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Abstract

This article traces the core principles of the social ecological approach, namely, the
interconnectedness of social communities and their integration into the natural world in
selected poems written by contemporary poets during the coronavirus pandemic and collected
in Poetry in Response to the Pandemic, published in 2020 by St. Michael’s Episcopal Church
in Arlington, VA. Applying a qualitative approach that integrates interpretive and analytical
readings of the selected poems based on Daniel Stokols’s views on social ecology, it argues that
although social networks facilitated community engagements during the pandemic (particularly
during the lockdown), virtual reality failed to sustain the social ecological experience. Instead,
social proximity, real-life interaction, and environmental integration (within the permissible
limits) arise as possible socio-ecological remedies for the complications developed upon the
outbreak of COVID-19. Together, these suggested remedies can ensure emotional, physiological,
and environmental well-being. The paper also examines the stylistic effects of the pandemic on
the poetic genre and argues that the selected poets have contextualized the pandemic with
concrete evidence, and that, in the form and technique of their poems, they have projected the
complexities, uncertainties, and most importantly, temporariness of such a critical time.
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INTRODUCTION

Social ecology emerged as a field of literary theory in the 1960s and 1970s, and it
appeared in no small part through the works of Murray Bookchin, the primary
founder of the theory, and other contributors such as Janet Biehl’, Bookchin’s
one-time collaborator, David Harvey?, Brian Morris?, John Bellamy Foster?,
Dan Chodorkoff, and Daniel Stokols.® The main premise of social ecology is to
“reharmonize” the relationship between society and nature “to create a rational
ecological society” (Bookchin 12). As such, it advocates the idea that humans are
interdependent, and they must handle society’s issues in ways that consider all
parts of the social functional system.

Social ecology, from Daniel Stokols’s perspective, focuses more on social,
institutional, and cultural aspects of “people-environment relations than ... earlier
versions of human ecology” which were primarily concerned with “biological
processes” in the physical environment” (“Establishing and Maintaining Healthy
Environment” 7). Stokols’s social ecology builds on the assumption that human
activities take place in changing environments. A social ecological system consists
of human and nonhuman entities interacting together. The individual behaviors
of all entities are interdependent and these entities are likely to adapt to change.
The “interdependencies between physical and social conditions” within specific
surroundings as well as “in the nested structure of multiple settings and life domains”
affect participants’ well-beings differently (“Translating Social Ecological Theory”
291). From such interdependencies come the importance of multidisciplinary
approaches for addressing environmental issues (Binder et al. 41).

In Stokols’s argument, both social ecology and biotic ecology are closely
intertwined and, therefore, understanding the relationship between both is critical
for promoting human and ecological well-being (“Translating Social Ecological
Theory” 284-85). While early ecologists prove that the interdependent relationship
between abiotic® (soil, sunshine, moisture, temperature, climactic conditions)
and biotic (plants and animals) elements is essential for the functioning of the
environment and maintaining the health of the ecosystem (Binder et al. 34-6), social
ecology underlines the interconnections between biotic and social systems. Biotic
ecology is the basis upon which social ecology is built as the former provides the
essential resources and services that support the latter (“Deriving Core Principles”
67). Assuming that environmental problems are “also social, political, and
economic,” Stokols proposes that solutions to such problems “must be grounded in
a deep understanding of the complex interactions among these domains” (“Toward
a Science of Transdisciplinary Action Research” 144).
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In his book, Social Ecology in the Digital Age: Solving Complex Problems in a
Globalized World, Stokols even extends his argument to include the positive role
of social support and social networks in promoting positive health outcomes
and mitigating the harmful effects of environmental stressors. Supportive social
relationships, he argues, can buffer the negative effects of environmental stressors
on physical and mental health (155-57). On the other hand, the well-being of
mankind, for Stokols, is not only influenced by “physical and social environmental
conditions, but also by a diversity of intrapersonal® factors including genetic
heritage, personality disposition, and health practices” (“Iranslating Social
Ecological Theory” 289). In “The Social Ecology of Health Promotion,” Stokols
insists that health promotion interventions must consider the social contexts and
cultural norms in which people live, work, and play (248-249). Further, he proposes
that the “social benefits of urban greenery ... include their wide-ranging positive
effects on environmental quality, sociability and health” (“Designing Resilient and
Sustainable Communities” 290). In effect, gardens and parks would bring large
numbers of residents together to socialize and build human ties in the arms of
nature. Offering residents readily available greenery spaces, both indoor and
outdoor, proves to be one of the most effective ways to strengthen the social fabric
of communities (290).

SOCIAL DISTANCING AND VIRTUAL REALITY

Despite the privileges of social networks which, to quote Stokols, “made it much
easier for people to connect with large numbers of acquaintances, colleagues,
friends, and family members, some of whom may be geographically remote”
(“Rise of the Internet” 99) and provided “a safe platform for people to connect
and collaborate across geographic, cultural, and disciplinary boundaries to address
complex environmental problems” (Social Ecology in the Digital Age 101), virtual
social gatherings during the 2020 COVID-19 lockdown could not sustain the
social ecological well-being. Although advanced technological means led to online
collaboration in healthcare delivery and was of great benefit to patients living in
remote areas, online social networking could only partially guarantee emotional
well-being. Humans are social creatures; isolation and loneliness can lead to
negative emotions such as anxiety, depression, and stress.

Despite tremendous advances in medicine and science in the twenty-first
century, the world was disturbed by a ubiquitous COVID-19. A major public
health measure for preventing the spread of the virus was social distancing or
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keeping a physical distance between individuals and communities. Although
such a measure managed to reduce the risk of exposure to the virus, it still had its
negative effects on the mental health and well-being of individuals. It disrupted
people’s daily routines, limited their access to resources, and created economic
hardships for some. These crucial times offered new insights for many writers
and poets to share their experiences and present new ways to cope with the crisis.
Poetry written during the pandemic not only helped mitigate the ramifications
of social distancing, but also underlined the importance of social engagement in
addressing environmental crises. The poems collected in Poetry in Response to the
Pandemic managed to depict a realistic record of the emotional, physiological, and
environmental hazards that swept the globe during the lockdowns. They also show
how the coronavirus has altered people’s perspectives and led them to change their
behaviors, developing new personal and social resources.

