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S CHANDRASEKARAN

The video ftitled “Living with the Virus”
explores how the mechanisms created by the
government system (vaccination policies, etc.)
had failed to control the Covid pandemic, and
how we need to redefine the notion of body.
When | was infected with Covid, | realized my
body had lost control. If we continue living with
Covid, we need to rethink the notion of the body
in today’s context. What is a Covid-infected
body? What are the associations created when
identifying a Covid-infected body? How does
the concept of ‘So-ntha-mana-thu' create new
interpretations about the body?

What is a Covid-infected body?

| was vaccinated on 20/3/2021 and 10/4/2021
from the Covid virus. However, | got tested
positive on 13/9/2021. Now, | am living with it.
As such, it has become a part of me, and lam a
part of it. The authorities all around the world
were telling us how we can protect ourselves
from Covid. However, the question that we
have to ask is whether we can protect ourselves
from this invisible enemy?

We always believed that we were in control.
But we are controlled by the invisible enemy
which determines how we should live and die;
which indeed has become a part of everyday
reality. As a result, these questions have led me
to rethink about the body in relation to Covid,
and how Covid has shifted the normal body to
abnormal body.

What are the associations created when
identifying a Covid-infected body?

There are three different perspectives in
defining our relationship with Covid which are
the following: scientific, cultural and artistic.

Scientific perspective
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From a scientific perspective, we can identify
the changes in the body from normal to
abnormal through the mutation process.

What is a mutation?

The origin of Covid is defined through its
mutation process which is mentioned through
various lineages from the original omicron such
as BA.1, BA.2, BA.4 and BA.5

Viruses can change. They can alter their genetic
make-up...When a virus infects a host cell its
goal is to replicate itself. The process begins
with the copying of genetic material”.

Dr. Nicola Williams, Ph.D.

As mentioned by Dr Nicola, a virus can change
and replicate itself. The virus is creating new
variants constantly because it can change and
replicate itself by copying the genetic material
from the original virus. The idea of re-creating
something “new” is derived from the process
of mutation. The idea of mutation is a similar
process embodied in both cultural and artistic
perspectives. For the former, it is expressed as
multiplicity, and for the latter, it is interpreted
as ‘Covidian bodies, translated from a single
infected body into many bodies.

Cultural Perspective



From a cultural perspective, the Hindu society
believes that their religious values and belief
systems will protect them from Covid more
so than the government’s ability in dealing
with the pandemic. Also, Hindus believe
that guidance from their religious elders and
observing their religious practices daily will be
allow them to continue living without any fear
in spite of Covid.

Concept of Multiplicity

In the religious practice of Hinduism, Shakti
(female energy) is an archetype where one
might callupon for strength, fertility, and power.
She takes multiple forms such as Parvati, Durga,
and the dark goddess of destruction Kali. One
of the forms she replicates is Sri Mariamman as
a Goddess of Medicine who cures all so-called
"heat-based" diseases like pox and rashes.
The concept of Shakti is derived from Shakti
Hinduism or Shaktism. Hindus believe that
the multiple goddesses within the Hindu
pantheon are all manifestations of Shakti, the
"Great Goddess." During the surge in Covid, a
‘new’ Goddess was created during the Covidian
period (2010 to present) in South India, Goddess
Corona Devi

Goddess Corona Devi’s role is to protect us
from Covid. The temple manager said, “Even
doctors are unable to deal with the Covid
situation. So, we turn to faith and God as a last
resort”. A cultural belief that allows us to take

control of our bodies. So, we can continue living

with Covid as part of our everyday life. The
concept of creating a ‘new’ Goddess (Corona
Devi) is part of Hindu tradition which has a
point of articulating the multiplicity of the God/
Goddess.

Artistic Perspective

In referencing to my video works, | was using
the ‘Covid-infected body’(myself) as a key
reference to recreate new artworks which
explore how Covid has disrupted our life in
various ways.

