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Flies are the source of the flu,
a guy said to me.

The source of the flu?

Don't fall for that, it can’t be!
The source of the flu is you.
Zvuki Mu?

Onthe penultimate day of February, | felt incredibly exhausted. That
day | had given a speech in Ljubljana - a presentation of a book on
animals, translated into Slovenian. By then, COVID-19 had become
one of the most frequent topics of public discussion, but not yet the
most important one. The main topic of discussion in Slovenia at the
time was politics - the right-wing had ascended to power. People
came to attend my presentation straight away from a protest rally.
However, general anxiety could already be sensed. The hotel where
| usually stay in this city was in the peculiar state of complete ab-
sence of Chinese tourists. The virus outbreak had already started in

* This text originally appeared in Russian on the website Syg.ma (March 23, 2020). https://syg.
ma/@oksana-timofieieva/nie-obizhaitie-mukh; ed.
2 A Russian post-punk band; trans.
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Myxa - ucmoyHuk 3apassi, -
Cka3an mHe 00UH YyBax.
Myxa - ucmoyHuk 3apa3ssi?
He sepb smo He mak!
MlcmoyYHuk 3apassl - 3mo mel.

3Bykn My

B npeanocnesHuin geHb deBpans s novyscTBOBana cebs HeBepo-
STHO yCTas0/ 1 pa3buToi. B TOT AeHb y MeHs 6b110 BbICTYN/IeHNe
B JllobasiHe - Npe3eHTaL st KHUMM O XMBOTHbBIX, KOTOPYIO NepeBesiun
Ha cnoBeHckui s3bik. COVID-19 yxe cTas K TOMy BPeMeHU OAHUM
3 rN1aBHbIX NpeAMeTOB 06CyX/AeHUs - HO elle He CaMbIM [1aBHbIM.
B CnoBeHMM rnaBHbIM NpesMeToM B Te AHU Bblna noantuka - npa-
Bble ,0pPBa/IMCb [}0 BNACTK; Ha NPe3eHTaLM1IOo AN NPULLAN C aKL MK
npoTecta. Ho yxe uyBcTBOBaN0Ch Bceobiyee becnokoncTo. OTenb,
B KOTOPOM i MOCTOSIHHO OCTaHaB/IMBAOCh B 3TOM rOpo/e, BCTPETUA
HeMpUBbIYHOM CLLEHOM MOJIHOFO OTCYTCTBUSI KMTAWCKUX TYPUCTOB.
Bcnblwka HaumHanacb coscem psgoMm, B MTanmu; nossmance Ho-

* Originally published in Russian on the website Syg.ma (March 23, 2020). https://syg.ma/@
oksana-timofieieva/nie-obizhaitie-mukh; ed.



Europe, quite nearby in fact, in Italy. There were confirmed cases in
the Austrian ski resort region as well, but none had been reported
in Slovenia. Against such news background, | was bothered by a
strange feeling: to come, speak publicly, and infect someone would
be terrible, but I came to realize that just after the event, not before!

Throughout the night | felt something of aslight fever or chills. | woke
up at about 3 a.m., fully convinced that that was it, and immediately
sent out several emails to cancel all of the forthcoming meetings for
the next day. These were important meetings to me - with people |
rarely get the chance to meet, whom | admire, and whose friendship
| cherish. In the morning, | went to the central pharmacy and found
out that they were out of masks. During the day, the paranoia would
subside. “It’s just a seasonal flu,” | was reassured by Slavoj Zizek. We
spoke over the phone while being just a couple of streets away from
each other. Zizek promised to come to Russia soon, if planes kept
flying, and I replied: “Of course they will, what else would they do?”
The idea that borders could be closed had not yet occurred to me.

| took the night train back from Ljubljana to Munich. At 4 a.m., on
the German-Austrian border, policemen entered the car, began
knocking on the compartment doors and checking passports. Inter-
esting case, | thought. This was completely new to me. | suspected
it had something to do with the virus, but in that case why weren’t
they checking the travelers’ temperature instead of their passports?
Shortly, a colleague enlightened me: the virus was of no interest
to the policemen, they were looking into passengers’ citizenship,
hunting for refugees from Syria and other war-torn Middle East-
ern countries. | tried to imagine myself as a Syrian refugee, mov-
ing from train to train towards the prosperous Germany. | wished
to become something invisible, intangible or microscopic, to settle
down on the door handle of the compartment, so that someone’s
hands would then carry me to Munich, and further on to Berlin. The
virus recognizes no borders; it easily passes passport and customs
controls. From my hand, it would migrate to my passport, later to
the policeman’s hand, and from there to the passport of a passenger
in the neighboring compartment, who would get off in Nuremberg
and attend a conference or a business meeting.