OBJECTIVES

In light of the above concerns, this article aims to examine the correlation between
emotional, physiological, and environmental/ecological well-being through an
analysis of specific poems written in the aftermath of the COVID-19. Navigating
the different ways humans have adopted, or rather adapted, to emerge from that
global crisis, it argues that though technological means and social networks have
facilitated community engagements during the pandemic, social proximity still
best guard the physiological well-being of humans. This article examines, first, the
poets’ delineation of the emotional and physiological repercussions of the COVID-
19 pandemic on human beings, specifically during the lockdown and quarantine
times, and second, how they related such individual behaviors to the well-being of
mankind and the environment. Then, it investigates how the pandemic has affected
poetry as a literary genre in matters of form and technique.

RATIONALE

Various researchers have recently tackled pandemic poetry in general, yet little
attention—as far as the present authors know—has been paid to the social ecological
perspective™ of pandemic poetry and especially to this selected collection of poems.

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 75—-098 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>



Mansour & Eldiasty/ Abide with Me 76

The rationale for choosing Poetry in Response to the Pandemic is that it is not only
an understudied collection, but it also presents a wide range of voices, attitudes,
and perspectives which focus in their entirety on the social-ecological implications
of the COVID-19 pandemic as a natural attack against mankind. Stokols’ views
on social ecology emphasizing the multi-level, transdisciplinary, and holistic
nature of this theory contribute significantly to the understanding of the complex
interactions between human behavior and the environment. Social ecology as an
interdisciplinary approach drawing on insights from multiple disciplines including
psychology, sociology, anthropology, and geography is essential for understanding
the complex and dynamic nature of human-environment interactions during the
pandemic crisis.

DISCUSSION AND INTERPRETATION

With the outbreak of the pandemic, social and emotional responses swept all
venues, including social networks and literary circles. Poetry in Response to the
Pandemic™ is a collection of poets’ voluntary personal responses to a call for
submissions initiated by St. Michael’s Episcopal Church in Arlington, Virginia, in
the United States. An online publication, it was accompanied by the audio/verbal
performance of the poets on the official website of the Church. The initiative itself,
as part of the intellectual activity of St. Michael’s Episcopal Church, indicates the
great part poetry played during the pandemic, firstly, as a reliable and acceptable
venue for capturing social and emotional experiences and, secondly, as a means of
social reconnection despite the lockdown. The virtual gathering resulted in this
twenty-five-poem chapbook divided into seventeen sections titled with seventeen
insightful subtitles: Compassion, Faith, Family, Fear, Healing, Hope, Loss, Love,
Renewal, Resilience, Shelter, Social Distancing, Solace, Spirit/Spiritual, Strength,
Technology, and Touch. According to the editor, these subtitles were individually
selected by the poets themselves to categorize their varied responses to the
pandemic.
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THE PANDEMIC AND STRIKING THE SOCIAL ECOLOGICAL CORD/CHORD

Poetry in Response to the Pandemic is a cohesive work of art, regardless of the
disparity of the collected poems. Its cohesion relies on the methodology these
poets utilized to maneuver the shared topic of COVID-19 and its repercussions.
What binds them is a shared belief in the transitoriness or temporariness of such
an overwhelming, difficult time, generating a broader perspective on the pandemic
as a time-out for self-repair and global repair, and, consequently, an urgent need
to think of solutions to this unprecedented, widespread viral attack. Meanwhile,
the poems rebuild the cords that link humans to their environment in new ways.
Whether optimistic or pessimistic, the responses collected in Poetry in Response to
the Pandemic call for a retreat into nature and a patient collaboration among the
human community. This call, and the remedies the poets suggest, draw them nearer
to the practices of social ecologists, as they voice a deep concern for the well-being
of both levels of nature, the social and the biotic, and resituate humankind as a
species among many others that happen to inhabit the planet.

Judith Sornberger’* in “Abide with Me, March 2020, for example, sophisticatedly
interweaves these two levels, the biotic and the social, through the “new lens”
imposed by “these pandemic times” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 4). The
scene of Marsh Creek, teeming with organic life, contrasts with the desolate streets
and the void of the square cells of the Zoom screen. The speaker’s focus on the
physiological complexity of Marsh Creek’s turtles is significant. The biotic paradox
of the turtles’ separation-in-intimacy or distance-in-proximity contrasts with the
loneliness of the social ecology. The turtles are “bumping up against and overlapping
one another;” like people huddling through the busy streets before COVID-19 (4).
They are protected, nevertheless, inside the shield of their “olive-tiled / carapace”
(4). Humans, however, keep all the distance, avoid physical proximity, and suffer
isolation, but they are still vulnerable to the mysterious little enemy. Eventually,
the turtles, congregating in what the speaker presumes to be a seasonal family
reunion, become emblems of hope for the desolate speaker. Separated by lockdown,
humans feel a similar instinct and want to be like turtles, “a family reunited after
months half-frozen / and alone, sunk in deep mud” and come back to life (Poetry
in Response to the Pandemic 4). The virtual prayer and the emblematic key song,
“Abide with Me,” underscore the importance of gatherings, even the virtual ones.

The importance of social proximity in the vicinity of nature is underscored by
the sociable ending of Salma Arastu’s® “Love and Adore (We Will All Come Out
Together)”: “We will all come out together;” to “console;” “love,” and “heal” each other
(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 15). As Arastu explores the possibilities for
emotional, physiological, and environmental recovery, she presents the pandemic
as a time-out to put the planet “under repair; a “time for Sabbath / Sacred and
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blessed time to stay quiet and pray, or a chance to “[s]low down and spend time
with family” (15). The difficulty of such a “transitory” pandemic still requires
a “connected and independent” social ecology that can outlast hard times with
the power of “much compassion and adore” (15). In such a loving context, nature
is transformed into a better version of itself, “a place for unity and revelation, a
physical space for never-ending changes” (Oliva 320). The same argument appears
in Christine Valters Paintner’s “Always,” which uses the cycle of day and night
to assert the temporariness of such a critical time. Again, humans’ survival is
interwoven with environmental paradigms. The prevalence of positivity, as in “ten
thousand dreams / erupting into the darkness,” asserts the continuity of life despite
the transitory pandemic: life always persists, and darkness always must be followed
by “sun at its peak” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 23).

Depicting the 2020 lockdown as a global punishment of the planet’s mischievous
inhabitants, Yahia Lababidi’s** “Spiritual” infuses the social and the biotic through
an intricate cocoon-chrysalis imagery. Humans are “grounded, globally, “like
errant children,” and “sent” to their “rooms” to think of “why” they got there and

“how to get out” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 24). In addition to its religious
overtones, the delineation of humankind as “errant children” emphasizes the
inevitability of change (which is a key motive for social ecologists) that leads to a
healthy community: “either we change our ways, now, or perish alone-together...
(24). The lockdown-grounding allegory here interweaves emotional, physiological,
and environmental well-being. Homes under the “necessary isolation” of lockdown
have become “cocoons for radical transformation” through which “this chrysalis”
can “emerge” into “a new consciousness” (24). Surprisingly, the “chrysalis” emerges
as a pure specimen learning life anew: “how to wash our hands . . . of our sins?”
(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 25). The radical transformation from sinfulness
to innate purity is conditionally bound to the parameters of washing hands, keeping
the distance, and thinking in humility.

