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INTRODUCTION 

I’m writing this two part longform essay, in the midst of an extraordinary  

nationwide lockdown, as the so called “Corona Virus”,  aka Covid 19, grips the 

UK. The British Isles are not alone in facing this unusual state of affairs, across the 

world different countries are facing the same problem. Something like 20% of the 

world’s population are either currently ‘locked down’ or emerging from a lock 

down. The problem is more than ‘just’ a matter of public health: businesses of all 

kinds and all sizes across the world are facing an unparalleled sense of global 

uncertainty that has seen crude oil prices tumble and stock markets reel, reports 

indicate that something like 1/20 of UK and 1/10 of USA workers may have lost 

their jobs, large companies are looking to the government for grants to enable 

them to furlough their employees, and sole traders are calculating whether they can 

afford to take what is effectively an extended holiday until the lockdown period is 

over. Economists already say that the impact of the lock down is likely to be more 

severe than either of the two world wars.  

This extraordinary situation has resulted in a number of unusual scenes:  

empty motorways, abandoned shopping arcades, cues of masked and gloved 

people waiting outside supermarkets and convenience stores, fights breaking out 

over ‘the last slice of meat’ or precious packs of toilet roll. Even the UK Prime 

Minister had a spell in intensive care with life threatening symptoms while the 

President of the USA gives ever more unhinged press conferences, shifting from 

having claimed the Virus threat was a hoax to insisting that he is in total control.  

Cinephiles know this dystopian landscape well, it’s the setting of the 

apocalyptic movie. Whether it’s aliens, zombies, or marauding gangs that pose the 

existential threat, cinematic apocalypses come with just these sorts of signs, 

sometimes with added tumbleweed. In a very short period of time, life has seemed 

to imitate ‘art’, and we have found ourselves in the apocalyptic film of our lives. In 

America the rush to shore up home security saw anxious consumers rush to the 

gun shops. Having watched the Purge series, perhaps, the gun buyers know what 
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to expect during a lockdown, marauding gangs in sinister masks, bladed weapons, 

‘anarchy’ and bloodshed. Brits on the other hand have been buying alcohol ‘like 

there’s no tomorrow’ preparing themselves to distract themselves from the crisis 

by means of a series of booze-soaked nights in watching the TV, trying to 

‘complete’ Netflix. True to the script, British criminals have begun to take 

advantage of the situation, cars racing at 150mph on empty motorways, and gangs 

looting empty pubs and restaurants, while others hijack vans full of food and other 

goods.  

So far, so apocalyptic, and so unprecedented. Or is it? There have of course, 

been many previous apocalyptic events, because although apocalypse is now short-

hand for a kind of ‘end of the world’ type of situation – the word really means ‘a 

revealing’. Hence the two names given to the final book in the New Testament 

canon, which is known by some as The Apocalypse of Saint John, and by others as 

The Book of Revelation. There are numerous pieces of apocalyptic literature in the 

Christian and Hebrew scriptures, but until very recently many of the readers have 

been so far removed from any major apocalyptic event, that we’ve forgotten how 

to read them, using them instead to bolster fragile and increasingly bizarre ‘end 

times’ theologies.  

The functional value of an apocalypse is in its power to reveal, to put it 

crudely: an apocalyptic event reveals something about the society in which it takes 

place. In this case, the event is worldwide, which in itself is revealing of the nature 

of human interconnectedness in the 21st century CE. Previous ‘global’ apocalypses 

have often been constrained within certain geographical boundaries – not so this 

time. Borders mean nothing to microbes. While it is too early to attempt to 

develop some sort of exhaustive assessment of the Covid-19 apocalypse, what I 

will do in this two essay series, is look back at some previous apocalyptic events, 

consider briefly what they revealed about the world, and see if we can use 

reflections on them to help begin to draw some useful conclusions of the same 

sort about the Corona outbreak.  
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THE EVE OF DESTRUCTION – AMERICA BETWEEN THE WARS 

 

In 1965 Barry McGuire had a hit with what was to become one of the 

anthems of the 1960s counter-culture, “Eve of destruction” written by P.F. Sloan 

ripped into the American war in Vietnam and in to segregationist America. Written 

late one night when Sloan was just 19 years old, it clearly apes the kind of beat 

poetry style that Bob Dylan had weaponised in his protest music, but when 

combined with McGuire’s rasping roar it proved to be a popular smash beyond 

anyone’s expectations. It caught and illuminated what sociologists would describe 

as the ‘zeitgeist’ – the spirit of the times, a growing sense of despair at the state of 

the world, and an expectation that the end of the world could surely not be far 

away. But in fact the 1960s were, objectively, a time of great prosperity for many 

Americans, particularly when compared with the privations of the three decades 

prior.  

