers in translation studies made a compelling case for multilingual approaches to public health and for sensitivity to the multiple contexts in which its messaging about prevention occurs. Taken together – as was, of course, equally the case across microbiology, immunology, epidemiology and those other fields more prominent in the COVID-19 response – these interventions also constituted not only an effort to make sense of a deeply uncertain, anxiogenic situation but also, in both the short and longer terms, to contribute to solutions to it.

Situated at the crucial intersection of Digital Humanities and Modern Languages, Multilingual Narratives of a Pandemic is an important element in this configuration of humanities-based responses. It is one of a number of projects that foregrounded the need for linguistic sensitivity, but then moved beyond any essential yet more functional reflection on languages (as media for the circulation of scientific knowledge or key aspects of effective public health interventions) to reflect more actively on the ways in which words make worlds. The analyses captured by the project reveal, through the study of an extensive range of material in the press (1.1 million articles published across 110 countries), the rapidly shifting and often highly localised responses to the pandemic across the first four months of 2020. The material gathered offers a nuanced overview of the ways in which different societies, through multiple languages, processed the fluid situation in which they found themselves. One of the lessons of the project is that this type of information and analysis, if provided in real time, would have been invaluable to those politicians, policymakers and public health specialists seeking to understand crises within their own immediate context – but also, equally importantly, needing to assess how their own reactions compared to those of others elsewhere.

In the context of confinement and immobility with which the early months of the pandemic were associated, it was essential to navigate interplay between the national and transnational, between the local and the global. Multilingual Narratives of a Pandemic sets out the differing reactions, extroverted and introverted and often somewhere in between, that such a challenge entailed. Across different national contexts, the languages of COVID-19, and the worlds these rapidly remade, reveal differing degrees of openness to other countries, although the distinction between any focus on the local or engagement with the global is never clear cut. The latter is as likely, for instance, to betoken a curiosity about parallel contexts as it is a xenophobic intention to apportion or displace blame.

The cross-cultural and comparative analyses of the press in the early months of the pandemic illuminate the often precocious emergence of major societal concerns: unequal access to resources, disproportionate impact of the virus on certain social groups, the increase in domestic violence, the deterioration of mental health. They allow in the process a detailed tracking of societal attitudes and responses, relating not least to the balance between the medical, the economic and the social. Anita Baratti and Natalia Stengel Peña focus their analyses in this volume specifically on ‘the seemingly haphazard routes of linguistic inventiveness in different languages that nevertheless reveal to us the diversity of the daily and intimate remaking of our worlds throughout the pandemic’. They remind us that, amid the seriousness of a pandemic response, it is important to note that there are often surprisingly playful aspects, evident not least in variable approaches to neologisms coined to capture the previously unknown. There is widespread evidence in languages other than English of the adoption of anglicisms, but in other contexts – notably that of Korean – the creation of a complex new vocabulary revealed an attention, with an often surprising degree of granularity, to the consequences of new and specific modes of existence (unexpected weight gain, new ways of consuming culture digitally, anxiety regarding social contact). At the same time, the usually serious metaphors that circulated – in many cases relating to war, but with these references inevitably modulated according to the histories of conflict within specific contexts – are a telling indication of the role of language as a repository for lived experience. In a fascinating section of its analysis, the project also reflects on the patterns of tenses used, with the prevalence of the future in Italian sources in March 2020 constructing ‘a forward-looking gaze, looking beyond the present day and expressing the feeling of going towards a solution’.

Multilingual Narratives of a Pandemic is an exemplary project, the implications of whose innovative methods are just as significant as its wide-ranging findings. It is at the same time a provocation, the limitations of which are an invitation for future research and for ongoing disciplinary reflection. The focus on the press inevitably privileges a certain form of discourse, and it would be possible to draw more broadly on social media to understand the proliferation of words and worlds in that less regulated (or differently regulated) context. Focus on this complementary corpus would additionally allow a focus on agency, and on the role that individuals and groups played in making worlds from their words. Even supposedly independent news media carry certain sets of assumptions, fashioning responses as well as collectivising anxieties and aspirations. Social media has the added advantage of revealing alternative trends within what populations were reading, watching and saying in response to the circumstances with which they were faced, no longer necessarily passive consumers but active co-creators of their emerging worlds.