4

The social ecological perspective similarly informs Michelle Ortega’s®
“Marcescence” which depicts the pandemic as a storm that “whips through /
branches, pares away the brittle, scrubs bark to awaken buds” (Poetry in Response
to the Pandemic 26). As the poet compares physiologically vulnerable bodies to
marcescent leaves, he reinforces the cord that ties humans to their environment.
Not only is the lockdown an opportunity for environmental revival and social
survival, but it is also a chance to stay “still enough to hear” the “song” of “earth”
which echoes in the speaker’s “own breath” (26). Having “[n]o words to pray,” either
because of the respiratory complications of the virus or the distancing of worshipers,
each breath becomes itself a collective prayer for those who have died, “those
that cling like dry leaves on a tree through winter,;” and “those bent in the storm
who do not break, but care for the / ones who fall” (26). As the speaker correlates
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marcescent leaves to bodies overridden by the virus, the interconnectivity between
physiological and ecological well-being becomes inescapable.

THE SUGGESTED REMEDIES

While documenting the times of COVID-19, of isolated people, sanitized hands, and
emptied streets, poets also attempted various ways to overcome the repercussions
of the global crisis, specifically, the restrictions on social proximity and hazards to
emotional, physiological, and environmental well-being. The exclusion imposed
by social distancing and lockdown is challenged by a consistent call for proximity
that transcends the limitations of place; virtual reality was the first solution. Now
it appears that the calamity imposed by lockdown and the subsequent withdrawal
from social life has created a new social order that indiscriminately reintegrates
humans into their social communities and biotic environments. In this new social
order, poets and people found ways to connect and support one another amid social
distancing measures by indulging themselves in what Juan Ignacio Oliva describes
as “a self-quest to discover essential truths and cultural nuances” (316). In the
context of the pandemic, poetry has provided an adequate venue for establishing
and fostering this integration, especially when taking its “healing” effects into
consideration (Acim 67). In addition to providing people with an escape in times of
panic, bewilderment, anxiety, and despair, poetry can also have the healing effects
of traditional and modern medicine (Acim 68).

The scale of collective compassion rises in Judith Sornberger’s poem, “Abide
with Me, March 2020 In “these pandemic times,” when touch is forbidden and
truth is rediscovered, the bonds of the social community become virtual and
Zoom meetings have become the norm (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 4).
Worshipers become “a choir of peepers” who struggle to join “a Zoom worship,’
and, like flora and fauna, the “congregation” of “the square / cells” of “onscreen
faces” struggle to join the perpetual song for Spring, the prayer for survival and
salvation (4). It is the least the “square cells” could do to survive the crisis. Hence,
the song “Abide with Me” is a plea for the congregation of onscreen faces to stay
close by staying online. Social networks facilitate community engagement in facing
the pandemic. To stay together has become the cord that keeps social ecology in
order: “Passing the occasional other / on this path, I call hello, our distance / an
embrace of what we hope for each other” (4).

Sornberger suggests another virtual solution in another poem titled, “Post-it
Notes to Grandma Ruth During the Pandemic” If it is not time for prayers, the
poet suggests, think deeply of family and loved ones. For Sornberger, sweet family
memories can ensure physiological, emotional, and environmental well-being.
The recollected memories of such sweet moments between the speaker and her
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late grandmother (which seemed to abound during the hard times of lockdown
and quarantine) were believed to keep the young woman alive, and like the
grandmother’s “tiny granny squares” of crochet, they could keep her “immune
to need or sorrow” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 5). Though the speaker
knows that she could easily find a crochet tutorial online, virtual reality failed to
revive her sensation of the grandmother’s “warm thigh” or her “bowed head” that
would unconditionally help her get “some of the / world’s softness in this time of
pandemic” (5). Real social proximity, in this sense, is believed to guard physiological
well-being which, subsequently, influences not only emotional well-being but also
environmental well-being (as represented by “the / world’s softness”). The fact that
she “caught” herself “whistling hymns” and “tilting” her head the same way her late
grandmother did indicate that history is repeating itself, and that abiding with—
not against—“the flock” is the secret of life (5).

Social benevolence is another solution to the dilemma of the lockdown as
Drew Myron suggests in her poem titled, “Tuesday, Pandemic”™ “A neighbor has
sewn masks that she hangs / from a string with a sign that says take one / as if
we're sharing tomatoes or gossip” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 18). The
disposition to do good by sharing masks, though ironic, indicates the resilience of
the social community to the complications of the pandemic. Yet Myron’s solutions
are not limited to the sharing of masks. She offers other solutions as well. The lonely
85-year-old speaker, for example, chooses the “single bird” that “flutter[s] past” her
window as a compensation for her lockdown; after all, it is “the only companion”
she has for the time being (18). Similarly, the speaker’s father shows great resilience
to the pandemic by accepting the physiological limitation of his body, as he “adjusts
his oxygen tube” and announces that avoiding ‘hugs’ “will change everything” (18).
Proceeding from the general/distant to the personal/intimate, the resilient list
culminates in the speaker’s personal choice of jogging as a resilient adjustment
to the status quo: “With each lap I breathe hard and cry steady / in gratitude and
magnitude, in sadness, in circles” (18).

Abiding with nature works, too, as a possible solution in Laura Boggess’s*®
“Essential” in which the speaker escapes the “usual business” of coronavirus to “the
wood at the / edge of the neighborhood” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 10).
Collected in the section subtitled “Healing,” the poem regards the woods as a means
for healing, namely for surviving the emotional and physiological consequences of
living in the vicinity of the Charleston General Hospital. As the poem contrasts
the momentary bliss of the “here” and “now” of the neighborhood woods with the
tiresome “usual business” of COVID-19 going on at Charleston General, it seems
that emotional healing is arbitrarily bound to the contours of the woods, even
though it comes only in intervals (10). The promising sight of “redbud blooming
/ water trickling / bird song in flight” can “calm” the painful details ongoing at
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Charleston General Hospital: the chaos of “sterile / corridors and empty wait-
rooms,” “the Nos hanging behind [her] office door;” the sight of a patient with “a
makeshift / tracheostomy plug,” and the “sweat / misting around the edges of [her]
mask” (10). Though the memories of “usual business” intervenes throughout the

poem, eventually nature wins, and mental and physical well-being are guaranteed:

we sit under a
copse; swaying branches filter sunlight
over our shoulders. a black-capped
chickadee calls to his lover. the wind
stirs the canopy of blossoms above us
there are crimson petals everywhere.
(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 10)

Though essential for the speaker’s sanity and emotional well-being, the return to
nature should be complemented by other procedures. The usual business that takes
place at homes and hospitals could be of much help to many others.

