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Abstract  

The following essay explores the connection between pandemic dystopian fiction and a 

pedagogy of discomfort through a critical reading of The White Plague by Frank Herbert. It is 

advocated in this essay that a critical reading of the novel can give rise to uncomfortable topics 

related to living in a pandemic reality, which in turn can be incorporated in an ESL setting to 

encourage critical inquiry and action. Grounded in a thematic analysis of the novel, it is 

demonstrated that The White Plague can be used to discuss uncomfortable topics such as fear 

of biogenetic engineering, fear of others, nationalism, national identity, deglobalisation, 

violence against women, patriarchy, and traditional gender roles. Contextualised within 

contemporary history, tradition, ideology, and recontextualised with the current COVID-19 

pandemic, the essay confirms that a critical reading of The White Plague carries the potential 

to promote a pedagogy of discomfort inside an ESL classroom. 
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1. Introduction   

The current COVID-19 pandemic has globally been characterised by discussions about 

acceptable behaviour, socio-economic consequences, and views on vaccination. Reaching into 

the educational sphere, the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic have been on the agenda 

in multiple school subjects, making it a constant aspect of students’ day-to-day education. 

However, the core content of the discussions being raised by COVID-19 is not unique to the 

current situation. Throughout time, both global pandemics and local outbreaks have given rise 

to numerous ethical and moral dilemmas regarding behaviour, ethics, and suffering. Generally, 

pandemics tend to result in situations where individual members of the population might have 

to sacrifice some of their integrity and freedom for the sake of the collective. At the same time, 

increased solidarity is demanded from the population (Smer 11-12). 

Integrity, solidarity, compassion, and the equal value of all human beings are fundamental 

values conveyed by the Swedish national curriculum for upper secondary school (Skolverket 

“Curriculum” 4). An ethical perspective on education is encouraged in all school subjects as it 

enables students to take a stand on different questions and take responsibility for their actions 

(Skolverket “Curriculum” 6). Although ethics are more explicitly discussed in social science 

subjects, such as the study of religion, Porto and Zembylas argue that the responsibility to 

discuss ethical dilemmas and complex but essential topics should be extended to include 

language teachers as well (256-257). Thus, this essay focuses on how language teachers, in this 

case English as a second language (ESL) teachers, can incorporate an ethical domain in their 

classroom. 

Within English as a school subject, it is stressed by the Swedish National Agency for Education 

that students should be allowed to develop their knowledge of current social topics and relate it 

to their own experiences, emotions, and opinions concerning different ethical questions. 

Students should also develop language production skills for discussing, arguing, and critically 

evaluating their own opinions (Skolverket “Ämne-Engelska”). Furthermore, students should 

encounter the English language in different genres, from fiction and poems to formal letters, 

popular science, and reviews (Skolverket “Ämne-Engelska”). However, when it comes to 

difficult topics, such as those surfacing during a pandemic, Megan Boler states that “the 

challenge within educational environments is to create a space for honest and collective self-

reflection and inquiry rather than closing off discussion” (187). According to Matos, reading 
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literature is beneficial for creating such a space as “literary texts help us see the world from 

different perspectives” (61). Seeing that pandemics are an international concern, reading about 

and discussing global pandemics in English allows the students to follow and participate in 

international discussions, not only national ones. Additionally, the foreign language perspective 

creates a twofold reading experience, as students both practice their textual understanding and 

at the same time engage in “exploration of the deepest layers of our selves through the depiction 

of the subjective worlds of protagonists” (Matos 61). Reading literature and stories about 

pandemics can be a way to incorporate discussions on ethics in relation to a current and thus 

topical subject for the students in the ESL classroom. 

Although literature is seen as “particularly supportive of pedagogical efforts to teach about 

difficult issues at all levels of education” (Porto and Zembylas 359), The White Plague is aimed 

at a more proficient audience on account of its language, content, and length. Likewise, a 

pedagogy of discomfort is aimed towards older students as the topics explored demand a level 

of maturity. Thus, the arguments and discussions proposed in this essay may be applied to ESL 

education in English 6 or 7 in Swedish upper secondary school. Grounded in the understanding 

that reading literature is a valuable method for provoking discussions on ethics in the second 

language classroom, it is advocated in this essay that a critical reading of The White Plague by 

Frank Herbert can give rise to uncomfortable topics related to living in a pandemic reality. 

Being a work of pandemic dystopian fiction, The White Plague can pedagogically be used to 

bridge fiction and fact since several issues and problems mirrored in the narrative can be seen 

in real-life emergencies. Analysed using the theoretical framework of a pedagogy of discomfort 

and contextualised within the current COVID-19 pandemic, difficult topics related to individual 

and collective fears as well as to expressions of nationalism and patriarchy can be seen mirrored 

in the narrative.  
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2. Background 

In the following section of the essay, a background to pandemic dystopian fiction will first be 

provided. Thereafter, the literary novel in focus of this essay, namely The White Plague by 

Frank Herbert, will be presented and the plot summarised, followed by a literature review on 

previously published studies about the novel.  

2.1 Pandemic Dystopian Fiction  

Pandemic dystopian fiction carries great potential for the language classroom because social 

topics are encouraged in the Swedish national curriculum for English (Skolverket “Ämne- 

Engelska”). Within literature, pandemic fiction belongs to apocalyptic fiction which is a 

subgenre of dystopian fiction (Isomaa et al. xi). In turn, dystopian fiction is regarded as a 

subgenre of science fiction (Baker 8). According to Demerjian, “dystopian works reflect 

society’s worries” (1). Hence, changes and challenges connected to equality, economics, 

science, technology, and climate are all topics foregrounded in dystopian fiction (Demerjian 1). 

An aspect of dystopian fiction that may be especially valuable for educational purposes is how 

it offers a “fictional voice to that which is too terrifying or disorienting for the collective to 

express outwardly” (Barton 5-6). In a classroom setting, this aspect of dystopian fiction and its 

fictional voices can act as an opening for discussions about uncomfortable topics. Since the 

discussions derive from fiction and thus allow for an initial distance, students can share their 

thoughts and feelings about difficult topics without it becoming too personal from the start.  

Recently, a number of dystopian, apocalyptic, and post-apocalyptic novels have been in the 

news because their plots are based on the spread of a disease, a plague, or a pandemic. The Last 

Man by Mary Shelley, The Plague by Albert Camus and The Scarlet Plague by Jack London 

are a few classics of the genre. However, The White Plague by Frank Herbert, published in 

1982, is a remarkably unnoticed novel of the time and genre. Thus, the present essay fills a gap 

in the literary research for this novel as well as for the potential of pandemic fiction in English 

language education.  

2.2 The White Plague by Frank Herbert  

Overshadowed by his triumphant Dune Chronicles, Frank Herbert’s dystopian novel The White 

Plague, published in 1982, has received comparatively little attention. According to Ellen 

Feehan, this inattention may be due to the fact that the novel was published in close proximity 

to the release of God Emperor of Dune in 1981, the fourth book in the Dune series. However, 
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with the rise of the current COVID-19 pandemic, The White Plague, alongside other dystopian 

pandemic fiction, has seen a revival and become popular with readers of science fiction. 