A compelling response to Ostherr’s call to recognise ‘the humanities as essential services’, Multilingual Narratives of a Pandemic has important lessons for inclusively ‘scientific’ responses to global crises. It is a compelling illustration of the need, from the outset, for spontaneous cross-disciplinary responses. The analyses in this book and its associated podcasts function as a striking reminder of the early experiences of COVID-19 as they played out locally, nationally and transnationally. Retrospectively, the findings bring some order to those experiences, identifying patterns as well as revealing the specific social manifestations of the virus in response to more abstract political decisions. Yet, at the same time, we are challenged to reflect on the utility of such information and analysis in real time, that is, how having access to the findings of a worldmaking observatory, committed to drawing on multilingual materials and studying these from a cross-cultural, comparative perspective, might in future provide invaluable information that would inform the biomedical and technical responses otherwise privileged. As such, Multilingual Narratives of a Pandemic is as much about preparing for the future as it is about reflecting on the recent past. The specific messages for Modern Languages – the cluster of fields that explore languages, cultures and societies – are clear. The disciplinary model that emerges from this work is one fit for the challenges of the twenty-first century. It draws on the traditional strengths of Modern Languages, many of which are central to our philological DNA: a core sensitivity to the dynamic, diverse phenomenon of language as a social variable; an openness to multilingualism and an associated suspicion of monolingualism as an often unmarked case; a willingness, in the study of narratives and discourses, to explore the creative tensions between close and distant reading; a commitment to contextualising approaches that are rooted in the local but always already open to the comparative, transnational and global – in short, a foregrounding of methods that, to paraphrase Mary Louise Pratt, allow the study of languages and the study of the world through languages.

Finally, Multilingual Narratives of a Pandemic makes a compelling case for the centrality of research on languages, cultures and societies to policy interventions, not least in the area of public health. It also asserts the importance of that work to society’s broader collective endeavour to understand our roles in making and remaking worlds in the present, and imagining other possible worlds in the future. This study would not have been possible without rigorous innovation at the cross-disciplinary intersection with Digital Humanities. As such, it underlines the continued need for those in Modern Languages not only to ensure access to skills and infrastructure in this area but also to assert the specificity of our contribution, notably in ensuring a sensitivity to multiple languages and cultures, and in nurturing vigilance regarding the risks of monolingualism and anglonormativity. Building on these forms of interdisciplinary engagement, Multilingual Narratives of a Pandemic indicates other ways in which Modern Languages continues to evolve. The work of 19 linguists at different career stages, the project reflects the benefits of collective engagement, of involving collaborators at various career stages (including undergraduate students) in the purposeful co-creation of knowledge. The mobilisation permitted by such collective efforts underpins the responsiveness without which work of this type cannot be undertaken. Multilingual Narratives of a Pandemic reflects the ways in which expertise in languages, cultures and societies does not have to play the instrumental or ancillary role to which it has often been relegated. It can instead drive research agendas and have an actively catalytic function in the search for cross-disciplinary responses to global challenges. By centring – in our practice as researchers and teachers, across multiple cultural traditions – language acts and worldmaking, we can reassert the function of languages as material and historical forces, we can underline the heuristic value of thinking about the world through languages, and we can demonstrate the ways in which the study of languages and cultures offers society a powerful anticipatory resource.
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Introduction:

Starting points

Catherine Boyle


Overview

On 20 February 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared that COVID-19 was a ‘global outbreak of coronavirus, an infectious disease caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2)’ (WHO, Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Press Conference, 2020). Looking back, three years later, this sentence is a reminder of how little we knew and how much we had to learn from the experience of living through a global pandemic. ‘Worldmaking in the Time of COVID-19’, the project that informs this book, was an early response to that experience and was intended as a contribution to our collective understanding of the COVID-19 pandemic. Here, we follow the course of the investigation, and we have three main objectives: to capture the languages of the early pandemic (January–April 2020); to offer a transferable methodology for exploring world events in multiple languages; and to share some of the key findings of our researchers.
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