Diane Walker, in “Compassion (Palm Sunday, 2020), magnifies the
interdependence of emotional and physiological well-being as she proposes washing
hands, praying for self and others, and embracing equity and indiscrimination, as
remedies for the current situation. The ceremonial prayer, supposedly held on
the special occasion of Palm Sunday in 2020, is so inclusive of all humans that
it transcends any binarism. The anonymous speaker (insistently presented as
the collective “We” throughout the poem) invites all to pray in hearts (not in
churches), since all palms are supposed to stay clean and sterilized: “We no longer
wave our palms, / We simply wash them, / Over, / And over” (Poetry in Response
to the Pandemic 1). Although there is no direct reference to the virus itself or its
environmental consequences, the insistence on washing palms, as indicated by
“leached,” “a world awash,” and “simply wash,” suggests that excessive personal
hygiene has become a prerequisite for individual, social, and environmental
survival (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 1).

The list of reliable solutions extends also to include the instinctual behavior of
self-report, which not only ensures humans’ emotional and physiological immunity
but also guarantees a safe interaction with the outside world. In “Doctors say
lost sense of smell / may be clue to coronavirus,” Drew Myron” argues that the
daily routines of testing smells and tastes, as effective biomarkers of COVID-19,
could monitor physiological well-being and thus help contain the virus. Listing
all such nasty odors, the poem (be it an occasional poem, or a simple list poem) is
unashamedly transformed into a documentary of what was habitually followed by
the masses during the pandemic:

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 81-098 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>



Mansour & Eldiasty/ Abide with Me 82

So I smelled all the bad things
just to make sure I still could:
urine in the nursing home hall
the stove’s seeping flame
potatoes spoiling in the back drawer
a sweat-soaked shirt
old beer in a back seat
hair tangled in a blow dryer
broccoli cooking
bag balm
a damp basement
burnt popcorn
dog turds on fresh grass
a forest on fire
morning breath
the stench of a stranded whale
my fear.
(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 9)

The irony that all such nasty odors are being appreciated indicates a great shift in
humans’ attitudes towards their environment and highlights the interdependency
and interconnections between emotional, physiological, and environmental well-
being. A sound sense of smell that can properly get the “stench” of ordinary odors
means that the speaker is virus-free and, accordingly, entails emotional security,
physiological immunity, and environmental inviolability.

Another response that reverses the usual documentary evidence of literature,
and instead, gives a virological account of COVID-19 in the form of lines of verse
is Shanna Powlus Wheeler’s poem “Crown,” which appears in the sixteenth section,

“Technology” “Crown” decontextualizes the virus by infusing virological terminology
with the social ecological reading of the time being, either as a distraction from
the tight grip of protective precautions or a shift of disciplines. While explicating
the nature of virus as a token of biotic complexity and invincibility by using such
specialized virological terminology/jargon as “immune,” “microscopes,” “captive
cells;” “signature spikes of protein,” “Formidable pathogen,” and “virulent form,” the

overwhelmed speaker watches it

bloom
in brilliant yellow clusters
like the pollen of this spring that insists on life despite
our hundred thousand dead
(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 2.8)
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” «

As such, it has become a “majesty” whose “diadems” “strike a fear like worship” and
whose form “resemble[s] the thorns that pierced the One / who took our fear” (28).

The humility of mankind in front of the majesty of biotic ecology as represented
by the coronavirus introduces one more cure, i.e., modesty, as argued by Marc
Harshman in “Knowing in a Time of Fear” Modesty, implied in man’s admission
of his insufficient knowledge in front of the mysterious virus, is the first step of
survival. Science and research can find a way out of the coronavirus predicament.
Equally important is the belief in the supreme power of the Divine that is always
there: “but you know / there is this great / listening gathered all around you” (Poetry
in Response to the Pandemic 7). The spirituality of religious belief and the pragmatic
pursuit of knowledge offer humans a second chance. The view of “the pink haze of
maples eager / to get on with the business of spring” coming through the window
of the cluttered study assures the speaker that “the business of spring” (7) will
overcome the “usual business” of COVID-19. After all, quoting Marjorie Maddox
Hafer™® in “Hope: April 2020,” “Eden [is] on replay” (11); the planet is fixing itself.

STYLISTIC IMPRINTS OF THE PANDEMIC

The language of poetry is different from other forms of literary and nonliterary
language because of its “inherent ambiguities,” “irreducible complexities,” and
“attendant linguistic richness” (Jack 1439). Stylistically, the literary contextualization
of the pandemic and the introduction of new poetic norms tell us that COVID-19
has increased all such ambiguities, complexities, and richness.

Poetry in Response to the Pandemic has contextualized the 2020 pandemic by
situating it among similar historic crises that have found their way into poetry and
other forms of art such as myths and paintings. The projection of feelings under
lockdown onto art sustains interdisciplinarity as advocated by social ecologists.
“Social Distancing” by the medievalist academic and poet, Kristin Berkey-Abbott,
is a case in point. Insistently “treating / the stains, hoping it will all come / out in
the wash,” the speaker regards the 2020 pandemic as “a time of plague” (Poetry
in Response to the Pandemic 20). The instantaneous allusion to the medievalist
bubonic “plague” pandemic and to the renowned Geoftrey Chaucer who wrote in
the wake of it draws Berkey-Abbott nearer to that great medieval poet and situates
the 2020 pandemic as also a turning point in literary history (20).
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Marjorie Maddox Hafer in “After Auden, after Brueghel,” likewise, relates what
was taking place during the 2020 pandemic to earlier periods of similar intense
emotions. She recalls Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s painting, “Landscape with the Fall
of Icarus,” which is well-memorized in W. H. Auden’s ekphrastic poem, “Musée
des Beaux Arts,” as a reminder of the temporariness of suffering and the many
blessings of life. Through the symbolism of Icarus’s ill-fated plunge, like that of
the bald vulture in her poem, the poet places the memorial painting in a shifting
setting in which emblems of biotic ecology (e.g., the “Atlantic’s deep blue,” “the
undertow tugs,” “the edge of the wood,” “doggy dog,” “the landscape ready to plow
or paint, / and the stubborn wind, / just in from a tsunami”) denote “a memory of a
memory of someone else’s suffering” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 21).