The White Plague focuses on the protagonist John O’Neill, who, after losing his wife and 

children in an attack by the Irish Republican Army (IRA) in Dublin, Ireland, finds himself 

seeking revenge. With knowledge from his prior profession as a molecular scientist, John goes 

under the radar and begins to develop his scientific revenge plan. Filled with fury after the 

attack, John directs his anger towards all nations that in one way or another were involved in 

the attack, primarily Ireland, Libya, and Britain. John operationalises his anger into a virus 

constructed to be “benign in men, fatal in women” (Herbert 106). John wants all men of Ireland, 

Libya, and Britain to feel what he felt. After the spread of the virus, John returns to Ireland to 

witness his creation first hand. During this part of the narrative, John wanders through Ireland 

in the company of an odd group of characters: Herity, a former IRA terrorist, Father Michael, 

a priest searching for his faith, and a young nameless boy under a vow of silence. It is also 

during this part of the narrative possible to observe changes in John’s character as he begins to 

experience hallucinations and develops schizophrenic behaviour. John distances himself from 

the actions resulting in the plague and instead transfers the responsibility to an evil alter ego 

which he refers to as O’Neill within.   

2.3 Literature Review  

A revision of previous research on Herbert’s The White Plague reveals that not much research 

has been conducted. Apart from a limited number of book reviews, Ellen Feehan’s article 

“Frank Herbert and the Making of Myths: Irish History, Celtic Mythology, and IRA Ideology 

in The White Plague” for the academic journal Science Fiction Studies in 1992 is probably the 

most comprehensive work available.1 Feehan reviews the novel and presents a discussion on its 

allusions to different aspects of Irish history, mythology, and ideology. Feehan’s main concern 

is to examine the reasons for the novel’s lack of attention within the field of science fiction. 

Besides presenting the argument that the publication date of the novel is a reason for its 

obscurity, she also argues that Herbert’s technique of alluding to Irish nationalism, mythology, 

and ideology creates an unfamiliar ground with which most readers have trouble relating. 

However, Feehan further claims that The White Plague should not be read as a literary work 

trying to retell specific events from history or mythology, but rather that Herbert’s way of 

“bringing myths, folk-tales, and real or imagined history to the fore requires us to consider how 

 
1 An online version without pagination has been used. See works cited for URL code.  
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these elements combine to form a civilization as it exists today – and to examine our own 

premises and assumptions” (np). Feehan concludes that Herbert’s use of myths in The White 

Plague can act as valuable material for discussions on how we “define our selves[sic] and our 

allegiance to our community” as well as on how a mentality of us against them is established 

(np). 

Furthermore, The White Plague and its connection to Irish history, mythology, and ideology 

are underlined by Ralph Pordzik in his research article “A Postcolonial View of Ireland and the 

Irish Conflict in Anglo-Irish Utopian Literature since the Nineteenth Century”. By presenting 

evidence from The White Plague, Pordzik argues that Irish culture and nationalism can be found 

in the novel. For instance, Pordzik demonstrates how allusions to Irish militant nationalism 

during the 1970s and 1980s, as well as to Irish national identity, culture, Celtic mythology, and 

Irish history can be extracted from the novel (340). Pordzik also highlights that “apart from its 

focus on the dangers of militant nationalism and biogenetic engineering, the novel is noteworthy 

for its gender bias” as it sheds light on the destruction of the Irish “maternal spirit” in which 

women represent hearth, commonwealth, security, morality, and culture (340). In conjunction 

with arguments from other works of Anglo-Irish utopian literature, Pordzik concludes that “it 

is impossible to read Irish utopian literature without seeing it in some form or other as a response 

to the social and political entrenchment created by the colonisation of the country […] and the 

ensuing struggle for political independence” (344). 

Both Feehan and Pordzik claim that there is a connection between fiction and fact in The White 

Plague. However, previous research does not cover the novel’s potential for educational 

purposes especially as it pertains to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

3. Theoretical Framework  

The theoretical framework of this essay consists of two major parts. The first part introduces 

the pedagogy of discomfort and its potential within educational settings to discuss 

uncomfortable topics. As limited research has been conducted on the literary novel itself, and 

none in relation to a pedagogy of discomfort, the connection between the theoretical framework 

and literature in general is presented. Furthermore, the theme of pandemics within literature is 

highlighted as a means to frame the connection between uncomfortable topics and the genre of 

pandemic dystopian fiction. The second part of the theoretical framework introduces the critical 

process of unfolding those difficult topics when reading literature.  
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3.1 A Pedagogy of Discomfort  

Megan Boler first proposed “a pedagogy of discomfort” in her book Feeling Power: Emotions 

and Education (1999) as a means to acknowledge the essential space for feelings, empathy, and 

difficult topics within education. In theory, a pedagogy of discomfort can be divided into critical 

inquiry on the one hand and action on the other (176).   

As a form for critical inquiry, a pedagogy of discomfort engages teachers and students in 

examining their own cherished beliefs, self-images, and emotions relating to uncomfortable or 

“discomforting” topics (176).2 However, Boler problematises the fact that critical inquiry often 

leads to self-reflection or a passive form of empathy that mirrors self-critique rather than a quest 

for action or change (177-78). Thus, a pedagogy of discomfort as critical inquiry should make 

teachers and students move beyond the oversimplified version of self-reflection and instead 

focus on recounting “how our modes of seeing have been shaped specifically by the dominant 

culture of the historical moments” (179). The aim is to produce an increased understanding of 

the societal context of emotionally driven responses and by doing so lay the foundation for 

social change.  

The partakers of a pedagogy of discomfort, both teachers and students, must be aware of their 

role in facing difficult issues. According to Boler, though it is possible to adopt either a 

spectating role or a witnessing role, the second is preferred (183). The spectating role is 

characterised by an anonymous, distancing gap between the self and the other. This gap is in 

turn characterised by privilege as it can “abdicate any possible responsibility” (184). On the 

other hand, the witnessing role is characterised by a dynamic process in which historical 

responsibilities and co-implications are undertaken (186). As an educator, it is vital to 

acknowledge the distinguishing traits between these two roles and consequently direct students 

towards a witnessing role by lifting and encouraging students to see the historical and 

ideological implications of different events. 

Within traditional westernised either/or thinking, there are two other roles participants might 

fall into, namely guilt and innocence. Facing difficult topics and acknowledging responsibility 

might produce feelings of blame, anger, and guilt. Therefore, students might reject any 

continued participation in the discussions, reflections, and inquiries (186). However, the inquiry 

 
2 The term discomfort is used by Megan Boler as an interchangeable term for uncomfortable. Henceforward, 

discomfort will be used when put in the context of Boler’s pedagogy of discomfort.  
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should not allow the participants to be let off the hook and adopt a role of innocence either 

(187). The educator must acknowledge the binary trap of guilt versus innocence to scaffold the 

participants away from the either/or thinking (187). In practice, Boler suggests that these binary 

traps can be avoided if the roles are closely examined:  

Through learning to see how and when one spectates or bears witness it becomes possible, at 

least provisionally, to inhabit a more ambiguous sense of self not reduced to either guilt or 

innocence (Boler 187).   

The invocation of action in respect of a pedagogy of discomfort might be challenging to 

incorporate in an educational setting. As Boler explains: “Given the constraints of educational 

settings, we may not always see or know what actions follow from a pedagogy of discomfort” 

(179). Therefore, a pedagogy of discomfort as a call for action or change should be considered 

an invitation rather than a demand or requirement as it is difficult for teachers to ensure that 

students transform the critical inquiry into action when they leave the classroom (183). 

