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Outbreaks, Carriers 
& Patient Zero
How Language Shapes 
our Understanding of 
Pandemic



Do you speak ‘Rona?



Oxford English Dictionary, Corpus Analysis of the Language of Covid-19, April 15, 2020
See also Tony Thorne, #Coronaspeak, April 15, 2020

#coronaspeak

• Flatten the curve
•Stay at home
•Doomscrolling
•Superspreaders
•Quarantini
• Locktail hour
•Upperwear
•Coronacut
• Zoombombing
•Second wave

https://public.oed.com/blog/corpus-analysis-of-the-language-of-covid-19/
https://language-and-innovation.com/2020/04/15/coronaspeak-part-2-the-language-of-covid-19-goes-viral/


#coronaspeak

20 keywords in the Oxford Corpus, January to March 2020, Oxford English Dictionary,
Corpus Analysis of the Language of Covid-19, April 15, 2020

https://public.oed.com/blog/corpus-analysis-of-the-language-of-covid-19/


Bernadette Paton, Social change and linguistic change: the language of Covid1-19, April 9, 2020

Covid Lexicon

https://public.oed.com/blog/the-language-of-covid-19/




Spread of the Coronavirus Emoji, March 11, 2020, Emojipedia

https://blog.emojipedia.org/spread-of-the-coronavirus-emoji/
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At the 
end of 
the talk

Explain
•Explain how metaphor, narrative, 

Othering, and resilience 
discourses shape understanding 
of pandemics

Identify
•Identify the parts of an outbreak 

narrative and explain how they 
function in society

Evaluate
•Evaluate helpful and harmful 

ways of talking about pandemics



Background and Perspective1



Contagion and 
Communication

• “To touch together”

• “To communicate 
disease”



Rhetoric 
of Health 
and 
Medicine

Transdisciplinary Field—
Seeks to explain how 
language structures meaning 
and action in relation to 
illness and health

Scholars—
English, Composition, 
Communication, Health 
Humanities and others



The Power of Language
image: Matthew Perkins, Old Bourke hospital bed, Flick/CC



Words Matter. Stories Matter.

Share 
(mis)information

Shape 
perception 
and action

Influence 
infection 

and 
mortality 

rates

Promote or 
lessen stigma

Affect 
economies 

and cultures

Create 
communities



Image from: Moonshot, 5g 
Coronavirus Conspiracy, 
April 2020

http://moonshotcve.com/covid-19-the-5gcoronavirus-conspiracy-on-instagram-and-twitter/


Specific Language Devices2

Metaphor

Narrative

Othering Language



Metaphor
Greek meta (over)
phrein (carry)
carry over

a comparison of unlikes

“giving the thing a name 
that belongs to something 

else” 
(Aristotle, Poetics, Chapter 21, 1457b1-30)

transference of meaning 
that emphasizes and 

obscures
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Metaphor and 
Thought

“Our (metaphorical) 
concepts structure what 
we perceive, how we get 
around in the world, and 
how we relate to other 
people”(Lakoff & 
Johnson, 1980, p. 3).



Orientational Metaphors

Health 
is up

Sick is 
down

•She is in peak
condition

•He rose from his 
sickbed

•They are in high
spirits today

•She is feeling 
down today

•He fell sick
•They are under 

the weather



Disease as war

fought illness
battled cancer
succumbed to the flu
virus as invader
immune system as defense



Robert Koch 
German 
Bacteriologist, 1843-1910

Image Source: Wikimedia Commons. 