Another allusion to art appears in Martha Silano’s ** “Van Gogh’s ‘Spring Garden,”
in which the speaker, comparing the 2020 pandemic landscape to Vincent Van
Gogh’s painting projects his/her emotional desolation onto it to uncover the
malady of the environment. The lifeless painting of a garden that looks as deserted
as a graveyard appeals to the 2020 Covid-spring: “It’s called ‘Spring Garden, but it
doesn’t look like one. More like an empty lot” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic
12). The absence of social ecology and the faint presence of biotic ecology assures
that, either way, spring is not present: “It can’t be a garden: the title must be a
mistake” (12). This realization pinpoints the power of (eco)poetry to cure human
experience by, quoting Rina G. Chua, “dismantling” the (inside) feelings of the
human being with the (outside) physical experience to clear a space for survival
(26). Poetry in this sense, surfacing the “scars of history” and creating an ambience
of disaster, becomes a “witness to history” wherein writing about crises is an act
of conquering trauma and providing a personal perspective to historical survival
accounts (Chua 26). That is why, regardless of its pessimism, Silano’s perspective
highlights the interconnections between poetry, pandemics, and art, on the one
hand, and the psychological, physiological, and environmental consequences of
the pandemic, on the other.

In addition to emphasizing such interconnections, these analyzed poems also
reveal other stylistic nuances that give evidence to the poets’ revolt against their
separation from their social and environmental contexts. Following Paul Simpson’s
argument that the interpretation of a text should integrate “what” it means and
“how” it means (58), the “physical” presentation of the pandemic poems could
not be overlooked. Eventually, the desolation, despair, and confusion poets have
experienced, and their evident call for solidarity, compassion, and ecological
awareness, are all reflected in the body of the poems. Despite their disparity, the
selected poems show a common tendency towards a preference for calligraphic
divergence, the plurality of persona, and asking rhetoricand nonrhetorical questions.
The introduction of such concrete changes in poetic norms and techniques boosts
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the essentiality of the poetic genre for overcoming the seclusion of lockdown and
quarantine and sustains the social ecological dimension of human experience.

CALLIGRAPHIC DIVERGENCE

Since “much of the form of poetry can be perceived physically, by the ear and
eye, without any intellectual process occurring” (Boulton 5), the force of COVID-
19 is much realized in the technical presentation of the lines. Marc Harshman’s*
“Knowing in a Time of Fear, for example, punctuates fears as a token of the
emotional and physiological vulnerability of mankind to such a crisis. Consisting of
thirty-eight lines divided into four stanzas of varied length, the poem syntactically
encloses only eight statements. Visually, the indentation of certain lines marks
the beginning of each new statement (both declarative and interrogative) and
implicitly highlights the theme of human frailty and seclusion. The inclusion of
the body of the first three stanzas between long lines creates the seclusion cell and
supports the contrast between humans’ insulation and nature’s robustness. The
lack of punctuation marks in the fourth stanza and the absence of a similarly long
end-line defines the calligraphy of the poem’s closure.

Written in a time of fear, this fourth stanza relies on the simile to equate the
lockdown of March 2020 (and the subsequent seclusion and loneliness) to the
seclusion of the Anchoress Julian of Norwich:* “there is this listening much like /
Julian in her cell centuries ago” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 7). These initial
few months of the 2020 lockdown, accordingly, equal Julian of Norwich’s twenty-
year seclusion: both have resulted in eloquent revelations, absolute belief, and
luminous knowledge. The “dark mysteries” imposed by lockdown have “assail[ed]
your locked doors, your neighborhood, / your world” (7). Locked down as such,
humans were forced to listen “much like / Julian in her cell centuries ago” to “that
convincing voice” of “another’s heartbeat [that is] just like ours” (7). The seclusion
has given humans the chance to listen to each other, to appreciate the noises that
have been very much ignored, avoided, or taken for granted.

Calligraphic divergence is also abundant in Marjorie Maddox Hafer’s “Hope:
April 2020 Quoting the title of Emily Dickinson’s poem, “Hope is the thing with
feathers...,” the poem explicitly rewrites Dickinson’s themes and grammars. While
Dickinson’s bird/poem speaks for unconditional, everlasting, self-sustaining hope,
Hafer’s is a thing, and it is without feathers. Hafer depicts hope (or the loss of it) as
she has perceived it in April 2020: a bird doomed to die—diseased, soaked in blood,
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and ripped of its feathers. Unlike Dickinson’s bird, it is “bald as a vulture,” and
instead of heading towards the sky, it helplessly surrenders to the power of gravity,
plunges down, and crashes (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 11). Since the visual
identity of the poem invites the readers’ minds to “make projections” about what
the poet wants to say (Preminger and Brogan 695), the structure of the entire poem
successfully visualizes the plunge, for there is a whirl of words and ideas scattered
all over the page:

A “thing,” perhaps,
and fowl,
but bloody-
plucked,
dipped in disease
and plummeting,
(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 11)

In The Art of Poetry: How to Read A Poem, Shira Wolosky argues that “even the
bland, boring orders of syntax become charged with poetic meaning” (17). Indeed,
“Hope: April 2020” is overloaded with meaning; syntax (or the lack of it) is the
keynote speaker. The poem, in its entirety, consists of one stack of words that starts
with a capital letter and ends with a full stop; in between, no complete sentences
are detected, and no complete thoughts either. Like a storm, single words, mostly
monosyllabic, or phrases of two words, denote the broken ideas of a breathless
speaker. Repetition of the verb “become” for six times, like a charm or spell, mostly
in the beginning and middle of the lines, insinuates the process of transformation:
the bald vulture, plucked and bloody is transformed into the warm and bright
phoenix. After all, it seems that there is a glimpse of hope, of “the dawn crack
/ of Eden on replay” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 11). Taking Wolosky’s
description of Dickinson as “a poet with no syntax—a poet who so transgresses
against the norms of syntax as to almost eliminate them” (25), here Hafer seems
to bear Dickinson’s personal imprint of good verse written in “bad grammar” (25).