The interwar years in the USA were marked by a huge financial depression, 

which was compounded for many when a apocalyptic event took place in the states 

of Texas, Colorado, Nebraska and Oklahoma when severe famine had driven 

thousands from their homes. This famine, brought about by an eight year drought 

known colloquially as ‘the Dust Bowl’ was perhaps the worst point of the great 
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depression. The hardships of Dust Bowl era America are depicted vividly in John 

Steinbeck’s “The Grapes of Wrath”. The title itself is a clue to the apocalyptic 

nature of the text – referring back to lyrics from The Battle Hymn of the Republic, 

which in turn draws from imagery from the book of Revelation. We could perhaps 

spend time considering the meanings and interpretations of Steinbeck’s novel, but 

space and time are not allowing, so instead I’ll summarise over simplistically: 

Steinbeck (and successive critics) blamed the privations of the Great Depression 

on human greed – in particular problematic farming practises and over grazing of 

grasslands  (McLeman, et al., 2014). In particular though Steinbeck’s work takes 

aim at the way that people were deeply inhumane toward one-another. The story 

focusses in on the plight of a family who flee the drought in Oklahoma to try and 

find work, but instead they find human cruelty. They find greed and selfishness, 

they find a government which doesn’t support them when they need help 

(Dickstein, 2004). Steinbeck himself made no bones about it – saying the novel 

was “a mean, nasty book and if I could make it nastier I would … the book has a 

definite job to do … I want to put a tag of shame on the greedy bastards who are 

responsible for this.” Although Steinbeck didn’t go so far as to explore the links 

between Dust  Bowl era poverty and the kind of politics prevalent in America 

during the First World War (another apocalyptic event), it’s quite reasonable to see 

the two as effectively inseparable – post war inflation led to a desperate dash for 

cash that was handled so poorly that many were forced in to destitution. 

So the revelation of the Dust Bowl ‘apocalyptic event’ was in part the 

destruction wrought by selfishness and greed, in part too it was about the 

unsustainability of conventional agricultural and financial practises. America 

seemed poised to learn this lesson, and then came the Second World War another 

apocalyptic kind of event which changed things considerably, America emerged 

from it sleeker, wealthier, more self-assured, less bothered about learning moral 

lessons, albeit with many of its young men dead in foreign fields. 
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TAKEN AT THE FLOOD 

“There is a tide in the affairs of men / Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune.”  

(Julius Caesar Act IV, scene III) 

While droughts can be costly, so can their opposite. Like extreme heat and 

extreme cold, too much water is as bad as too little – such has been the experience 

of flood hit parts of the world for millennia. While Shakespeare seemed to have a 

positive view of floods, and their potential to float otherwise grounded vessels, not 

everyone rejoices when the tide is super high. A range of ancient literary sources, 

including the Hebrew scriptures, speak of a cataclysmic flood that drowned parts 

of the ancient world, some of these accounts date back to sometime during the 

Bronze age (up to 3000 BCE). While serious scholars tend not to suggest that the 

Biblical and other mythological accounts of great floods should be read ‘literally’ 

(reductively) there is a general acceptance that accounts do refer back to some sort 

of cataclysmic flooding event which occurred in the Ancient Near East some 

millennia ago. The subsequent spread of flood literature was an attempt to make 

some kind of sense of what had happened – why had people lost their lives and 

their livelihoods? Archaeological evidence points to the possibility that there were a 

number of devastating floods in the Mesopotamian region between 3500 BCE and 

2600 BCE (MacDonald, 2008) it’s possible, but not necessarily probable, that the 
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earliest of these could be the inspiration for the flood myths in Hebrew and other 

literature (Gilgamesh Epic, Sumerian deluge myth, Atra Hasis Epic). Also possible 

is that the various floods that happened in that area over that extended period of 

time, gave rise to a sense of fear and existential fragility – would another flood 

happen? Would it too wipe out so many people? 

