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Afterword

Daniel Defoe was five years old when he was sent to the country 
to escape a 1665 disease outbreak in London—later found to be 
an epidemic within the second plague pandemic. The London out-
break killed one quarter of its population and was therefore later 
named the Great Plague. Fifty-seven years later, in 1722, Defoe 
published A Journal of the Plague Year, partly based on notes of 
an uncle who had survived the epidemic on the ground. Today the 
book is considered fiction, but Defoe published it as an eyewitness 
account to guide readers in confronting a calamity. By including 
official “bills of mortality” that list numbers and causes of death, 
Defoe aimed for maximal verisimilitude in crafting a suspenseful, 
gripping story. Here the plague, not diagnosed as caused by bacteria 
via flea bites and spread by rats until 1894, is fully fledged and ter-
rifying, raging with “fury” through the narrator’s beloved London, 
spreading mysteriously and killing some without any symptoms, 
leaving others to suffer in great agony, and destroying the world as 
he knows it. Unlike other accounts of pandemics, there is no uplift-
ing lesson of greater unity here. He shows that living through a 
historical cataclysm fundamentally changes the way we make sense 
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of ourselves, rather than merely forcing us to incorporate new facts 
into our ongoing life stories. By accounting for both the facts and 
for how these facts fit or fail to become part of a new narrative, A 
Journal of the Plague Year anticipates what we do not yet know of 
our relation to the events of our times.

Although written in a period when religion still held enormous 
authority in Europe, A Journal of the Plague Year offers few lessons 
besides limited practical advice. Hot spots of disease ought to be 
isolated, the poor deserve special attention for reasons of charity 
and public hygiene, and more timely “measures and managements” 
(including additional “pest-houses,” especially for the poor) could 
have avoided that “such a prodigious number of people sunk in that 
disaster.” Quarantine, or “shutting up” of houses, has some effects, 
but also produces great hardship and risks for the healthy now con-
fined alongside the infected. But beyond these limited lessons from 
which posterity “may take a caution and warning,” Defoe witnesses 
a calamity that fails to bring people together. Why turn to Defoe’s 
300-year-old account today, if it does not offer a silver lining and 
glimmer of hope?

Defoe had the sensibility of a social scientist long before such a 
field of study existed. A trader in hosiery, tobacco merchant, gam-
bler, spy, and revolutionary, he was bankrupted twice, put in the 
stocks, and pilloried, and also fascinated by economics, politics, 
public health, urban planning, social welfare, and human behav-
ior under duress. In addition to pamphlets to influence public 
opinion, he published Robinson Crusoe in 1719, a novel about a 
shipwrecked sailor based on a survivor’s account who builds a 
world from scratch. The narrator of Plague Year, a character who is 
loosely based on Defoe’s uncle but largely invented, sees his world 
fall apart. Both stories recount an individual’s efforts to cope with 
devastating loss and to persevere in the face of daunting adver-
sity. Robinson Crusoe is now often interpreted as a parable of the 
European drive to colonize the world, while Plague Year remains 
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a moving portrait of a man trying to survive dark times. By turn-
ing his uncle’s lived experience into a firsthand fictional account, 
Defoe illustrates that survival is more than living through a health 
crisis. Survival means making sense of one’s experience in terms 
shaped by the crisis. It is not enough to accept that life was inter-
rupted, many lives were lost, but now life goes on. Offering little 
practical information and no data that is not more reliably found 
in historical accounts, Defoe’s book is among the first to under-
stand the binding interdependence of survival and storytelling in 
the wake of a disaster.

The tale starts out innocently enough, with a death reported in 
a house that received a shipment of silks from Holland. The single 
case is followed by a second case weeks later out of the same house. 
“[T]hen it was hushed, and we were perfectly easy as to the public 
for a great while.” These seemed isolated cases until it broke out 
in several streets. How could infection occur at such a lag? Can 
bodies be contagious without showing symptoms? Would quaran-
tine, meaning forty days of isolation, need to become soixantine, 
meaning sixty days? Families of the first victims “were very loth at 
first to have the neighbours believe their houses were infected, so 
they gave money to procure […] the dead persons to be returned 
as dying of other distempers” and not the plague. The hunt for 
“patient zero,” to which Defoe returns several times, originates in 
the human wish to have a stable, definable, and material origin for 
our suffering: for planting a flag in a place that says here the prob-
lem started, here we can assign blame or pity, and here we are sep-
arate from it. But this wish is undercut by the fearful reactions of 
people first confronted with a shocking and terrible calamity. Can 
they be faulted for not sharing this information with their neigh-
bors, when they knew they would be shunned and ostracized, and 
possibly punished?