However, Boler does highlight how educators, through continuous and consistent instruction 

following a pedagogy of discomfort, can come to influence students’ emotional selectivity3 and 

thus, direct them to take action and “leave the familiar shores of learned beliefs and habits, and 

swim further out into the ‘foreign’ and risky depths of the sea of ethical and moral differences” 

(180-181).  

Together with Zembylas, Boler has elaborated on the political implications of a pedagogy of 

discomfort. According to Boler and Zembylas, a pedagogy of discomfort might collide with the 

hegemony of liberal individualism when put in a western context (109). Thus, when teachers 

introduce uncomfortable topics and call for inquiry and action, the students’ substantial holding 

of free choice might obstruct their capacity to accept that their free choice is “not in fact a result 

of free will but rather determined by powerful ideological forces” (111). Hence, Boler and 

Zembylas recall the irony incorporated in liberal individualism and the challenges a pedagogy 

of discomfort might face in settings where this ideology dominates (111).  

The idea that western education is neutral from a political or ideological point of view is also 

challenged by a pedagogy of discomfort. Boler and Zembylas oppose that political and social 

neutrality is possible and that students must unlearn “the myth of neutral education” to engage 

critically towards difference (111). While the hegemony of liberal individualism “encourage[s] 

 
3 Emotional selectivity, or inscribed habits of (in)attention as Boler also refers to it, are learned habits shaped by 

the political surrounding. The emotional selectivity determines which emotions and issues to acknowledge (180).  
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people not to recognize how the institutionalized sexism, racism, homophobia, and the like has 

affected oneself or others,” a pedagogy of discomfort does the opposite (114). During a 

pandemic, several institutionalised issues are put on the agenda. The current COVID-19 

pandemic bears witness to expressions of racism, xenophobia, nationalism, patriarchy, and 

more. Grounded in the idea that a pedagogy of discomfort aims to question long-held beliefs 

and define “how our modes of seeing have been shaped specifically by the dominant culture of 

the historical moments” (Boler 179), difficult topics related to living in a pandemic reality are 

hard to face inside the classroom without any political or ideological partiality. 

3.1.1 Discomfort and Literature  

Porto and Zembylas argue in their article “Pedagogies of Discomfort in Foreign Language 

Education: Cultivating Empathy and Solidarity Using Art and Literature” for the inclusion of a 

pedagogy of discomfort in language studies. Porto and Zembylas refer to the fact that language 

teachers are not exempt from the responsibility to foster students’ intercultural citizenship, 

critical thinking, and engagement with social questions of importance (256-257). Therefore, 

Porto and Zembylas conducted a case study in which they advocated that difficult issues4 should 

explicitly be dealt with in foreign language classes to cultivate traits such as empathy, solidarity, 

hospitality, and inclusion among students (257). Their case study was formed as a literature 

workshop focusing on novels, short stories, and films (Porto and Zembylas 360). The case study 

participants were 45 undergraduate students based in Argentina, all studying English as a 

foreign language at the B2/C15 level. The material collected from the case study ranged from 

artistic representations to statements and individual reflection logs. By extracting themes 

related to emotional engagement and action-oriented empathy and solidarity, Porto and 

Zembylas found that an artistic and multimodal approach to literary study allowed students to 

“interact artfully with the world” and move beyond the text (369). Accordingly, students 

addressed and gained awareness of injustice, marginalisation, discrimination, violence, and the 

like (370).  

Alice Lesnick elaborates on the ethical significance of raising and discussing difficult topics in 

an English literature classroom in her article “Forms of Engagement: The Ethical Significance 

 
4 Porto and Zembylas define difficult issues as “those issues that are difficult to handle in the classroom, because 

they are rooted in trauma, suffering, and violence – such as issues of race/racism, the apartheid, genocides and 

the like” (359).  
5 According to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (qtd in Skolverket 

“Kommentarmaterial” 6), a B2 level of English can be translated to English 6 and 7 in the Swedish national 

curriculum while a C1 level extends to higher education and an advanced level.  
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of Literary Teaching”. Lesnick states that literacy teaching traditionally fails to acknowledge 

the complexity of students' and teachers' experiences and belief systems when viewing literature 

as a moral compass (30). Furthermore, Lesnick states that:  

Many English/Language Arts teachers are drawn to the ethical potency of literature, but 

they are reluctant to speak in terms of morality or ethics because they hear such terms as 

prescriptive and bound up with impositional modes of instruction (30).  

Therefore, Lesnick created a conceptual framework in which the ethical domains of a literary 

classroom are highlighted (31). Through field research in two distinctly different English 

language classrooms, Lesnick collected data ranging from observations to reflective journals 

and interviews (31-33). The data then concluded in a framework consisting of six identified 

forms of engagement concerning ethical topics: judging, distancing, empathizing, affiliating, 

disclosing and resisting (34). When analysing the different forms of engagement, Lesnick 

concluded that different forms of engagement were stimulated through different production 

channels (42). Thus, the classroom practices affected the form of engagement. In conclusion, 

Lesnick states that work with ethical engagement in literary texts, language, and meaning, 

“opens the opportunity to gain appreciation for the complexity of others” (43).  

3.1.2 Pandemic Fiction and Discomfort  

Narratives with a dystopian, apocalyptic, post-apocalyptic or pandemic focus are relevant in 

conjunction with a pedagogy of discomfort as they “position their readers within ethical and 

moral dilemmas analogous to those of the fictional character, thereby offering a potential space 

for self-reflection” (Mallan 17). According to Kerry Mallan, young adult (YA) dystopian fiction 

carries great potential in terms of presenting challenges and ways of thinking that align with 

challenges of contemporary time (16-17). The loss of individual liberty (17), friendship and 

belonging (20), as well as the more general challenges of reading fiction, such as the taking on 

of different perspectives and the development of empathy (21-22), were themes that correspond 

to contemporary challenges that Mallan extracted from her analysis of three YA dystopian 

novels.  

Having established the relevance of a pedagogy of discomfort for dystopian fiction in general, 

Riva et al. state that dystopian fiction with a pandemic focus further invites the readers to reflect 

upon their fears regarding pandemics (1753). Riva et al. have conducted a close reading of The 

Scarlet Plague by Jack London, one of the earliest works of pandemic fiction of modern times, 

to highlight potential fears in times of pandemic. From the close reading, Riva et al. found that 



13 

 

the novel focuses on moral issues, issues related to justice, and scientific aspects of the plague 

(1754). Furthermore, the novel portrays how behaviours driven by fear, irrationality, and 

selfishness are enhanced (1754). In conclusion, Riva et al. state that pandemic fiction illustrates 

“deeply rooted” fears and behaviours that are applicable in a non-fictional context as well 

(1755). Thus, pandemic fiction can be a catalyst for discussions on real-life difficult topics.  