Deviation from syntactic norms characterizes Laura Boggess’s “Essential,” in
which the poet responds to the pandemic by requiring a mental and physical retreat
into nature, and a similarly syntactic retreat from the impositions of writing correct
grammar. Despite the completeness of the syntactic and semantic constituents of
her sentences, like other poets who contributed to the collection, Boggess could
not but squinch few aspects of the language here and there. No sentence starts
with a capital letter, except in the first line: “I told him I want to see,” and, similarly,
no sentence ends with a full stop except the ones included in the last stanza and
the final concluding line (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 10). While the lack
of closure habitually coincides with recalling “the usual business” of the virus, lack
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of appropriate capitalization remains the hallmark of the entire poem. After all,
quoting Paul Simpson, it is this “distortion” of language normality that gives the
poem its “main stylistic impact” (58). The obvious divergence from the mechanics
of writing represented by capitalization rules and punctuation marks punctuates
fear as an instinctual response to the pandemic.

Fear also invades the lines of Drew Myron’s “Doctors say lost sense of smell
/ may be clue to coronavirus” As in most poems in Poetry in Response to the
Pandemic, Myron’s format of poetic lines is quite informative of their content.
Indeed, the precise absurdity of line breaks is quite significant. The long epitaph-
like title, the connective conjunction at the beginning of the poem, the indented
list, and the final line (the coda or the tail line) all contribute to the physical
meaning of the poem: the expression of fear. Notably, the abrupt appearance of
“So” at the beginning of the body of the poem becomes “a complementary resource
for creating and interpreting text” (Halliday and Matthiessen 538). Starting the
poem with a coordinating conjunction that is supposed to connect two clauses
underscores the interdependence between what comes before and after it. Hence,
the interconnectivity between the lines and their very long yet indispensable title
(which should be considered in this case the real beginning of the poem). The
introduction of such a pseudo-beginning is to focus more on the effect and its rituals
(self-report and checking typical stenches) than on the cause (doctors’ observation
that loss of smell is an indication of coronavirus). The list of stenches, indented as
such, asserts the speaker’s fervent effort to make sure that he/she is coronavirus
free. The irony is that, from the speaker’s point of view, it is good to smell all these
bad smells because smelling bad odors in this case is a guarantee of safety and of
life. This wide range of nasty odors inhaled in different places at different times
could not, however, cover the overpowering stench of the speaker’s fear, for which
the poet dedicates one whole line and sets it apart from the preceding long list.
This final two-syllable coda concludes not only the list of stenches but also the tale
of such a quest. Whatever the speaker inhales, and wherever he/she goes, it is the
smell of fear that persists and that, quite paradoxically, keeps him/her alive (Poetry
in Response to the Pandemic 9).

THE COLLECTIVE “WE”

The support for collectivity characterizes many of the poets’ responses, as poets
discard singularity and embrace instead the plurality of the collective first person,
“We? Diane Walker’s “Compassion (Palm Sunday, 2020)” is a case in point. Written

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 87-098 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>



Mansour & Eldiasty/ Abide with Me 88

in twelve unrhymed lines of different length and meter, the dynamicity of the lines
displays human perseverance against all odds. The persistence of social ecology,
despite the lack of social proximity, is evident in the collective speaker/s’ insistence
that the anonymous “We” celebrate the Christian ceremony in hearts and stay
connected and compassionate despite social distancing. The inseparability of social
and biotic ecology is further connoted by the pun in “wave our palms” which refers
to both the palms of the Christian Palm Sunday and the palms of the speaker/s’
washed hands. Despite the sense of constriction imposed by washing hands “Over,
/ And over” (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 1), the repetition of “over” in these
two short concluding lines reinforces social ecology in the process of gathering the
courage to stay together despite the distance.

The same collectivity appears also in Salma Arastu’s “Love and Adore (We Will
All Come Out Together)” which consists of fourteen neat lines that tightly conform
to the syntax of twelve simple sentences and two compound others. Despite the
notable tactfulness of the line-sentence-idea synchronization, the poet avoids the
appropriate ending for all such end-stopped lines. There is no single full stop in
the whole poem, not even in the last line. Instead, the deliberate fusion of feelings
assists the final collectivity she foregrounds in the last four lines, as she forsakes
her singularity (i.e., the singular “I”) and adopts the collectivity of the plural “We”:

We will all come out together and console each other

And love each other as never before

We are connected and dependent on each other more than before
We shall heal each other with much compassion and adore
(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 15)

The lexical condensation of words that promote the sense of collectivity, compassion,
and consolidation is evident in the poet’s choice of verbs (e.g., “console,” “love,” and
‘shall heal”), adjectives (e.g., “connected and dependent”), adverbs (e.g., “together”)
and pronouns (e.g., “each other; itself repeated four times).

«

THE INTERMITTENCE OF QUESTIONS

Another dominant technical response in the poetry collection is the notable
prevalence of rhetorical questions. The peculiar syntax of rhetorical questions as
sentences in the form of questions always invites second thoughts. Compared to
the directness of both assertive statements and requests for information, rhetorical
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questions have two main characteristics: “a greater expressive force” (Abram 271)
and thus a more “persuasive effect” (Baldick 218). While fear constricts poets’
language in obvious calligraphic ways, rhetorical questions help them disperse
their inner thoughts.

Returning to Judith Sornberger’s “Post-it Notes to Grandma Ruth During
the Pandemic,” the realization that survival is the essence of rebellion, and that
surviving the pandemic requires abiding with “the flock,” is heartfully expressed in
the rhetorical questions that start and end the third stanza:

Did you hear? Driving home from
somewhere yesterday, I caught

myself whistling hymns the way

you did—head tilting side to side

with the melody—a plump little
chickadee tweeting Abide with

Me. You were always trying to lure
me back into the flock. Is it too late

to pray you might have seen me?
(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 5)

The positioning of such questions at the end of the poem indicates a dilemma. They
are left hanging at the end because, firstly, they express an impossible wish and,
secondly, they pose the obvious assertions that the questioner has finally joined the
flock and that she has abided by the rules of the tough world. Accordingly, during
the pandemic, it seems that the hard times of crisis have redrawn the boundaries
between the “self” and the “flock”

Questions also inform Kristin Berkey-Abbott’s>> “Social Distancing” which is
divided into three stanzas that are neatly punctuated and uniformly structured.
In each stanza, a question holds the lines together and goes unanswered. Unlike
the assertive rhetorical questions in Sornberger’s “Post-it Notes to Grandma
Ruth During the Pandemic,” Berkey-Abbott’s three spinal questions paradoxically
underscore confusion, futility, and loss of identity, respectively: “the weight / of years
of caring for family members / or this new virus attacking / respiratory systems and
society?” (Stanza 1); “Why learn this language / in a time of travel bans?” (Stanza
2); and “Who will be our Chaucer now?” (Stanza 3) (Poetry in Resposed to the
Pandemic 20). The obscurity of the poet’s real identity by asking these questions on
behalf of the “grandmother;’ the “pre-teen,” and the “medievalist” not only provides
a secure outlet for her fearful doubts but also reflects what is going on in the minds
of the crowds.

