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Pandemic reading 

Viral methods 

Ayo Wahlberg, Department of Anthropology, University of Copenhagen 

 

Apparently ‘pestilence fiction’ has been booming – Margaret Atwood, Ling Ma, Hanne-Vibeke Holst, 

Albert Camus, Dean Koontz, Michael Crichton, Stephen King. At the height of the European COVID-19 

pandemic back in March (which is not over in any way), I remember reading Francesca Melandri’s letter 

from the future in the Guardian (“A letter to the UK from Italy: this is what we know about your future”, 

27 March 2020) in which she wryly informed those of us who had just embarked on lockdown-life “First 

of all, you’ll eat. Not just because it will be one of the few last things that you can still do... You’ll pull 

apocalyptic literature out of your bookshelves, but will soon find you don’t really feel like reading any of 

it. You’ll eat again.” She nailed it. I did eat and I did download a copy of The Plague and plowed through 

it on my iPad, once again confirming that I’m just never going to enjoy reading books on a gadget. And, 

as Melandri predicted, I left it at that. Although, not quite. 

One of the few perks of the time-consuming peer reviewing that we all do is that quite a few publishers 

will offer you books up to a couple hundred dollars from their catalogue if you review a book 

manuscript. That or a cash cheque. I tend to go for the books and as a result, when Denmark was sent 

into lockdown on the 11th of March, I had a stack of unread books on my desk. In haste, I grabbed about 

ten, which included Simukai Chigudu’s The Political Life of an Epidemic: Cholera, Crisis and Citizenship in 

Zimbabwe (Cambridge University Press, 2020), Katherine Mason’s Infectious Change: Reinventing 

Chinese Public Health after an Epidemic (Standford University Press, 2016) and Theresa MacPhail’s The 

Viral Network: A Pathography of the H1N1 Influenza Pandemic (Cornell University Press, 2014). Apart 

from sharing the craft of writing, these three scholars show us in their superbly researched studies of 
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SARS in China, cholera in Zimbabwe, and H1N1 globally that ethnographically grounded yet expanded 

methodologies are required if we are to come to empirical grips with such complex phenomena as 

highly contagious bacteria and viruses. Within anthropology, many descriptors have emerged over the 

past couple of decades to account for these new ways of doing ethnography: from multi-sited 

ethnography, to nonlocal ethnography, pathography and what I have called assemblage ethnography in 

my studies of reproductive technologies in China (Wahlberg 2018). 

In reading Chigudu, Mason and MacPhail, I was struck once again by the commonalities between such 

approaches to studying complex biological phenomena (e.g. bacteria, viruses, infertility); all are deeply 

rooted in political economies and structures of governance and scientific networks, which in turn (and 

together with the biological phenomena) shape lived experience and vice versa. Having interviewed 125 

people to learn from their stories and experiences, Chigudu argues “the telling of stories is always a 

political act and, in this way, stories are an especially illuminating prism through which to explore the 

politics and social contours of the cholera outbreak and its aftermath” (p.23). But, precisely as an 

attempt to assemble many different kinds of materials, Chigudu also interviewed government officials 

and amassed “an extensive catalogue of documentary sources” (p. 27) including media articles, technical 

reports and scientific studies on the cholera outbreak. For her part, Mason explains how “in focusing on 

a local government system in the most powerful non-Western country in the world as a critical node in a 

global network of disease control, this book decenters the dichotomous relationship between powerful 

Western actors and victimized non-Western locals presented in much of the ethnographic literature on 

global health” (p. 32). And, finally MacPhail argues that “pathography takes a disease, illness or crisis – 

and its attendant stories – as its grounding object” as she sets out to ethnographically trace H1N1’s viral 

network understood as “any group of individuals, institutions, technologies and other living and 

nonliving things that are interconnected in an exponentially expanding web of knowledge and 

information-sharing” (p. 6, 14). 
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Just as anthropology has influenced and shaped STS profoundly, not least via its ethnographic methods 

and troubling of nature-culture boundaries, here we can see the lasting effects of STS (and the 

Foucauldian concept of problematization I would hasten to add) on anthropology. Ethnography has 

been reshaped, not into laboratory ethnography, but rather into an assemblage that tracks how political 

economies, scientific expertise, forms of governance and lived experience intersect around and (co-

)produce a certain phenomenon or problem. Whatever we end up calling such methodologies, they are 

clearly ‘going viral’. And, for pandemic reading, I can wholeheartedly recommend all three of these 

books, not only because of their clear relevance for thinking about COVID-19, but also for the 

contributions they have made to helping us improve our research practices  when we take a biological 

phenomenon (e.g. vibrio cholerae, H1N1 virus or SARS) as the object of our social study. 
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