3.2 Critical Reading  

As a pedagogy of discomfort involves questioning long-held beliefs, often those unconscious 

and rooted in culture, tradition, and history, a critical dimension is needed when the pedagogy 

is used in conjunction with a literary text. Thus, the second part of the theoretical framework 

concerns critical reading. Critical reading means that the reader questions ideological 

assumptions fixed in the text. Thus, the reader develops a critical consciousness concerning 

both the reading process and the cultural dimensions embedded in the text (Lundahl 264). With 

regard to difficult topics in fiction, a critical reading means that the issues are placed in a context 

of contemporary ideology, culture, and history. However, for a foreign language learner, the 

meaning-making process of a text might be challenging as the connection between language 

and context (culture) are based on “foreignness” (Matos 58). Therefore, the foreign language 

learner will have to base his or her understanding of a text’s context, culture, and meaning based 

on the L1 culture (59-60). The teacher’s task is to scaffold students into this third space, or 

“third culture” as Kramsch states (qtd in Matos 60), where the self meets the other and 

interculturality arises (60). In practice, this means that when a text is read in an educational 

setting, the focus should not exclusively be on the content and language of the text. Instead, the 

teacher should also acquaint students with the context in which the text was written and connect 

it to when it is now being read (Lundahl 265). When the theoretical framework of critical 

reading is applied to the reading of The White Plague, what happens in the narrative must be 

contextualised both within relevant aspects of history, ideology, culture, as well as 

recontextualised within the current COVID-19 pandemic.  

Because the focus of the critical reading in this essay is on societal issues, it operates in the field 

of cultural criticism. With regard to literature, cultural criticism claims that:  

 a literary text […] performs cultural work to the extent to which it shapes the cultural 

experience of those who encounter it, that is, to the extent to which it shapes our 

experience as members of a cultural group (Tyson 297). 
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In order to examine the type of “cultural work” embedded in the literary text, one must ask 

questions on the “connections between the literary text, the culture in which it emerged, and the 

culture in which it is interpreted” (Tyson 297). In a multicultural context, the critical dimension 

is even further stressed as it provides an understanding of how our cultural references affect our 

thinking and acting (Lundahl 97). This type of awareness of one’s own culture and other 

cultures is fundamental for questioning norms deriving from the dominant culture (97). Seeing 

that the current COVID-19 pandemic is a global concern, it must be understood that how 

individuals worldwide think about the pandemic and act in relation to it partially depends on 

their cultural point of reference. Thus, the critical dimension of the reading of a novel like The 

White Plague in a Swedish ESL classroom needs to consider different possible 

contextualisations of the text.  

5. Methodology  

The following literary study is composed of a close reading of relevant themes for a pedagogy 

of discomfort in the fictional work The White Plague by Frank Herbert. First, the narratological 

aspects of the novel were identified as a means to frame how the narration, focalisation, and 

structure or the novel provide the reader with an understanding of the uncomfortable topics 

raised in the narrative. To maintain the theoretical focus of a pedagogy of discomfort, a thematic 

analysis, in which difficult topics corresponding to a pandemic reality, was then conducted to 

extract the relevant themes. To document and process the themes, a so-called Framework matrix 

was used.6 See appendix 1 for a copy of the matrix constructed for this essay. The copy 

illustrates the main themes found, namely fear, nationalism and patriarchy, as well as 

subthemes. In practice, the matrix was then filled with quotes and passages from the novel 

corresponding with each theme and subtheme. After extracting the difficult themes from the 

novel, they were then subjected to a critical reading. 

6. Analysis and Discussion  

In this section, a short narratological analysis of the novel’s formal features is first presented. 

Then, the difficult topics extracted from the thematic analysis of The White Plague, namely 

fear, nationalism and patriarchy, are analysed through the theoretical lenses of a pedagogy of 

 
6 Framework is a course of action within thematic analysis first developed by the National Centre for Social 

Research (Bryman 528). The Framework implies that an index of themes and subthemes are gathered from the 

data and presented in a matrix. The themes should represent motifs of importance extracted from the material for 

the purpose of the study (Bryman 528). 
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discomfort and the principles of critical reading. The difficult topics are discussed and linked 

to both the literary text itself, the context of when the text was written, and when it is now being 

read. 

6.1 Formal Features  

The White Plague is narrated through what Rimmon-Kenan calls a “third-person centre of 

consciousness,” (74) meaning that the focaliser reflects the perspective of the story whilst the 

narrator presents it in the third person. Consequently, the narrator is omniscient and able to shift 

between the focalisation of different characters in the story. The majority of the chapters, 

especially during the second part of the story, are focalised through John, the protagonist. The 

remaining chapters are focalised through other major and minor characters in the story. Thus, 

the focalisation is represented by what Rimmon-Kenan calls “character-focalizer[s]” and an 

internal location in the narrative (76). 

Different points of view allow for a nuanced exploration of the different themes connecting The 

White Plague to a pandemic reality. The omniscient narrator makes it possible for the reader to 

connect and empathize with several characters, through, for example, the use of internal 

focalisation for different characters in the novel. In addition, the different characters and 

focalisers provide space for different perspectives and for different ways to act in relation to the 

plague to become apparent.  

Having considered the narration and focalisation and their possible impact on the reader, it is 

also reasonable to consider how the structure of the novel presents the difficult topics. The novel 

is structured with a number of short chapters. At the beginning of each chapter, Herbert includes 

a quote. The quotes are taken from both fictional and factual sources, originating either from a 

character in the story or from real-life people and religious scriptures. Hence, Herbert uses a 

technique in which fact and fiction are bridged and this situates the fictional events in the real 

world. The distinction between fact and fiction within narratology has been both promoted and 

questioned by other scholars (Schaeffer para. 2). Schaffer states that the distinction between 

fact and fiction should be acknowledged “since mistaking a fictional narrative for a factual (or 

vice versa) can have dramatic consequences” (para. 2). However, for the purpose of the critical 

reading proposed in the present essay, the use of fiction to understand fact and vice versa is 

advantageous as a cultural contextualisation is taking place.  
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6.2 Theme: Fear  

From the thematic analysis, fear is one of the main themes extracted from The White Plague 

that mirrors reality during the COVID-19 pandemic. One fear depicted in The White Plague 

concerns the fear of biogenetic engineering and how biogenetic engineering might affect the 

individual, as well as the collective, in times of emergency. In the case of John, the protagonist, 

it is possible to observe how his knowledge of biogenetic engineering is weaponised as he uses 

his knowledge to create a fatal virus. As a result, John’s actions result in a collective fear of 

death and even extermination of humankind in the narrative. Contextualised within the current 

COVID-19 pandemic, the fear of biogenetic and scientific engineering can be connected to 

theories about COVID-19 being a man-made virus7 as well as to current vaccination debates. 

According to Karlsson et al., recent studies indicate that between 6 and 25 percent do not accept 

a future vaccine (1) and the main argument for those who do accept vaccination is that they are 

“worried about transmitting it to others” (10). Based on the fact that only women are infected 

by the disease in The White Plague while men are the carriers of the virus, educators can invite 

students to discuss their opinions on vaccination and their willingness to get vaccinated for the 

collective good using the narrative as an example.   

As a consequence of his power, John himself develops schizophrenic behaviours throughout 

the story and O’Neill-Within is introduced in contrast to his outward persona of John 

O’Donnell. The appearance of O’Neill-Within makes it possible for the reader to develop a 

sense of empathy for John as all the madness, violence, and revenge are attributed to O’Neill-

Within while John is only doing “O’Neill’s bidding” (Herbert 307):  

Why do I move to the demands of O’Neill-Within? he wondered. O’Neill was always 

there, always watching, always aware of what was said and done around him, always 

with a special alertness to the pain of this he observed. John felt then that O’Neill-Within 

ran the O’Donnell persona as though O’Neill were a puppetmaster playing the other 

persona on a special stage (Herbert 188).  