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 89—-098 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>



Mansour & Eldiasty/ Abide with Me 90

Questions are also used by Yahia Lababidi in “Spiritual” as an indicative of
emotional-physiological-ecological well-being during the pandemic. In addition
to the calligraphic difference of the stanzas (in line number and length), the poem
represents one of the greatest responses that correlates different threads of the
crisis. The use of the coordinating conjunction “So” at the beginning of the first
and the third stanzas (“So, what does it feel like / to be grounded, globally?”; “So,
what does it mean to be reborn?”) gives the poem a conversational aspect and
creates an imaginary listener who is equally involved in the dilemma imposed by
the virus and the lockdown (Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 24-25). Whether
this listener is the speaker himself (in a monologue) or anybody else under the
same circumstances, the embedded dialogue is further intensified by the series of
rhetorical questions that mystically contemplate the essence of the unprecedented
global pandemic/punishment: “Tell us, what new fast can we add to our days ahead?”
and “What extreme limit have we reached, or trespassed?” (Poetry in Response to
the Pandemic 24). The allegory attached to each set of questions throughout the
three stanzas marks the “radical transformation” from child to adult to child again.
The persistent need to be informed---as evident in the repetition of the imperative
inquiry, “Tell me” and “Tell us”—reinforces the effect created by the series of
unanswered questions.

Characteristically, Poetry in Response to the Pandemic ends with unanswered
questions. The last poem collected and the only poem in the final section
“Touch”---Drew Myron’s “Next to next”---structurally consists of six interrogative
sentences that start with the modal verb “Will” and that are precisely punctuated
and grammatically consistent. Such syntactic construction, requiring a yes-or-no
answer, is neither assertive nor persuasive. Instead, it proposes another set of
inquiries concerning the protective precautions that have constrained social and

personal lives:

Months from now, will we savor a meal

at our favorite place, our faces close,

hands clasped tight? Will we share dessert,
our forks next-to-next, and not think twice
about what has touched, with whom, and how?
And at the house, will our friends gather?

Will we shake hands, pat backs, and hug hello?
Will I embrace my father without fear, and
offer more than a distant wave to the kind
neighbor passing? Tell me, will we kiss again,
reckless and sure?

(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 29)
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As the collection ends, these unanswered questions assert humans’ limited
knowledge in the face of the epidemic.

ERASURE POETRY

Prominent among the collected pandemic poems are two erasure poems written by
Drew Myron, namely, “Canopy of You: An Erasure Poem” (collected in the section
“Shelter”) and “Hymn: An Erasure Poem” (collected in the section “Strength”). Each
draws on the same social-biotic interconnections but in different forms.

Although the new form of erasure poem—also known as the blackout or cross
out poem---is plagiarism of sorts, the personal selection of a certain set of words
is self-evident. Technically, erasure poetry reverses the usual practice of poetic
writing, i.e., the genuine production of the poet’s thought, feeling, and imagination
in a spoken or written form that may or may not comply with the rules of poetic
music and prosody; instead, it builds on the words of some other writer, erasing
most of them, and highlighting only what the erasure poet needs and/or feels. In

“Canopy of You: An Erasure Poem,” for example, the lines read:

When shadows fall

When a big wind blows

I took

shelter in

the

canopy of you

(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 19)

Myron’s selection of highlighted words integrates both levels of ecology, the
biotic and the social, and presents the same scene of man-nature confrontation.
Intimidated by an aggressive nature (the “shadows” “fall[ing]” and the “big wind
blow([ing]”), the helpless speaker took “shelter” in “the canopy of you” (Poetry in
Response to the Pandemic 19). Anonymous as usual, the antecedent of the pronoun
“you” remains unclarified. However, the modification it receives from “canopy’
emphasizes the possibility that the speaker is addressing nature as the ultimate
shelter from all threats, even its own.

4
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“Hymn: An Erasure Poem” supports this possibility. As in “Canopy of You: An
Erasure Poem,” the speaker, intimidated by the dark seas, prays for “strength” and
sympathy:

The seas are dark

grant us strength

kneel beside

our

panic

yet again

(Poetry in Response to the Pandemic 27)

Though lacking appropriate punctuation and capitalization due to the blackout
basis of this poetic form, the use of two imperatives is in line with the anonymity
of the pronoun “you” in the aforementioned poem. Meanwhile, the recurrent
collectivity is present in the two pronouns “us” and “our” which, though not as
much affirmative as the most repeated “We” in many other cited poems, still
denotes a vulnerable collective identity.

CONCLUSION

In its social ecological approach to Poetry in Response to the Pandemic, micro/
personal strategies individually adopted by the selected poets were tested as a
response to the macro/preventive strategies imposed worldwide to contain the
social and ecological repercussions of the pandemic. Under the grip of preventive
strategies and protective precautions, people (notably poets and non-poets) started
writing poetry of different forms to denote their responses to the pandemic. Isolated
and locked down, these poets penned their outlook on the crisis. On evidence of
the studied poetry collection, most of these responses valued social proximity in
real-life gatherings as an instinctual reaction to extensive social distancing that
compelled people to rely on virtual reality and social networks. Most responses also
called for solidarity, compassion, and cooperation among human beings. Under
the grip of the coronavirus, there was no place for selfishness and discrimination.
Instead, a collective social identity, always present in the poems as the first-person
pronoun “We,” emerged to reconnect with other humans and with other creatures
in the holistic universe.
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In the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, the parameters of social ecology were
tested against the norms of biotic ecology. Poetry in Response to the Pandemic
argues that reintegrating social ecology into nature is essential for personal and
global recovery. In most responses, poets searched for meanings behind the
pandemic. Either a blessing or a punishment, the pandemic was regarded, with
awe and wonder, as a test of the interconnections between the two levels of ecology,
the social and the biotic. While uncovering the fragility of social ecology compared
to the robustness of the biotic, the analyzed poetic responses pursued possible
remedies. In addition to the unquestionable role of science and the acknowledged
sanitation protocols of washing hands and self-report, virtual gatherings, family
connections, social benevolence, belief in God, and the retreat into nature were
among suggested remedies. After all, a healthy relationship with and within nature
guarantees personal, social, and environmental well-being.