The quest to find the plague’s origin quickly turns into a vain 
grasping for stability in a situation where all efforts and resources 
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are needed to protect the healthy, tend to the sick, and bury the 
dead. The search for the original infection is a vain pursuit. The 
problem is now the panic as the death toll rises. Bills of mortal-
ity were introduced as public service announcements in seven-
teenth-century London for each parish to notify its member of 
recent deaths. Before long the rich leave London. Our narrator 
wrestles with the decision whether to escape or stay, but because 
he would lose his livelihood if his business were lost, he stays. With 
rapidly rising mortality rates, people desperately seek to protect 
themselves. “Great were the confusions at that time upon this very 
account […] when people began to be convinced that the infec-
tion was received […] from persons apparently well.” Alongside 
the plague, the transmission of which remains unknown, fear and 
distrust spread everywhere. Once people understand that “those 
people who thought themselves entirely free were oftentimes the 
most fatal,” many shut themselves in and avoided contact with 
anyone. The poor suffer disproportionately during this stage of the 
epidemic, and charity projects are critical to alleviate losses among 
them. By now the question of the plague’s origin is moot, but 
what matters is that the plague “rages” at varying speeds through 
London, leaving some parishes to prepare or assist others before or 
after becoming engulfed.

The difference between literature and historiography is that lit-
erature bears witness to the truth not as factual but as lived reality. 
It investigates the way humans turn their experiences into meaning 
in their world, not the specifics of a series of events. The search for 
a “patient zero” is driven by the human craving to assign a clear 
cause, which then links to an overarching pattern, to a situation 
where causality no longer applies. Differently put, Defoe realizes 
that each public health crisis is also a crisis of meaning for the 
community, rather than merely a medical, economic, and admin-
istrative problem of containing contagion, tending to the sick, and 
burying the dead.
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In the middle of a catastrophe, the hunger for an identifiable 
source, an evil agent and cause of our suffering, only grows. But 
alongside this hunger, the human impulses of denial, self-protec-
tion, and fear also take hold. “I cannot but acknowledge that there 
was too much of that common temper of mankind to be found 
among us all at that time, namely, to forget the deliverance when 
the danger is past.” Defoe’s narrator does not exempt himself from 
this urge not to learn from the crisis, but to deny the severity of a 
crisis they just dodged.

Historical accounts cut through the tangle of reasonable and 
irrational fears, of well-intended and wicked actions driven alter-
nately by altruism, charity, and, above all, the human instinct to 
repress a terrifying reality even when such repression is unreason-
able, counterproductive, and dangerous. Literature, in distinction, 
shows how people cling to their survival as proof of a hidden logic, 
even when all the facts suggest the opposite. Bare survival, in other 
words, leads to acts of meaning making that yield a new story.

Defoe invites us to follow certain threads of behavior, in the 
shape of characters whose stories he conveys in great detail, without 
arriving at a comprehensive theory of humanity. Like the plague, 
his character—and thus the narrative itself—wanders the streets of 
London and gets close to some people while leaving others alone. 
While many locations are described with incredible detail, as if the 
narrator really walked up to each house where he heard a heart-
rending story, the sense of a malignant, secretive, and uncanny 
force that stalks London is palpable. It has been suggested that the 
enormously prolific Defoe never completely shook his childhood 
trauma of fleeing a city about to be attacked by an invisible enemy. 
Filled with both curiosity and compassion, he examines every step 
in London’s gradual and then very sudden progression from denial 
and complacency to full-blown pandemonium. Defoe’s narrator is 
never hardened by what he sees but pays attention to the evolving 
situation with an unceasing sense of surprise. He strongly opposes 
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the “shutting up” of houses, what today we call quarantine, because 
it traps healthy people with contagious individuals in one place. But 
since many of the infected carry the pathogen without symptoms, 
he admits that these severe measures might be necessary. The nar-
rator is no expert, and not always correct. In fact, he grapples with 
the unprecedented horror without much certainty, which allows 
the reader to wrestle with the situation as well rather than find a 
ready-made explanation. The narrator’s bad decisions come to 
haunt him but also give space to the reader to realize that during a 
pandemic, there is not always a clear path. Should protecting public 
health take absolute priority over protecting the economy? Should 
family members of the sick be shut in to protect others, or should 
they be allowed to escape the disease when they still have a chance? 
How to prevent price gouging for essential goods? Should people 
be pressed into public tasks they disapprove of, like the protagonist 
when he has to enforce “shutting up” of houses? Should roads out 
of London be blocked to protect the countryside, or should the city 
be emptied of as many people as possible for the duration of the 
epidemic?