The dual persona of O’Neill-Within and John reveals not only a development and complexity 

in John’s character but also a fear of knowledge if placed in the wrong hands. In a conversation 

between three political characters in the novel, the character Hupp remarks that “Madness is 

contagious […] as contagious as the plague itself. O’Neill has loosed a second plague upon our 

 
7 At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, conspiracy theories were spread about COVID-19 being a mad-

made virus created in a laboratory in Wuhan, China. Over time, these conspiracy theories have developed into 

actual theories as governments around the world have investigated the matter.  
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world – this madness” (303). O’Neill’s creation is discussed as highly dangerous if placed in 

the wrong hands or the hands of a government thinking about “rebuilding the world’s gene pool 

from their own stock […] once they know how to manipulate the DNA the way O’Neill did” 

(Herbert 303). Therefore, John’s perspective in the narrative presents both the danger of 

biogenetic engineering and how the power of revenge affects oneself and others.  

Besides the fear of biogenetic engineering and its outcomes, it is also possible to witness the 

increase of collective fears of others during times of emergency, both in the novel and during 

the current COVID-19 pandemic. According to Steven Erlanger: “The coronavirus has created 

its own form of terror. It has upended daily life, paralyzed the economy and divided people one 

from another. It has engendered fear of the stranger, of the unknown and unseen” (qtd in Bieber 

9). A similar politics of conspiracy and proliferation of fear is conveyed by Adam Prescott, 

president of the United States in the novel: “Stranger were dangerous. People who had been 

away from home were dangerous. Good friends returning from far places no longer were good 

friends” (Herbert 223). The same sentiment was later echoed by his successor, Samuel 

Velcourt: 

The plague had produced a new kind of consciousness in most powerful people, Velcourt 

had noted. Politics had been reduced to its most personal level: Who do I trust? Whenever 

that question was asked at a life-and-death level, there could be only one answer: I trust 

the people I know (Herbert 257). 

The reflections from both Prescott and Velcourt derive from the fact that inaccurate 

information, rather than fact, data, and truth, was spreading amongst the population during the 

time of evacuation, consequently making people suspicious of each other (Herbert 222-223). 

Such mistrust against others generates a fear that, according to Boler, can function “as a 

powerful social symbol and spur to the national psyche” (185). The fear can generate 

xenophobia or even racist sentiment, both of which arguably discomforting topics as 

xenophobia and racism are rooted in ideological assumptions of the dominant culture and 

stereotypes (Boler 185). However, Boler notes that expressions of racism can be “significantly 

different in their historical origins, trajectories, and contemporary manifestations” (183). 

Therefore, raising the topic of racism and xenophobia in the narrative in an educational setting 

and using a pedagogy of discomfort demands that educators problematise and contextualise the 

manifestations to time and place.   
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Placed in the context of the current COVID-19 pandemic, Florian Bieber states that racism and 

discrimination have increased to the point where people of Chinese or Asian origin, immigrants, 

and “the Other” generally are being blamed for the disease and its spreading (6). In the case 

of The White Plague, a whole nation or ethnicity is not per se blamed for the disease as it is 

well known that O’Neill is the person behind the plague. However, Ireland, Britain, and Libya 

are implicitly held responsible for the plague as they are the nations O’Neill explicitly points 

out as responsible for the attack that killed his wife and children and fuelled his revenge plan:  

The Nemesis came out of Ireland’s bloody past, out of the betrayals and murders, and 

even carried with it a retaliation against the Celtic extermination of the First People, the 

Danaans, who had been in Ireland before the waves of invaders from Britain and the 

Continent. He [John] saw himself then as a spokesman for all the accumulated wrongs 

suffered in Ireland […] The terrorist who had killed Mary and the twins had been trained 

and armed in Libya. And there was England’s filthy hand in the whole mess – eight 

hundred years of cynical oppression (Herbert 28-29). 

By highlighting historical events such as the extermination of the Danaans, the cooperation 

between Libya and the IRA, as well as the British oppression of the Irish, John justifies his 

decision to hold these three nations responsible for the plague. In one of his letters, John even 

encourages the rest of the world to treat people with Irish, British, or Libyan nationality 

according to xenophobic or racist divisions by sending them home: 

The plague must run its course in Ireland, Great Britain and Libya. I want the men to 

survive and to know what it was I did to them. You will be permitted to quarantine them, 

nothing more. Send their nationals home – all of them. Let them stew there. If you fail to 

expel so much as a babe in arms who belongs in one of those nations by reason of 

nationality or birth, you will feel my anger (Herbert 114).  

On John’s demand, the Irish, British and Libyans are all exposed to the virus in a way that gives 

a xenophobic face to John’s behaviour in the narrative. The historical and mythological events 

that Herbert highlights through John’s focalisation, such as the British oppression of Ireland 

and the mythological people - the Danaans, are all based in actual Irish history and mythology. 

Herbert’s technique of bridging fiction with fact is therefore visible. However, references to 

historical and mythological events of Ireland might not evoke uncomfortable reflections among 

Swedish students as it is not close to their L1 culture but rather represents the “foreign” for 

them (Matos 58). To reach critical inquiry and pedagogy of discomfort, teachers must provide 

scaffolding to students so that the themes of fear, xenophobia, and racism become coherent. 
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With regard to Swedish students learning English as a second language, it could be relevant to 

connect the xenophobic or racist expressions in the novel to students’ experiences of racism 

and xenophobia in and outside school, as well as in current political debates. However, knowing 

about the xenophobia and racism in Ireland is generally a good input in ESL education as 

knowledge about societal topics and events in English speaking countries are lifted as important 

in the national curriculum for both English 6 and 7 (Skolverket “Ämne-Engelska”). Although 

Ireland’s historical and mythological events might be hard for Swedish students to relate to, 

they can give rise to occasions for talking about uncomfortable topics regarding the fear of 

others, xenophobia, and racism in their own context. In addition, the Irish historical and 

mythological events can be presented in order to illustrate the force exerted by national 

mythology and the past, real or imagined, on the present.  

In their analysis of The Scarlet Plague, Riva et al. conclude that being able to recall real-life 

fears regarding pandemics through dystopian fiction is one of the strengths of the genre (1755). 

As demonstrated above, a critical reading of The White Plague reveals that both individual and 

collective fears, likely to increase during times of crisis, can be lifted from the fictional narrative 

and placed in the context of the current COVID-19 pandemic.  

6.3 Theme: Nationalism  

Connected to the theme of fear of others, a second theme to be extracted from The White Plague 

and contextualised within the current COVID-19 concerns the growth of nationalism during 

times of emergency. In his article “Global Nationalism in Times of the COVID-19 Pandemic”, 

Florian Bieber presents different dimensions of the nationalistic expression and shaping process 

during the COVID-19 pandemic (3). First, Bieber argues that the COVID-19 pandemic flared 

up when so-called exclusionary nationalism8 was growing strong in the US, UK, and Europe 

(4). The prior rise of far-right political parties and an increase of hate crimes and discrimination, 

paved the way for the growth of nationalism during COVID-19. According to Bieber:  

The increase appears to be linked to the shift in public discourse and crucial events such 

the election of Donald Trump in the USA, the Brexit referendum in the UK9, and so-

called migration crisis in Europe (4).  