The enormous popularity of the story of Noah’s Ark is both interesting and 

troubling at the same time. At first glance the Biblical account is a story in which a 

homicidal divine being decides to wipe out a ‘corrupt’ humanity by drowning them 

(why not just zap them all?) except for one ‘righteous’ man and his family (not so 

righteous that he tries to make a case for not killing everyone like Moses or 

Abraham would, but still the only or most righteous man), and some animals. 

Eventually the same God has to invent a rainbow in order to remind himself not 

to do it again: the equivalent to tying a knot in a celestial hankie. If we were to read 

this literally, as some are minded to do, it’s a very disturbing story indeed, and 

that’s without even going in to the necessary incest in which it would seem to 

result, or the grizzly story of Noah’s drunken violation which is appended. No 

doubt the popularity of the story comes down to reductive reading and good 

marketing, the use of cute paired up (and temporarily vegetarian) animals and 

pretty rainbows, jolly sailors and fancy boats to tell an engaging story of divine 

power and mercy, rather than dwell on God’s homicidal tendencies. Noah’s flood 

myth counterparts, Utnapishtim (Gilgamesh epic), Ziusudra (Sumerian deluge 

myth), and Atrahasis (Atra Hasis Epic) don’t have quite the same marketing might 

behind them, it’s surprisingly difficult to get a model of Utnapishtim and his boat. 

In each case though, there’s the idea of the gods setting out to destroy humanity, 

and the survival of the sailor, the ultimate redemption of the human race in the 

face of divine spite.  

So what is the ‘revelation’ of the flood? There are, dependant upon one’s 

reading – multiple revelations to be had, but in this instance let’s settle for just one. 

Elie Wiesel (Wiesel, 1984), himself a survivor of the Nazi holocaust (another 
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apocalyptic event) speaks of Noah as a ‘survivor’ – noting that Noah’s apparently 

instinctive reaction to reaching dry land was at first gratitude, and then the 

desperate desire for a glass of wine and a good sleep – which, taken together, may 

be the most realistic part of the story. Wiesel seems to suggest that in part, this 

story is one of the way in which humanity survives even the most dreadful of 

calamities. How humans pull through, even when the greatest power in the 

universe seems determined to exterminate the lot of them. It’s a story of how 

animals manage still to thrive in such situations, and how grapevines are quick to 

colonise bare soil. It’s a story too of how surviving such a cosmic calamity isn’t a 

recipe for happiness, Noah is not exactly full of the joys of spring, rather it’s a sad, 

tragic feeling – survival in the face of the destruction of all that you have known 

and loved. Wiesel also notes that its not long after this dramatic episode, that 

humanity has swelled to epic proportions again, and is building a tower toward the 

heavens, as if determined to once more provoke the wrath of heaven. That we are, 

perhaps, doomed to tragically survive our own destructive foolishness, is the 

revelation of the flood.  
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WHAT HAVE I JUST READ? 

You’ve just read a piece of writing from my ‘longform’ project, available from 

simonjcross.com/longform . Usually these are written as conversational pieces of writing 

http://simonjcross.com/longform
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which are written for thoughtful readers outside of academia, although some are more 

academic than others.  

These articles are entirely free. However, if you feel able to donate to support this 

work, you can do so, there is also a Paypal link on the longform page. There is also an option 

to subscribe, and have the monthly articles sent directly to you.  

You are free to use (not republish) the longform material, but I’d be grateful if 

you’d attribute it in the relevant manner (if in any doubt, get in touch).  

https://www.paypal.com/donate/?token=OPUOPmJooU6_josqQXQRdVkR0-GENCXhkZVXIjQZDfJnIKaVrAy7TwCavxyioK0wzqlahm&country.x=GB&locale.x=GB
https://www.paypal.com/cgi-bin/webscr?cmd=_s-xclick&hosted_button_id=CT6ZY646DKZQY&source=url