Viruses are a very mobile form of life. Well, a form of life... In fact,
the virus dangles between life and death. “This oscillation between

BOCTW 0 3abo/1eBLIMX B pPaiOHe aBCTPUMNCKMX JIbIXHbIX KYypPOPTOB,
Ho B C/loBeHMM Moka 3apUKCUPOBaHHbIX C/ly4aeB He 6bl10. CTpaH-
HOe CamMO4yBCTBME HA TakOM HOBOCTHOM (OHE MEeHsI TPEeBOXW/IO:
npuexaTb, BbICTYNUTb MYH6AMYHO U KOro-HNBYAb 3apa3unTb 66110 Gbl
YKaCHO, HO HaKpPbIJIO-TO MeHS NMoc/Ie MeponpuaTUs, a He 40!

Houbto 6611 Hebo/bLLIOW TO M Xap, TO M 03HO6. MpocHynack Yaca
B TPW B MO/IHON yBEPEHHOCTM, YTO 3TO OHO, M Hanucana cpasy He-
CKO/IbKO MMenoB, 4YTobbl OTMEHUTb BCe BCTPeYM, 3aniaHupo-
BaHHble Ha CAeAylolW NN AeHb. To bbln BaxHble A5 MeHst BCTpe-
4M - C NOAbMM, KOTOPbLIX BUXY PEeAKO, KOTOPbIMWU BOCXMLLAKOCh,
APYX60W € KOTOPBIMU ZOPOXY. YTPOM ZoLW1a A0 LeHTPabHOW an-
Tekn 1 obHapyXwua, 4To Macok HeT. [lHeM napaHois cnana. ,3To
MPOCTO Ce30HHbIN rpunn®, - ycnokomn Cnasow Xuxek. Mbl roBopu-
1 no TenedoHy, HAXOAACh Ha CoCeHMX yamuax. XXunxek obellan
ckopo npuexaTb B Poccuio, ecnm byayT netaTb caMoneThbl, a s oTBe-
yana: ,Hy koHeuHo ByayT, KyAa e oHu geHyTcsa!™ Mbic/ib 0 TOM, YTO
MOTYT 3aKpbITb FPaHULLbl, MHE B FO/IOBY HE NMPUXOAWA.

ObpaTHO exana Ho4YHbIM noe3gom u3 JliobasHbl B MioHxeH. Yaca
B YeTblpe yTpa Ha rpaHuue ABCTpUM 1 FepMaHunmM B BaroH 3aLuam no-
muaw, CTanm CTyyaTb B Kyrne 1 NpoBepsATb nacnopTa. «/HTepecHoe
Aeno», nogymana si. Bnepsble By Takoe. 3aKpanocb NoA03peHue,
UTO 3TO KaK-TO CBA3AHO C BUPYCOM, HO Moyemy bbl TOrAa UM BMeCTO
MacropToB He MpoBepsiTb TeMnepaTypy? lo3xe Konnera npocse-
TUNA: NO/IML,AEB MHTEPEeCYeT He BUPYC, a FPaX/AaHCTBO: MAET 0XOTa
Ha 6exxeHueB 13 CpUM 1 ApYrux U3My4eHHbIX BOMHOM 61MXKHeBO-
CTOYHbIX PernoHoB. f1 npeAcTaBuna cebs CUPUACKUM BexeHLieM,
nepexoAsLLMM C Noe3za Ha noesy, no HarnpasaeHuto k biaromnosyy-
HoW lepMaHMK. 3axoTenock CTaTb HEBUAMMKOM, YeM-TO Heocsi3ae-
MbIM WJIM MMKPOCKOMUYECKMM, OCECTb Ha pyyke ABepWu Kyre, YTobbl
4bW-TO PYKM MeHA 3aTeM nepeHecan B MioHxeH, a oTTyAa B bepuH.
Jns BUpyca He CyllecTBYeT rpaHuL, OH C 1erKoCTbo MPOXOAMUT Ma-
CMOPTHbIN M TaMOXeHHbIN KOHTposib. C MOe pyku OH nepecsifeTt
Ha MOW MacropT, C Hero - Ha pyKy NoauLas, C Hee - Ha NacnopT nac-
caxupa 13 coce/Hero Kyrne, KOTopbii BbiliZeT B HiopHbepre u oT-
npaBUTCA Ha KOHdepeHLMIo UK Br3Hec-BCTpeuYy.