It is easy, and tempting, to condescend to the ignorance of earlier 
generations, just as Defoe’s narrator could easily condescend to the 
terrified and “foolhardy” Londoners who fall prey to quack heal-
ers and religious leaders. But the fact that the seventeenth century 
lacked the epidemiological knowledge of today does not alter the 
horror of a pandemic that neither science nor prayer, neither polit-
ical measures nor medicine may stop. Today, thanks to research 
completed in the 1890s, we know the causes of that particular 
calamity. The progress that has brought health and prosperity to 
the world has relegated it to the dark ages, and we subscribe to an 
Enlightenment-era faith that things inevitably get better. Except, 
of course, that we now brutally realize that the progress that has 
spread benefits to countless millions has also produced the condi-
tions that foster today’s global pandemics. While global connections 
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let us and Londoners in Defoe’s time lead the lives we cherish, it 
also exposes us to health hazards. We cannot gloat, just as Defoe’s 
narrator does not condescend to the people gripped with fear. The 
narrator is not exempt from considering it “the will of heaven I 
should not go” out of London when still possible, even if this would 
“hazard the loss not only of my trade, but of my goods, and indeed 
of all I had in the world.” Since Defoe’s narrator acknowledges his 
fallibility, he refrains from judging people who act out of mortal 
fear and terror. A Journal of the Plague Year prompts us to check 
our impulse to blame others and exempt ourselves from examining 
our own actions.

Defoe’s narrator witnesses tremendous suffering. Sometimes 
confined to his house when the “distemper” rages with particular 
fury, he often yields to curiosity to see for himself what is happening. 
He sneaks into a churchyard to observe the nightly routine of ditch-
ing corpses into hastily dug mass graves, all six-foot-deep, which 
remains a rule in England 300 years later. He cautiously interviews 
strangers in the street about their stories, and regrets not leaving 
London with the rich when it was still possible to escape. Much 
like the plague itself, he wanders aimlessly and asks random people 
to tell their tales, inventing the genre of the novel in the process by 
shunting the tradition of romance stories that invents complicated 
worlds in fancy terms to describe fancy lives, and instead capturing 
the detailed world of a regular person. Because even healthy-look-
ing people could be contagious, he chronicles the suspicion and 
fear that moved some to cruelty and others to great acts of charity, 
like the sick man who violently barred his wife or children from 
saying good-bye so they would be spared.

Ultimately, Defoe asks the larger, metaphysical question lurking 
behind the urge to assign blame: can vast suffering bring people 
together? Defoe declines to yield to the Puritan demand for a 
greater lesson. Is the plague divine punishment for human sin? Is it 
Mother Earth’s way of righting the balance after humans recklessly 



AFTERWORD 261

exploit her resources and disturb natural borders with global trade? 
Or does the plague offer us a much-needed if brutal break from 
the frenetic pace of life that distracts from what is essential, so we 
can regain our humanity? Did the “near view of death […] soon 
reconcile men of good principles one to another?” If the narrator 
harbored any hope that calamity would cause unity, it is not so.

After the plague—this “formidable enemy […] armed with 
terrors”—had “raged” through London, it finally abated in 1666. 
“[T]he malignity, as I have said, of the distemper was spent, the 
contagion was exhausted, […] most of those that had fallen sick 
recovered, and the health of the city began to return.” Did the 
crisis bring out the best in people? What happens once we survive 
the pandemic, mourn losses, and rebuild the lives so irrevocably 
altered? Will the world be a better place?

“I wish I could say that, as the city had a new face, so the man-
ners of the people had a new appearance.” Defoe acknowledges that 
many “particular families and faces” in the great city of London 
indeed improved their behavior after surviving. But others thought 
“that the morals of the people declined from this very time; that 
the people, hardened by the danger they had been in, like seamen 
after a storm is over, were more wicked and more stupid, more bold 
and hardened.” A Journal of the Plague Year witnesses no brighter 
dawn once suffering has ceased. Yet, if nothing else, we are left with 
a sense of a shared suffering that differs in the particulars but spans 
time and place.