Disease as “invading force per se” (1890)
Body as battlefield





• Converge around common 
cause
• Confers a sense of agency
• Gives hope
• Can create illness 

communities
• Comfortable, culturally familiar

Covid as war

• Blames/stigmatizes those who 
don’t survive
• Implies deaths are collateral 

damage
• Reduces complexity of outbreak
• Power-laden, paternalistic, 

aggressive (vs. CARING)
• Historically, war has been 

accompanied by ethics abuses
• Doesn’t help those without 

equipment or support

+ Advantages - Disadvantages



Alternate Covid Metaphors

• Natural disaster
• Fire or wildfire
• Apocalypse
• Journey
• Stress test on the 

system
• Ecological metaphors 

(spillover)



Susan Sontag

1978

Think about other Covid metaphors

• Lockdown vs. circuit breaking
• Stress test for the species
• Game or contest
• Whack-a-mole



Narrative2B



Standard Outbreak Story 
(Wald, 2008, p. 2)

Formulaic plot across media 
types

Identification of emerging 
infection

Focus on global networks that 
facilitate its spread

Features epidemiological 
work of containment

Concludes with containment







Viral Apocalypse
End of life as we 

know it from 
contagious 

disease



Recurrent Characters 

•Carriers

Example: “Typhoid Mary”

•Everyday heroes
“Frontliners”

•Patient Zero
Example: Gaetan Dugas, 
airline attendant



The ‘Healthy’ Carrier to Superspreaders

• Human vector
• Portrayed as danger to 

the community
• Illicit sexual histories or 
• criminal behavior

• à Superspreaders



● Repackage contagion fears
● Make invisible visible
● Transform uncertainty into risk
● Create rhetoric of expertise
● Set terms and drive agendas
● Assign blame and praise
● Persuade others of their legitimacy

Rhetorical Work of Outbreak Stories



Narratives are problems when they 

•Stigmatize certain people 
and groups
•Spread misinformation
•Blame/scapegoat the sick

Historical example: 
Persecution of Jews during 
the Bubonic Plague, 1348-
1351

Image from 1349 Antiquitates Flandriae, Royal Library of Belgium (via 
Wikipedia)



Stigmatizing/Othering Language

Equation of virus with nationality or group

Use of racist tropes

Explicit exclusion and shunning

Rumor/misinformation sharing

Culturally biased ‘jokes’
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WHO Infectious Disease Naming 
Best Practices



Infodemic

• an over-abundance of 
information – some accurate 
and some not – that makes 
it hard for people to find 
trustworthy sources and 
reliable guidance when they 
need it.” WHO, 2020

https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200202-sitrep-13-ncov-v3.pdf






Compassion

Resilience
Unity

Fear, panic, 
blame, 
stigma

Values for New Stories and Metaphors



Resilience: 3 P’s3



The Rise of Resilience

Image: Screen Shot of Google’s Definition and Use Chart of the Term Resilience, July 2015   



Pandemic Resilience







Premises

Complex, adaptable systems

Contingent and uncertain knowledge

Anticipatory/preparedness logic unites past, present, and future

Reflection/reflexivity built in

Empowerment and agency



Promises

Preparation 
for the 

inevitable

Coordinates 
action around 

planning
Creates 

opportunities

Sets stage for 
response and 

recovery
Increases 

market flows



Potential Pitfalls

Can promote victim 
blaming

Promotes 
securitization of 
other domains of 

human life

Can advances 
neoliberal agenda—
opening of markets 

and widening 
resource gaps

Distributes 
responsibility to 

individual or local 
levels

Constitutes 
particular way of 

being in the world



Key Questions
• Nature of Covid resilience?

Is it a capacity, a way of being, a process? To what 
system are we bouncing back?

• Whose resilience? 
Who benefits and who is left out

• When is resilience not desirable?
Terrorist and hate organizations, pathogens, etc.





Broader Questions

How am I using 
language to talk 
and think about 

Covid-19?

What do my 
language choices 

suggest about how 
I view Covid-19?

Are they helpful or 
harmful to myself 

and others?
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The healthiest thing we can do 
as interpreters of maladies is 

recognize their symbolic 
potential and, where 

damaging, disarm it with 
careful, historical analysis

--Cynthia Davis, Contagion as Metaphor, American Literary History

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3568026%3Fseq=5


lisa.keranen@ucdenver.edu
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