Bupyc - 370 oyeHb MobuabHaa dopmMa Xu3HW. Hy Kak, XW3HW...
Ha camom gene oH 6onTaeTcs Mexay XXU3HbIO U CMepTbio. ,3TO KO-
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life and death is of key importance here: viruses are neither alive
nor dead in the usual sense. They are living dead: a virus is alive be-
cause of its tendency to replicate, but it is a kind of zero-level life; a
biological caricature not so much of the inclination towards death,
but rather of life at the level of the most meaningless repetition and
reproduction,” writes ZiZek.? It should be said that it is not just virus-
es that subsist at this level. Jakob Johann von Uexk{ll had once de-
scribed how the world of ticks (acari) is structured. A tick had been
kept for eighteen years in suspended animation in a laboratory, nei-
ther alive nor dead, without any nourishment. For all these years it
would hang in limbo, waiting for a stimulus in order to come back to
life and move. The stimulus in its case is the smell of a warm-blood-
ed animal’s skin, as it only needs to successfully fall in this natural
environment.

Giorgio Agamben has called this condition “bare life.” The concept
also applies to people. Bare life is a life devoid of any human, i.e.,
symbolic dimension. It lies outside of law and legality. It might
seem somewhat unlikely for us to fall into the gray zone of indistin-
guishability between life and death, animal and human, given our
seemingly limitless cultural and symbolic reserves, as well as an im-
pressive set of rights and freedoms. However, as Agamben notes,
all this humanistic infrastructure collapses as soon as it falls into a
state of emergency. We sacrifice everything just to avoid getting in-
fected, he says.* We hold on to life so cowardly that it becomes in-
distinguishable from death. Someone might be a respected citizen
today, tomorrow this same person could report to the authorities
about “people of Chinese nationality” in minibuses, and the day af-
ter tomorrow rush to buy all the available toilet paper rolls in the
store, so others don’t reach them first. Dehumanization is unfold-
ing before our eyes. It begins with cowardice, with suspicious views
of the other, the outsider, the migrant, the foreigner as potentially
contagious.

But animals are the first suspects. Since the middle ages, mice and
rats have been considered a source of plague, whereas last year
marmots were pronounced the source of the bubonic plague dis-

3 Slavoj Zizek, “Monitor and Punish? Yes, Please!,” The Philosophical Salon (March 16, 2020).
http:/fthephilosophicalsalon.com/monitor-and-punish-yes-please.

¢ Giorgio Agamben, “Clarifications,” trans. Adam Kotsko, An und fir sich (March 17, 2020).
https://itself.blog/2020/03/17/giorgio-agamben-clarifications.