 
8 Bieber makes a distinction between exclusionary nationalism and nationalism claiming that the former can be 

expressed not only through political parties but also through media, civil society and “widely held attitudes” (3).  
9 Besides paving the way for a growth of nationalism during the COVID-19 pandemic, the Brexit referendum 

also corresponds with the recent growth of violence in Northern Ireland. Adam Fleming, BBC News Chief of 

Political Correspondent, posted an analysis on the 9th of April 2021 in which he claims that the Brexit 
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The White Plague includes several allusions to the existence of nationalism before the execution 

of John’s revenge plan. The mention of the British oppression and colonialisation of Ireland, 

including the implementation of Penal Laws in Ireland, are a few shreds of evidence of 

nationalistic expressions before O’Neill’s madness:  

Ireland was warped by the Penal Laws. The English forbade us our religion, forbade us 

any form of education – then dared to call us uneducated! We could not enter a profession, 

nor hold public office, nor engage in trade or commerce. We couldn’t own a horse of 

greater value than five pounds, couldn’t own or lease land, nor vote nor harvest from the 

rack-rented lands any profit exceeding a third of the rent. The law compelled us to attend 

Protestant worship and forbade the Mass. We paid double to support the militia that 

supressed us. And if a Catholic power did harm to the state, we paid for it! You wonder 

we still hate the British? (Herbert 270). 

In addition, the IRA take a central part early on in the narrative as it is revealed that they claimed 

credit for the attack killing John’s wife and children, among others (Herbert 18).  

At this juncture, Herbert connects fiction to fact as the British oppression of the Irish, Penal 

Laws, and the IRA are all actual historical occurrences. Seeing that The White Plague was 

written in 1982 with a close connection to Ireland, the narrative was constructed right in the 

heart of “The Troubles”, grounded in the long history of colonial and postcolonial oppression. 

Feehan states that Herbert’s constant allusions to Irish history, culture, and mythology indicate 

that Ireland, as well as the nation’s problems, stand close to “Herbert’s heart” (np). 

Following the issue of colonial oppression, Herbert also gives space for a solid Irish national 

identity among the fictional characters to shine through. Joseph Herity, the IRA terrorist, joining 

John during his revisit in Ireland, talks about Ireland, the Irish people, and their “kinship of the 

rath” (Herbert 200). Herity claims himself to be an ordinary Irishman, “bitter over the centuries 

of British oppression” (200). Herbert alludes that the history of oppression has resulted in the 

Irish feeling a “tribal loyalty” (200) towards each other and the nation. In addition, the way 

history has shaped and brought the Irish people together can be witnessed through the 

focalisation of the character Doheny, directly following his confrontation of Kevin’s aggressive 

behaviour:  

 
Referendum can be considered as a cause for the violent flareup in Northern Ireland. Thus, contextualised within 

contemporary Ireland, the exclusionary nationalism is even more palpable.   
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He understood Kevin well – all the fighting and the living with death at your elbow. It 

banked a fire in every Irishman. It had gone on for so long, for so many generations, that 

the brooding, unquenchable flame had become a full partner in the Irish psyche. It was 

fixed there by adhesive of oppression and starvation, kept alive in each new generation 

by the hearthside stories in the night – of tyrant cruelties and the agonies of ancestors. 

The shuddering realities of Ireland’s travail were never farther from any Irishman than 

the words of his own family (Herbert 173). 

Altogether, it can be noted that an Irish national identity is portrayed to carry a significant 

amount of importance and value in the novel. All the historical suffering of the Irish has 

concluded in a unification of the nation. As the character, Herity says: “Wherever the Irish go, 

they take Ireland with’ em” (Herbert 245). Thus, the history of Ireland and the Irish is presented 

as a means to cope with the injustice happening to the nation during the fictional plague. When 

working with a pedagogy of discomfort, a highlighting of the significance of Irish national 

identity in the narrative makes it possible for students to reflect on their own national identity 

and the importance of it when facing difficult situations, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. For 

instance, it is possible to discuss how Swedish people unite in their way of handling the current 

COVID-19 pandemic with social distancing and various recommendations.  

In addition to historical aspects of the Irish national identity, mythological tales are mentioned 

in the novel to justify the injustice directed towards Ireland during the fictional plague, marking 

an even deeper “Irishness” in the narrative. For instance, the murderous actions following the 

plague are rationalised with references to the ancient “Berfney curse” being placed on Ireland 

and the Irish (170). Herbert foregrounds national history, identity, and belonging as a coping 

mechanism for the time of emergency.  

However, the expression of Irish national identity is especially complicated in John’s identity. 

On the one hand, John is himself Irish with strong ancestral bounds to Ireland as he is 

descending both from the dynasty of Uí Néill and the McCarthy ancestorial line (Herbert 41-

42). Feehan states the fact that both O’Neill and McCarthy are surnames of important military 

heroes in Irish history (np). Thus, the Irish nationalistic face and hatred against the British are 

even further embedded in the protagonist’s characterisation. For instance, John explains how 

his “young head had been filled with Troubles and Risings and an abiding hatred of the British” 

(Herbert 42). The fact that Herbert decides to connect his protagonist to O’Neill and McCarthy, 

in a sense, mocks the nationalism of Ireland. Herbert creates a character, bound to Irish heroes, 
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that aims and succeeds to wipe out large sections of the Irish population. With a background in 

the protagonist’s characterisation, the complexity of Irish nationalism is thus portrayed.  

On the other hand, John expresses much hatred towards the Irish, which is transparent in his 

violent actions against the nation and its citizens. His anger and rage primarily drive John’s 

violent actions against the IRA. John exclaims that the IRA, designed to support Ireland and 

the Irish, have failed with their mission: 

Terrorists always assult honor, dignity and self-respect. Their honor is the first to die. 

You should recognize that the IRA Provos have abandoned Irish honor. Under Erin’s 

old Brehon Law, you could kill an enemy only in open battle, each equally armed. The 

better man earned the respect of all. A warrior was generous and fair. Where was the 

generosity and fairness in the bomb that killed the innocents at Grafton Street? (Herbert 

76-77) 

As can be stated regarding John’s embracement of his Irishness, national identity is not a black 

and white matter. In times of emergency, it is essential to note that there are numerous reasons 

that drive people to different actions. According to Boler and Zembylas, our actions are widely 

a product of “powerful ideological forces” (111). Therefore, individuals might unconsciously 

adopt institutionalised values of nationalistic inequity and such values can only be changed if 

bearing testimony to their origin. With regard to a pedagogy of discomfort, the implementation 

of institutionalised values must not only be discussed inside the classroom but also questioned 

in practice and possibly changed through a norm-critical approach. Only then can students move 

beyond the spectating role and adopt a witnessing role towards the topic.   

Considering the fact that the Irish national identity is foremost presented through the characters 

Herity, an IRA terrorist, and John, an Irishman who wiped out the Irish, Herbert seems to 

interrogate and problematise the Irish nationalism and colonialisation. The terrible 

consequences of nationalism, developing into a plague, are fictionally illustrated through the 

characterisation and actions of Herity and John. In relation to the contemporary COVID-19 

pandemic, such instances of national identity could thus be discussed as a means to highlight 

possible outcomes of nationalism. However, with regard to a pedagogy of discomfort, and 

especially its implications in a multicultural classroom as the ESL classroom in Sweden, it is 

crucial to note that individuals might have different experiences of nationalism. When the topic 

of nationalism from the novel is lifted in an educational setting, a clear definition and 

contextualisation to Irish nationalism and Irish national identity must be stated. However, the 

critical inquiry about nationalism can then develop to include other expressions and 
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perspectives of nationalism. Being conscious about different perspectives and experience of 

societal issues is, according to Lundahl, fundamental for acquiring critical inquiry (97).  