So what can literature do in a time of crisis? If nothing can be 
gleaned beyond the practical advice in Defoe’s account, and if 
there is no overarching lesson of people re-discovering what is 
essential, why not read a public health bulletin instead? Surely, 
Defoe intended his book to be useful to readers seeking guidance 
in a health crisis; he also hoped his book would stop trade with 
France, when new plague cases had occurred in Marseille in 1720 
and threatened to reach London via Amsterdam. Indeed, there are 
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some considerations that could help contemporary readers faced 
with difficult decisions. Although Defoe generally praises the 
public response to the crisis, he laments the lack of enough “pest-
houses” that could have tended to the poor. He advises containment 
to reduce contagion beyond confined areas: “[W]hen all that will 
fly [from the city] are gone, those that are left, and must stand it, 
should stand stock-still where they are, and not shift from one end 
[…] of the town to the other; for that is the bane and mischief of 
the whole.” There are other tips as well. But ultimately Defoe’s book 
admonishes us against looking for a single, overarching solution to 
a catastrophic calamity as much as he distrusts a single, overarch-
ing explanation and cause. Instead of providing a comprehensive 
frame to somehow reestablish control, Defoe resists the temptation 
to assign a lesson to it. Instead of providing a redemptive greater 
truth, his testimony becomes a mirror for his readers to examine 
their behavior toward each other.

Defoe’s nearly three-hundred-year-old account lets us sort 
through our responses to a crisis: the frustration, helplessness, sad-
ness, anger, disbelief, rage, blaming, and shock—but in a setting 
that is not our own. As a work of fiction told by a protagonist who is 
no paragon of virtue himself, Plague Year allows us to see our own 
responses, which enables us to make conscious choices and thus 
escape feeling like a helpless plaything to outsized forces. While we 
do not gain control of our situation, we learn to become aware of 
rather than be overwhelmed by our reactions.

In times of crisis, looking for security by identifying a single 
cause, traceable to “patient zero,” missed precautions, or bun-
gled first responses on which to pin blame, is counterproductive. 
Instead of blaming global trade, others’ behavior, public measures, 
flawed leadership, lack of preparation, and even denial, profiteer-
ing, and deceit, we would do better to take responsibility for our 
own actions, including bad decisions, as Defoe’s protagonist does. 
Moreover, while it is natural to ward off bad news, shunning news 
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of suffering can amount to shunning those who suffer. By attending 
to the reality of individual stories of the epidemic instead of inter-
preting this reality as harboring a deeper truth, literature does not 
serve those who make history but those subjected to it. It reminds 
us that survival is not sufficient to remain human, but that giving 
voice to one’s survival, and to give shape to one’s existence via lan-
guage and art, is as important as saving one’s skin.

Some 220 years after Defoe published Plague Year, the Algerian-
French writer Albert Camus published The Plague about a fictional 
epidemic that afflicts the Algerian town of Oran in the 1940s. 
Camus’s book is an allegory of fascism and political totalitarianism 
that also explores the individual’s responsibility in a disaster with 
few right answers. Camus’s protagonist, a medical doctor called 
Rieux, resolved to compile this chronicle, so that he […] should 
bear witness in favor of those plague-stricken people; so that some 
memorial of the injustice and outrage done them might endure; 
and to state […] that there are more things to admire in men than 
to despise.1

Camus prefaced his novel with a quote from Defoe which testifies 
to the power of literature: “It is as reasonable to represent one kind 
of imprisonment by another, as it is to represent anything that really 
exists by that which exists not.” Reading Defoe’s Plague Year today 
reminds us that bearing witness is an essential part of survival, and 
that rather than judging human weakness we should acknowledge 
the variety of human responses to a crisis.

Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year is not an instruc-
tion manual on how to survive a pandemic. But as with all fiction, 
immersing ourselves in a different, imaginary world creates the 
much-needed distance to cycle through the contradictory, often 
irrational, and sometimes socially unacceptable responses without 
succumbing to the paralysis that arises from the need to parse the 

1 Albert Camus, The Plague, trans. Stuart Gilbert (New York: Vintage, 
1991), 321.
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news. Reading an emotionally accurate account of a terrifying his-
torical event can —without numbing them—quiet our minds and 
hearts, and give us some objectivity in facing overwhelming events 
near at hand.

New York City
March 2020