ﬂ66aHV|e Me)K,D,y XU3HbIO U cmeprro ABNAETCA K/IK0YEBbIM: BI/IpbeI
HW XMBblE, HY MEPTBbIE B NMPUBLIYHOM CMbIC/E. DTO XUBbIE MepTBe-
L bl: BVIpyC )KMBOﬁ B CVIJ1y cBoero CTpemneva pEI'II'IVILI,VIpOBaTbCH,
HO 3TO CBOEr0 POAA HY/1IeBOW YPOBEHb XM3HU, BroNornyYeckas Kapu-
KaTypa He CTO/IbKO JjaXe Ha BIeYeHUE K CMEPTH, CKOJIbKO Ha XM3Hb
Ha YpOBHe TyneWLuero NOBTOPEHUS U pasMHOXeHUs", - nuweT XKu-
xek?. Hago cka3aTb, 4TO Ha 3TOM ypOBHe NpebbIBaloT HE TO/IbKO BU-
pycol. B cBoe Bpems 6apoH ko6 ¢oH Mkckiob onmcan, Kak ycTpo-
eH Mup Knelwa. BocemHaauaTb sieT kel npebbiBas B 1abopatopum
B COCTOSIHUM aHAbMO3a - HU XMBOW, HU MEPTBbIK, B OTCYTCTBUE
BCHKOVI nmwn. K}'IELIJ. 3aBMCaeT B }'IVIM6O B OXXAaHNN cmmyna XUTb
1 ABuraTtbcsi. CTUMY/IOM B ero c/iyyae fBASETCS 3amnax KOXu Teno-
KPOBHOIO XWBOTHOIO, HA KOTOPOrO B eCTECTBEHHON Cpeae HYXHO
MPOCTO YAAUHO yMNacTb.

[xopaxo ArambeH Ha3Bas Takoe COCTOSIHWME ,TOJI0N XM3HbIO".
Ha ntogelt 3To noHATME ToXe pacnpocTpaHseTcs. [o1as XM3Hb - u-
LeHHas YenoBeYeckoro, To eCTb CMMBO/IMYECKOTO M3MEPEHMS; OHa
BHe MpaBa W 3akoHa. [TonagaHve B cepyto 30HY HEpasINYUMOCTH
MeXJAYy XWM3HbIO U CMEPTbIO, XXMBOTHBIM U YenoBeYeckuM, npesa-
CTaBNSETCS YEM-TO MaJIOBEPOATHbLIM, YYUTbIBAs HalW KaxyLimecs
6e3rpaHUYHBIMU  KYJIbTYPHO-CUMBOIMYECKME pEe3epBbl, a TakXe
BHYLWMTebHbIV Habop npaB u cBobog. OZ4HaKo, kak 3ameyaeT Aram-
6eH, BCA 3Ta rymaHucTMYeckass MHOPACTPYKTypa MOMEHTa/IbHO
KONANCUPYET, Kak TO/IbKO Ae/0 JOXOAUT A0 Ype3BbluyaiHOro no-
NIoXeHNs. Mbl NPUHOCKM B XXepTBY BCe, TO/IbKO YTODbI He 3apa3uTb-
€Sl - TOBOPUT OH3. Mbl Tak TPYC/IMBO AEPXMMCS 3@ XMU3Hb, YTO OHA
CTQHOBUTCS HeoTAMYMMa oT cmepTu. CerogHs N yBaxaeMmblii uieH
obLecTBa, 3aBTpa 40K/1a/bIBaeT B aBTOPUTETHbIE OpPraHbl 0 ,INLLaX
KMTaMCKOW HaLLMOHANbHOCTU" B MapLUPYTKaX, a Noc/ie3aBTpa cKyna-
€T BCE MMeloLLMecs B MarasmHe py/oHbl TyaneTHol bymaru, 4tobbi
He Z0CTanoch ApyrmM. PacyenoBeunBaHme NPONCXOAUT Ha raasax.
OHO HauMHaeTCs C TPYCOCTH, C MOA03PUTENbHBIX B3r/S0B B CTOPO-
HY APYroro - Yyxaka, MMrpaHTa, MHOCTPaHLLa - Kak NoTeHLMa bHO
3apasHoro.

Ho nepBbIMK NOA NOAO03peHME NoNaAatoT XXUBOTHbIE. Mbliwm n Kpbl-
Cbl CO BpeMeH cCpejHeBeKOBbA MO NOAO3PEHMEM W3-3a 4YyMbl,

2 Slavoj Zizek, “Monitor and Punish? Yes, Please!,” The Philosophical Salon (March 16, 2020).
http://thephilosophicalsalon.com/monitor-and-punish-yes-please.