Another dimension of nationalism that can be extracted from The White Plague and placed in 

the context of the current COVID-19 pandemic concerns a “deglobalisation” and the stricter 

reinforcement of national boundaries. Deglobalisation can, for instance, be expressed through 

the restricted export of medical supplies (Bieber 7). Regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, Bieber 

notes that “the closing of borders around the world and evacuation of citizens by foreign 

ministries has reemphasised the importance of citizenship” (8). In The White Plague, 

Switzerland is noticed to handle the plague accordingly with a deglobalisation and 

establishment of borders: 

The Swiss have cut themselves off, blown their bridges and tunnels, shut down their 

airports. They’ve thrown a military cardon around the country and reportedly are killing 

and burning with flamethrowers anyone attempting to enter (Herbert 74). 

It is in a conversation between the scientific experts from around the world, working together 

as a team to find a cure, that Switzerland’s management of the plague is discussed. In addition, 

the evacuation of certain citizens, as Bieber mentions in the contextualisation of COVID-19 

(8), is as well visible in the fictional representation of the plague in The White Plague when one 

of the letters from John are being read at the military camp, Camp David:  

He wants a quarantine! Then he wants us to send all Libyans in the U.S. back to Libya, 

all Irish back to Ireland, all English back to England – everyone, including their 

diplomats (Herbert 45).  

Although the reinforcement of borders is out of control of the ordinary citizen, such a 

nationalistic expression has political implications for citizens. In a democratic society and with 

regard to individual liberalism, citizens do have a say through their political voting. Regarding 

a pedagogy of discomfort, this face of nationalism can evoke critical inquiry regarding the 

political responsibility of each individual as well as the importance of citizenship and empathy 

for those without citizenship in times of emergency. In practice, discussing and bearing witness 

to the refugee-crisis of 2015 as well as its remaining impact on the political field, and especially 

in the lights of the COVID-19 pandemic, might be one way to recontextualise the topic within 

Swedish ESL classrooms.  
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6.4 Theme: Patriarchy  

A third and final difficult theme extracted from The White Plague is the presence of patriarchal 

structures in the literary text and real-life emergencies such as the current COVID-19 pandemic. 

The fatal consequence of the gender bias in The White Plague is not only disturbing within the 

narrative itself. It can also be translated to non-fictional contexts of violence against women in 

the context of pandemics and other emergencies. The World Health Organisation (WHO) bears 

witness in their publication “COVID-19 and violence against women: what the health 

sector/system can do” that violence against women increases during times of emergency, such 

as pandemics. Regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, WHO declared already in April 2020 that 

statistics indicate increased violence against women globally, with up to three times as many 

cases reported in some areas (WHO). Even if the expressions of violence in the fictional work 

by Herbert do not correspond precisely with the expression of violence against women during 

the current COVID-19 pandemic10, it dramatizes how women are subjects to violence in already 

vulnerable situations. In the context of the pedagogy of discomfort, The White Plague can be 

used to facilitate discussions that question the gender bias in their own established beliefs. 

Given that the main plot of the story builds on a disease designed to be “benign in men, fatal in 

women” (Herbert 106), a sex-specific orientation of the disease, in which women are the ones 

abused and men not, is evident. Patriarchy is built upon the idea that “women are innately 

inferior to men” (Tyson 85). In a patriarchal society, there is a belief that women and men are 

biologically different on traits such as intelligence, logic, courage, and leadership – all in which 

men are assumed superior as well as the norm (86). Patriarchy has historically been a dominant 

ideology around the world. In spite of the acceleration in the growth of feminist criticism in 

recent years, patriarchy is still rooted in the history and tradition of most cultures.  

In The White Plague, patriarchy is transparent in that the main plot circles around a plague 

where women become both victims of the plague and physical violence while male characters 

work to protect, fight, and cure the plague. In addition, to cope with the disease, many characters 

fall into traditional gender roles – meaning that men maintain characteristic traits such as 

rationality, strength, being protective, and decisive. At the same time, women take on traits of 

being “emotional (irrational), weak, nurturing, and submissive” (Tyson 85). Thus, the gender 

issues in The White Plague can critically be contextualised with the background of patriarchy. 

 
10 During COVID-19, it is rather a question of violent abuse at home during quarantine than fatal consequences 

of the virus per se.  
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Aside from the fatal violence against women, patriarchy is observable in the female characters 

and their adaption to traditional gender roles—especially those mirroring the image of a 

patriarchal woman.11 Kate O’Gara, a central character in a romantic subplot of the story, 

powerfully illustrates a patriarchal woman’s expressions in times of emergency. Kate survives 

the plague after being quarantined, together with her soon-to-be husband Stephen, at an early 

stage of the plague. In the chapters focalised through Kate, the reader is given insight into their 

survival in the pressure tank where they are quarantined. Repeatedly, Kate is portrayed as naïve, 

emotional, sensitive, and irrational – in compliance with the stereotypical traits of women 

within patriarchal ideology (Tyson 85). Continuously, Kate is either upset, crying, or whining 

after a priest to marry her and Stephen, despite knowing about all the terrible things happening 

outside the tank. Evidence supporting this can be found in a scene where Stephen is given a gun 

as a protective means. The gun indicates that the violence outside the tank is accelerating and 

that a more significant threat is placed upon Stephen and Kate. However, Kate’s reaction is not 

as one might expect in such times of emergency and threat. Rather, her response is that she 

wants the people outside the tank to bring them a priest as she wants to marry Stephen (Herbert 

179).  

The events in this scene embody both the traditional male and female gender roles in a 

patriarchal society. Kate embodies the “Cinderella” image in which femininity, submission, 

tolerance, and waiting to be saved and wanting to be married shines through (Tylor 88). By the 

same token, Stephen embodies the Prince Charming image “which requires men to be wealthy 

rescuers responsible for making their women happy “ever after” (Tyson 88). Such a fairy-tale 

reference symbolically corresponds well with emergency situations, where men are expected to 

be the ones protecting and women the ones being protected. While Stephen is accepting the 

gun, Kate is asking for marriage.  

Following such a fictional contextualisation of traditional gender roles, students could examine 

their gender roles and the expectations they place on themselves and others during the current 

COVID-19 pandemic as well as during other emergencies. Students can then use that 

examination as a foundation for witnessing the embodiment of roles and expectations in culture, 

taking action and changing their thinking and behaviour. The fairy-tale reference also 

acknowledges intertextuality in The White Plague, allowing for another artistic mode of 

 
11 Tyson uses the term patriarchal women as a reference to “a woman who has internalized the norms and values 

of patriarchy” (85).  
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connection between the patriarchal fact and pandemic fiction. Acknowledging the 

intertextuality can be raised regarding Porto and Zembylas’ notion that an artistic and 

multimodal approach to the reading is seen to enhance students’ interaction with the text as it 

allows them to move further beyond the text (369). 

In addition to demonstrate the submissive aspect of traditional gender roles, Kate’s response 

also indicates a crucial concern for women historically, and more or less contemporary, around 

the world – unmarried motherhood (Luddy 201). Later into the narrative, it is understood that 

Kate is pregnant, which might explain her urge to get married. Luddy explains that unmarried 

motherhood has long been regarded as a stigma in Ireland as it is “reflecting badly on the moral 

character of the women” (201). Thus, Kate illustrates a historical, and more or less 

contemporary, patriarchal issue within traditional gender roles. 