Stylistically, the poets’ explicit attempts to comply with the parameters of
lockdown and protective precautions were accompanied, nonetheless, by an implicit
counterclaim to revolt against the stylistic norms of poetic tradition. On evidence
of the surveyed poems, the pandemic spotlighted the interconnections between
disciplines, not only by rediscovering the interconnections between the time being
and similar periods in history, but also through searching for the links between
poetry and other works of art. Technically, the absence of grammar, persistence of
the collective “We,” prominence of rhetorical questions, and inclusion of blackout
or erasure forms mark a shift in the poetic tradition. As a result, poems stood out
calligraphically, syntactically, and figuratively. In form and matter, the pandemic
has found it ways into poetry and the possibility of change inevitability develops
new personal and social resources.

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 93-098 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>



Mansour & Eldiasty/ Abide with Me 94

Notes

1. Janet Biehl is an American author, editor, and artist best known for her work on social
ecologyand co-authored with Murray Bookchin, The Politics of Social Ecology: Libertarian
Municipalism (1997). Bookchin’s influential Social Ecology and Communalism was
published in 2007. Biehl has also written and edited several other books and articles on
social ecology theory and has been actively involved in social and political movements
that promote ecological sustainability, social justice, and grassroots democracy.

2. David Harvey, though not typically regarded as a central figure in the field, has
contributed to the development of social ecology theory through active engagement
with its key ideas and debates over the years. He is a prominent Marxist geographer and
social theorist who has written extensively on a wide range of issues related to political
economy, urbanization, and social change. His work focuses on social ecology theory,
particularly the work of Bookchin.

3. In Ecology and Anarchism: Essays and Reviews on Contemporary Thought (1996),
Brian Morris explores the intersections of anarchist and ecological theory, drawing on
social ecology as a key influence, arguing that social ecology provides a framework for
understanding the relationships between social systems and the natural environment,
and for developing strategies to address environmental problems. His work demonstrates
his engagement with social ecology and its relevance for understanding environmental
problems from an anarchist perspective.

4. As a Marxist scholar and a professor of sociology at the University of Oregon, John
Bellamy Foster has significantly contributed to the development of social ecology theory,
particularly in his efforts to bridge Marxist and ecological perspectives and to analyze
the ways in which capitalism shapes environmental problems. As an academic, he has
written extensively on environmental and social issues, including social ecology theory.

5. Dan Chodorkoff is a scholar who has contributed significantly to the theory and practice
of social ecology. He is a co-founder of the Institute for Social Ecology (ISE) in Plainfield,
Vermont. One of his key contributions is the concept of “social metabolism,” which refers
to the exchange of materials and energy between societies and the natural environment.
His work emphasizes the importance of understanding and addressing the social and
ecological dimensions of this metabolic exchange, to promote sustainability and social
justice.

6. Daniel Stokols’s views on social ecology theory differ from those of other scholars. He
emphasizes social and cultural factors, focuses on the built environment, integrates
multiple disciplines, and emphasizes community-based approaches. These differences
reflect Stokols’s commitment to promoting sustainable communities and addressing
environmental problems through a collaborative approach. His views on social ecology
theory are related to both biotic and social ecology, as he highlights the importance of
understanding the interrelationships between living organisms and their environment as
well as the social and cultural factors that shape human behavior and attitudes towards
the environment.
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7.

8.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

The same view is presented by Stokols in his article “Translating Social Ecological
Theory into Guidelines for Community Health Promotion,” American Journal of Health
Promotion, vol. 10, no. 4, 1996, p. 285.

Abiotic ecology refers to the study of non-living factors in an ecosystem, such as water,
temperature, and soil. In social ecology theory, the understanding of abiotic factors is
essential in understanding how human societies interact with, and impact, the natural
environment. By recognizing the importance of abiotic ecology, social ecologists aim to
create sustainable communities that consider the delicate balance between human needs
and the health of the environment.

Interpersonal relations and intrapersonal relations are terms that are often used in social
psychology to describe different aspects of social interactions. Interpersonal relations
refer to the interactions between two or more people, including communication, social
support, cooperation, conflict, and relationship dynamics. Such relations can be positive,
negative, or neutral, and they are shaped by a variety of factors including personality,
culture, context, and the nature of the relationship itself. In contrast, intrapersonal
relations refer to the internal psychological processes and experiences that take place
within an individual, like self-awareness, self-concept, emotion, motivation, and
cognition. Among the factors that shape intrapersonal relations are genetics, early
childhood experiences, cultural beliefs, and social norms. Influenced by broader social
and cultural factors, both types of relations shape individual and collective well-being.
Michele Vitale published “The Social Ecology of COVID-19 Prevalence in Montreal, QC,
Canada” in Health & Place in 2022 but it does not apply the approach to pandemic poetry.
For detailed information, see “Artists and Poets Respond to the Pandemic,” May 4, 2020,
from Writing Without Paper: https://writingwithoutpaper.blogspot.com/2020/05/
artists-and-poets-respond-to-pandemic.html.

Judith Sornberger is a poetess, memoirist, essayist, professor emerita of Mansfield
University of Pennsylvania, and the author of three full-length books of poetry, five
chapbooks, and a prose memoir. She also authored a collection in six sections entitled
Open Heart.

Salma Arastu is an Indian artist who has embraced Islam and moved to the USA in 1986.
Her paintings, sculpture, calligraphy, and poetry are influenced by her Indian and Islamic
background.

Yahia Lababidi is an Egyptian American poet and the author of ten books of poetry and
prose.

Michelle Ortega is a poet and speech-language pathologist. Her poems are published
widely online and in print.

Laura Boggess is a counselor at a traumatic-care medical rehabilitation center and the
author of Waiting for Neruda’s Memoirs and Mildred’s Garden.

Drew Myron is the author of Thin Skin, a collection of photographs and poems. Her
poetry appears in a variety of literary journals and artist collaborations.

Marjorie Maddox Hafer is Professor of English and Creative Writing at Lock Haven
University and the author of thirteen collections of poetry.
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19.

20.

21.

22,

Martha Silano is professor emeritus at the University of Arkansas and a poet of national
reputation. She authored four full-length collections and wrote numerous poems that
appeared in different magazines and anthologies.

Marc Harshman is the seventh Poet Laureate of West Virginia. His poems have been
anthologized by Kent State University, the University of Iowa, University of Georgia,
SPM Publications [London], and the University of Arizona. A recipient of several awards,
his poem “Poet in the Schools” made him the co-winner of the 2019 Allen Ginsberg
Poetry Award.

For a discussion for revelation about anchoritic life in the Medieval Period, read Mary
Wellesley’ s Hidden Hands: The Lives of Manuscripts and Their Makers (2021).

Kristin Berkey-Abbott is a poet, blogger, and Professor in the English department at
Broward College. She is a prolific writer, with many poems published online and in print.
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