3 Giorgio Agamben, “Clarifications,” trans. Adam Kotsko, An und fir sich (March 17, 2020).
https://itself.blog/2020/03/17/giorgio-agamben-clarifications.



ease in Mongolia. In the early 2000s, | flew to Japan and fell ill there
just as the world was beginning to discuss in horror the avian flu epi-
demic that was advancing from Southeast Asia. My return flight was
from Osaka via Amsterdam, where | lay in a hotel for several hours,
drenched in sweat. Wearing a thick Japanese mask, | carefully avoid-
ed a group of Chinese tourists at the airport - back then, just like
these days, everyone would shy away from them, while in cities like
Moscow people would shy even further away from pigeons. Then
there was the swine flu, and now this one. And who were the first
to blame? Bats, snakes, and beautiful-scales-covered pangolins.
Animals, facing unfathomable greed and cruelty, piled on an eerie
Wuhan market stall - naked life that has lost all distinctive traits.
My heart sinks when | think of them. Imagining myself as a dead
pangolin, a pile of bats by the kilo, | am taken over by a desire to
disengage from this biomass that screams with its helpless mouths,
and become a virus, jump onto someone’s hands or eyes, replicate,
become an anonymous and invisible multitude.

In fact, Agamben writes, “the enemy is not outside, but rather in-
side us.”5 This can be understood in two ways. On the one hand, the
enemy is our own cowardice, bordering on xenophobia. We would
close borders and roads, shut doors and windows, shut our mouths,
wash our hands, and, if necessary, we would fire back at our neigh-
bors who had come for our bread. On the other hand, as potential
carriers of the virus, we ourselves are what everyone like us seems
to shrink away from in horror. | once watched a zombie apocalypse
series, the name of which | don’t recall. In one of the episodes a
woman was infected, while her husband (one of those characters
who would keep rescuing humanity from the disease till the end of
the film) remained healthy. The police, or was it the army, would set
up barriers in defense from the hopeless ones, including our hero’s
wife, who was gradually losing her human form. Faced with a harsh
decision, he saw his wife in the mass of infected bodies for the last
time. The purity of the human species is an imperative, you see. It
was then that | first realized that | would always stand on the other
side of the fence, among the shapeless mass of zombies. Not with
the healthy ones, not with the survivors, but with those whom the
responsible humanity found it necessary to leave out, having cal-
culated its own and others’ chances of survival; with those who did

5 Agamben, “Clarifications.”

a B MPOLWJ/IOM rojy MCTOYHMKOM 3apaxeHus 6yboHHOM udymol
B MOHroammn HasblBasiv CypkoB. B Hayasie ABYXTbICSYHbIX A AeTana
B finoHuto, 1 pasbonenack Tam Kak pas B TO BpeMsi, KOrAa BeCb MUP
C y>Kacom Havan obcyxAaTb SNUAEMMIO NTUYLErO FPUMNNA, HAABW-
raBwytocs u3 KOro-BoctouHon Asnm. ObpaTtHbin peric 6bin 13 Oca-
Kn Yepe3 AMCTepaam, rae s HeCKOJIbKO YacoB NpoJsiexana B oTene
B TSKE/IOM MOTy. HaZeB NI0THYO SMOHCKY MacKy, C OCTOPOXHO-
CTblo 06X0AM1a B @a3pONOpPTy FPYnMy KMTANCKUX TYPUCTOB - OT HMX,
Kak 1 B 3TOT pas, Llapaxa/jncb BCE, HO elue Hosblle Lapaxaaunc
oT ronybei B ropozax Tuna Hawen Mocksbl. [ToTom bbin ewte cBu-
HOW rpvnm, a Tenepb BOT 3TOT. /1 KOro Ha3Ha4MIM BUHOBATbLIM B Mep-
BYto ouepeab? JleTyuymx Mbillen, 3Mel U NMOKPbITbIX U3YMUTENbHOM
yellyel NaHrosIMHOB. XXMBOTHBbIE, XXAAHOCTb U XECTOKOCTb MO OTHO-
LWEHWNIO K KOTOPbIM HaXOAMTCS 3a rPaHbo NMOHWMAHWS, CBaJIeHHble
B Ky4y Ha XYTKOM YXaHbCKOM pbIHKe - yTpaTuBLLas tobble pasau-
4mns ronas XusHb. Korga s JymMato o HUX, Y MeHs cepaLe OKMMaeTcs.
MpeacTaBasio cebs TPYNMKOM NaHrONNHA, FPYAON NeTy4MX MblLLen
Ha pa3Bec. Xo4eTcsi BbIKPUCTA//IM3NPOBATLCS M3 3TOM Kpuyallen
6ecnoMoLLHbIMU POTUKaMK BMOMACChI, CTaTb BUPYCOM, 3anpbirHyTb
B UbMW-TO PYKM W/IU 11333, PENIMLMPOBATLCS, CTaTb aHOHUMHbBIM He-
BUAMMbIM MHOXECTBOM.