This point is further sustained in the development of Kate’s motherhood. After giving birth to 

their daughter, Kate’s representation in the narrative transforms from that of a patriarchal 

woman to a symbol of the maternal spirit of the country. A depiction of women as nurturing is 

something that both Pordzik and Feehan contextualise specifically to Ireland in their analyses 

of The White Plague. Feehan states that the women of Ireland signify “the cementation of hearth 

and commonwealth, of security, morality, and everything that defines culture” (np). Pordzik 

elaborated on the statement by Feehan and claimed that Herbert’s construction of the fictional 

plague implies a “total destruction of Ireland’s cultural and religious foundations, the ‘maternal 

spirit’ of the country” (340). Towards the end of the story, it is revealed that Kate and her 

daughter will represent the start of matrilineality in Ireland as “matrilineal descent has been 

made a matter of law” (Herbert 438). Matrilineality is not only fictional but also a mythological 

truth with regard to ancient Celtic origins and beliefs (Feehan np). In the contextualisation of 

matrilineality, women are portrayed as necessary for the nation’s future rather than being 

submissive. A similar consideration of the importance of women can be noted in a passage of 

Kate’s diary:  

I think men have always been mostly a dense and unfeeling lot, their emotions covered 

with scar tissue. They resist the sensitivity and fulfilment that comes from women – the 

cement that holds everything together. When our keepers leave the speaker switch open, 

I hear Padraic out there mumbling about which man he’ll take into his Friendship Circle! 

They’re all looking for something that’ll put us pack together, something to hold them 
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and carry them through these terrible times. – The diary of Kate O’Gara Browder  

(Herbert 103). 

Aside from stating the female importance and women as the “cement that holds everything 

together” (Herbert 103), the passage from Kate’s diary also proclaims that the traditional female 

trait of sensitivity is in fact crucial for holding things and people together in times of emergency. 

The patriarchy in Ireland is, therefore, a complex matter as it is woven together with a history 

of matrilineality. However, the image of Ireland as a woman is problematic seeing that the 

actual situation for women is more or less oppressive. Therefore, it is important not to 

overemphasise the strengths of matrilineality either in The White Plague or in Irish history and 

culture. In fact, The White Plague depicts the detrimental aspects of sexism to a larger extent.  

The sexualisation of women is, for instance, notable in that women are talked about with a clear 

sexist inference in the focalisation of multiple male characters. Women’s virginity is, for 

instance, compared with the white foam of a Guinness (Herbert 201) and featherbeds with the 

softness of young breast (219). Another evidence of women being sexualised is embedded in 

the symptoms of the disease, as the first symptom experienced by women when being infected 

by the disease is that they feel horny as well as experience aching nipples (Herbert 106). Thus, 

sexism is even embedded in the clinical sphere of the disease by recalling sexual pleasures as a 

symptom. 

Another face of women being sexualised in times of emergency can be connected to the 

implementation of quarantine in the novel. Although no sexual abuse can be witnessed from 

Kate’s perspective in the novel, there are instances in the novel where the exploitation of women 

in quarantine is illustrated. During their journey through Ireland, John, Herity, the priest, and 

the silent boy stumble across a group of girls isolated at a farm. The girls are under the control 

of the religious Druid leader, Brann McCrae. Evidently, the girls are exploited and taken 

advantage of by McCrae as one of the guards protecting the farm says that “those girls down 

there must be preserved, no matter that they’re in McCrae’s dirty hands” (Herbert 264). His 

“dirty hands” imply sexual exploitation of the girls as it is then revealed that most of them are 

pregnant:  

Well, now, the young women are pregnant because that’s the function of priestesses. They 

lay under the rowan tree at the full of the moon and I impregnated them. The blessing of 

the sacred rowan upon us all (Herbert 273). 
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Exploitation of vulnerable women is apparent in contemporary reports of domestic violence 

during the COVID-19 pandemic where “abusers are exploiting the inability of women to call 

for help or escape” (UN 17) during quarantine. According to the UN, quarantine 

implementation in many countries is directly connected to the increase of violence against 

women as “crowded homes, substance abuse, limited access to services and reduced peer 

support are exacerbating these conditions” (17).   

The narrative depicts institutionalised sexism, patriarchy, and exploitation of women in times 

of emergency. In order to reach critical inquiry and not just oversimplified self-reflection, the 

historical and ideological processes and consequences of institutionalised sexism and patriarchy 

must be acknowledged. The above analysis shows that The White Plague is beneficial for 

reaching such inquiry in times like the current COVID-19 pandemic. The novel invites the 

reader to question patriarchy, violence against women, and traditional gender roles in the grey 

area between fiction and fact.   

7. Conclusion 

The purpose of this essay is to argue for the potential of The White Plague by Frank Herbert as 

a means to discuss uncomfortable topics, related to living in a pandemic reality, inside an ESL 

classroom. A critical reading of the novel has shown that the allusions to Irish history, ideology, 

and mythology in the narrative can provide topics suitable for a pedagogy of discomfort and 

the current COVID-19 pandemic in the classroom. The analysis above thematically presents 

fear, nationalism, and patriarchy as uncomfortable topics that can be extracted from the novel 

and critically recontextualised with the current COVID-19 pandemic. Following the principles 

of a pedagogy of discomfort, the analysis above demonstrates that in order for the inquiry of 

the topics to be critical, students should be able to encounter how fear of others, nationalism, 

and patriarchy have “been shaped specifically by the dominant culture of the historical 

moments” (Boler 179). Thus, the topics of fear, nationalism, and patriarchy have been placed 

within a historical, ideological, and a contemporary COVID-19 pandemic context in order to 

demonstrate how the topics could be discussed in an ESL classroom to reach critical inquiry. 

For instance, the question of why we tend to develop a fear towards others in times of 

emergency can be answered by exploring the novel’s depiction of xenophobia, racism, and 

scientific engineering. In turn, the question of why nationalism is strengthened during such 

times can be answered by studying historical oppression and the formation of national identity. 

Finally, the question of why women are subjected to violence in times of emergency and why 
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women and men generally adopt, or are expected to adopt, traditional gender roles, can be 

answered by discussing patriarchy both now and historically. 

From this essay, it can be concluded that The White Plague, as a pandemic dystopian fiction, 

would be beneficial within ESL education as a means to provoke ethical discussions related to 

living through the current COVID-19 pandemic. However, further research could consider the 

didactic implications more thoroughly. Although the potential of Herbert’s novel using a 

pedagogy of discomfort for approaching uncomfortable topics relevant in times of pandemic is 

presented in this essay, further research could examine the practical didactic implementation in 

greater detail. For instance, an action study might provide insight into how the novel, under the 

premise of a pedagogy of discomfort, could be incorporated in the ESL classroom to discuss 

uncomfortable themes. In that case, lesson plans and timeframes for working with the novel 

could be central to the research.   
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Framework matrix for the thematic analysis.   

 

 

Theme 

Subthemes 

Theme 

 Subthemes 

Theme 

 Subthemes 

Fear 

Fear of biogenetic 

engineering  

 

Fear of others  

 

 

Nationalism 

Colonial oppression 

IRA 

 

National identity  

 

Reinforcement of 

borders/Deglobalisation  

Patriarchy 

Violence against women  

 

Traditional gender roles 

Female 

Male  

 

Exploitation of women 
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