Concept of Covidian Bodies

Building on the earlier concept of mutation of
virus (scientific perspective) and multiplicity of
Shakti (cultural perspective), | am introducing
a similar argument in using the concept
of Covidian bodies to explain the artistic
perspective.

During the Covid pandemic, we faced various
challenges that disrupted our everyday life. |
have been infected by Covid and was inspired
to depict these challenges in my video artwork
titled “Living with the Virus”. From this video, |
started to create a series of other video works
illustrating various issues resulting from Covid
(fig.5). By expressing these issues caused by
Covid, | can illustrate how Covid does not only
affect one person (or body) but many bodies
through various situations which | call it as
Covidian bodies.

With the Covid-infected body, | have presented

three  outcomes: mutation (scientific),
multiplicity (cultural) and Covidian bodies
(artistic). With these three forms of outcomes,
I will like to translate the shifting of the body
from normal to abnormal through the concept
of ‘So-ntha-mana-thu'. Thus, creating a new

interpretation of the body.

How does the concept of ‘So-ntha-mana-thu'
create new interpretations about the body?

'So-ntha-mana-thu'

S.Chandrasekaran, Goddess Corona Devi, 2022
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In Ashtavakara Gita it states:

“You are not the body, nor is the body yours,
nor are you the doer of actions or the reaper
of their consequences. You are eternally pure
consciousness the witness...”

From this quote, it can be implied that one can
experience as the witness of the events.

To elaborate further on Ashtavakra’s concept,
if you are the witness of the body then you
are not the doer of the actions. You are just
the witness of the action at a certain point of
moment, and this point of moment is achieved
if one feels separated from the body. When
one feels the separation, they feel the sense
of belongingness. It is within this site of
enunciation, | was locating the term 'So-ntha-
mana-thu'

With the concept of 'So-ntha-mana-thu', one
becomes a witness of an action of the others
performed at various settings/situations, and
wherein, also looking at the action of the doer
being separated from body. In looking at the
action being separated from the body; the
witness can feel a sense of belongingness to
the various settings/situations at the point of
moment.

To further elaborate on the concept of 'So-
ntha-mana-thu', | will begin with how the three
perspectives (scientific, cultural and artistic)
are experienced from a witness point of view,
and how a sense of belongingness is created
between them.

There are two different actions perceived from
a witness's point of view, and they are see and
seen. For the former, a witness can recognize the
difference created by the three perspectives,
and for the latter, they can acknowledge the
difference at the point of a moment. Since
there are two different actions (see and seen),
they can be identified as two different entities.

According to Ashatavakra, if a witness can

identify the difference between both entities
(see and seen) at one point of the moment then,
he/she also can feel a sense of belongingness
between the two entities at the point of the
moment. It is within this site of articulation; |
am locating the term ‘sense of belongingness’
to claim that three perspectives are co-related
even though they produce different outcomes.
In doing so, it will provide a new understanding
of the body in its abnormal state within the
context of science, culture and art.

With the concept of 'So-ntha-mana-thu', the
sense of belongingness also can be perceived
between the two different entities: normal
and abnormal bodies. The abnormal body is an
outcome of a normal body that was affected
by Covid. From the witness's point of view,
he/she can see the shifting of the normal
body becoming abnormal due to Covid. This
abnormality of the normal body can be seen by
the witness. These two different actions (see
and seen) allow the witness to recognise
the difference between the two entities. As
mentioned earlier, if the witness can see the
difference between both entities at the point
of moment. Then, the witness can also feel a
sense of belongingness between both entities.

Understanding the sense of belongingness
between both entities, it will provide a new
meaning to the abnormal body within the
context of science, culture and art. In doing so,
we will able to redefine the notion of the body
within the Covidian period.

Even though | develop the concept of 'So-ntha-
mana-thu' , some challenges have yet to be
explored such as:

° How is the abnormal body interpreted as
part of everyday reality?

° How is the abnormal body translated
beyond the Covid-infected body?
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