Ha camom gene, nuwet ArambeH, ,Bpar He CHapy>XW, OH BHyTpU
Hac". 3To MOXHO MOHMMAaTb ABOsAKO. C OHOW CTOPOHbI, Bpar - 3T0
Halwa cobcTBeHHas TPYCOCTb, rpaHMyaLLas ¢ kceHobobuen. Mbl 3a-
KpOeM rpaHuLbl U AOPOry, 3aKpOeM ABEPU U OKHa, 3aKPOeM pPTbl,
YMOEM PyKM, @ eC/I1 HAZO - M BoBCe ByZeM oTCTpennBaTthbes oT 60/1b-
HbIX coceZer, NpuLLeALLNX 3a Hawewn rpedent. C Apyron, Kak NoTeH-
LMaNbHble HOCUTE/IM BUPYCa, Mbl CAMU M €CTb TO, OT Yero B yxa-
ce OTCTpaHsATCA BCce Bpoge bbl nogobHble Ham. He momHIo yxe,
Kak Ha3blBasICs OAMH U3 HECKO/IbKMX MPOCMOTPEHHbIX MHOW $U/ib-
MOB Npo 30MbU-anoKaanncuc, HO B HeM Obll Takol 3MM30A4;: XKeHa
3apa3unacb 30MbU-BMPYCOM, @ MyX - U3 TeX, KTO byaeT A0 KOHLa
dunbma cnacaTb YeslOBEYECTBO OT 3apasbl - OCTa/ICA 340POBbIM.
To M NOANLMS, TO S apMUA YCTaHAB/IMBAET 3arpaxeHus, CHapy-
XM KOTOPbIX OCTAIOTCA Te, KTO yxe He3HazexeH, B TOM YMC/e XKeHa
Hallero repos, NoCTeNeHHO yTpaunBatoLas YesoBeveckunii 06mK.
[lns Hero 3To, KOHEYHO, CYPOBOE peLleHKe, HO B Ky4e 3apaxeHHbIX
TeJs1 OH BUAMWT CBOIO XXEHY B NOC/IEAHNI pa3s. Y1cToTa YesoBeyecko

4 Agamben, “Clarifications.”
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not get a ventilator, who were not admitted to the hospitals without
insurance, who were beaten for coughing on the bus; with pangolins
and bats. Solidarity requires an intensive work of imagination - you
ought to put yourself in the place of the one who is excluded in the
fear of infection. To defeat a virus, you must become one.

Translated from the Russian by Andrej Jovanchevski

pacbl BaxkHee, noHumaeTe? VIMeHHO TOrga 0 MeHs BrepBble f0-
W0, 4TO A-TO ByAy He MO 3Ty, @ NO Ty CTOPOHY 3arpaxzeHus, B bec-
dbopmeHHOM Macce 3omMbu. He co 340pOBEHBKMMU, HE C TEMU, KTO
BbIXW/, @ C TEMW, KOrO OTBETCTBEHHOE Ye/I0BEYeCTBO, NPOCYUTAB
CBOW W YyXMe LAHChl Ha BbKMBAHWE, COY/I0 HEOOXOANMBIM OCTa-
BUTb 33 BOpPTOM; C TeMu, KOMY He focTanock annapatos VBJI, koro
He NpuHAAN B 6onbHULY 6e3 cTpaxoBKku, KOro nobuam 3a To, YTo
3aKaLnsacs B aBTobyce; C MaHroIMHaMmM 1 eTyuynmm mbiwamm. Co-
MAApHOCTb TpebyeT MHTEHCMBHOM paboTel BOOOpaxeHus - nocTa-
BUTb cebs Ha MECTO TOro, OT KOO OTCTPAHAITCSA B CTpaxe 3apas-
nTbea. Y1066l N06eANTL BUPYC, HAZAO UM CTaTb.



