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Abstract :

This study explores the narrative complexities of The Sentence (2021) by Louise Erdrich, situating it within
the wide context of pandemic literature to illuminate the societal and personal impacts of the COVID-19 crisis. The
paper studies how this novel, set against the chaotic setting of 2020, encapsulates the essence of a global community
grappling with unprecedented isolation, grief, and a collective search for resilience, using narrative analysis
alongside literary and socio-psychological theories. This research underscores The Sentence as a crucial
contemporary artifact that not only reflects but also aids in navigating the complexities of human experience during
a crisis. The analysis reveals the skilled interlacing of personal and communal narratives by Erdrich, employing
rich symbolism, character development, and cultural reflections to portray the multifaceted impact of the pandemic
on society and the human psyche. This paper contributes to the expanding corpus of literary scholarship ( Ounissi,
2022) on pandemic narratives by stressing the significance of the novel as a cultural beacon of hope and
understanding in times of profound societal change. Within the pages of the novel, Erdrich provides a perspective
from which to view the present condition, urging a reevaluation of the interconnectedness of literature, society, and
the enduring human spirit; at the same time, asking how responding to the pandemic has refashioned novel-
writing.
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Résumé

Cette étude examine les complexités narratives du roman The Sentence (2021) de Louise Erdrich, en
I'inscrivant dans le vaste corpus de la littérature de pandémie afin de mettre en lumiere les impacts sociaux et
personnels de la crise du COVID-19. A travers une analyse narrative enrichie par des approches littéraires et socio-
psychologiques, I'article explore comment ce roman, ancré dans le tumulte de 'année 2020, capture I'essence d’une
communauté mondiale confrontée a un isolement inédit, au deuil, et a une quéte collective de résilience. Cette
recherche met en évidence l'importance de The Sentence en tant qu’ceuvre contemporaine essentielle, qui ne se
contente pas de refléter la crise, mais propose également une boussole pour mieux appréhender les expériences
humaines en temps de bouleversement. L’analyse révele la maniére dont Erdrich tisse habilement récits individuels
et collectifs, mobilisant un symbolisme riche, un développement psychologique subtil des personnages, et des
réflexions culturelles profondes pour illustrer les multiples effets de la pandémie sur la société et la psyché
humaine. Ce travail s’inscrit dans le champ croissant des recherches littéraires sur les récits pandémiques (Ounissi,
2022), en soulignant la portée du roman comme repére culturel porteur d’espoir et de compréhension dans une
époque de transformation sociale profonde. A travers ses pages, Erdrich offre une perspective singuliére sur notre
présent, invitant a repenser l'interconnexion entre la littérature, la société, et la résilience de 1'esprit humain, tout en
posant la question de savoir comment la réponse a la pandémie a redéfini I'écriture romanesque.

Mots-clés : Psychanalyse, Covid-19, The Sentence, Louise Erdrich, Littérature de pandémie.
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1. Introduction

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the global community found itself embroiled in
an unprecedented crisis, profoundly affecting every aspect of human life (Alacahan, 2023). This
period of disruption and uncertainty urged a reconsideration of societal norms, individual
behaviors, and the core structure of community interaction (Carlini et al., 2022). The pandemic,
as a pivotal motif in contemporary literature, stands as a testament to the power of stories in
processing collective trauma (Kennedy, 2024). Within this environment, literature served as a
central medium for reflection, offering insights into the human condition and the resilience
required to navigate such uncharted waters. Erdrich’s The Sentence is an example of these
works, representing the complicated reflections on the pandemic and analyzing themes like
isolation, loss, and the enduring human spirit. (Scullion, 2019) exceptionally personal and
undeniably universal (Newton, 2022). This aligns with a broader literary tradition that mirrors
the societal upheavals, from Camus’s The Plague (1947) to Saramago’s Blindness (1995),
underscoring the enduring relevance of literature in times of crisis.

This study aims to investigate The Sentence within the context of COVID-19 to unravel
the complicated interplay between the personal and collective experiences of such an
event. In exploring these themes, the paper aims to contribute to an understanding of how
literature, exemplified in The Sentence, navigates the complexities of life amid a global crisis,
presenting visions of resilience, loss, and adaptation that define that time.

This study bridges the gap in the existing literature by critically examining
contemporary narratives emerging from the pandemic era. While significant scholarly work
has focused on the immediate sociological and psychological repercussions of the pandemic,
there is still a need for more analysis of its representation within modern literature. The
Sentence illustrates a vantage point, not merely as a literary work, but as a cultural artifact
that mirrors the multifaceted influence of the pandemic on human life and society.

By raising the question of how The Sentence represents the societal and personal
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, this paper aims to examine the broader issues of
isolation, grief, and resilience that pervade the narrative. The study draws on literary and
socio-psychological insights from psychoanalytical theory to comprehend the thematic and
narrative complexity of the novel. This approach facilitates an in-depth examination of how
such work engages with and contributes to the understanding of the pandemic legacy in
literature.

The paper is structured to review the related scholarly works on the pandemic and
fiction. Then, it outlines the employed analytical framework, grounded in psychoanalytical
theory, paving the way for a detailed examination of the novel's engagement with themes of
isolation, loss, and resilience, alongside reflections on spiritual and cultural motifs that enhance
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the illustration of the pandemic in the novel. Lastly, the paper concludes with a discussion
section that analyzes the work through the selected theory and previous studies.

2. Literature Review

The pandemic has been a recurring theme in literature, reflecting insights into resilience,
mortality, and societal upheaval. One prominent motif is the influential power of love during a
crisis, as exemplified in Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s Love in the Time of Cholera (1985), where an
enduring story of unrequited love resisted social restrictions amidst an overall scene of cholera.
Albert Camus’s The Plague (1947) personifies the allegorical use of pandemics, symbolizing
societal and political concerns of Algerians during World War II. In more contemporary works,
Dan Brown's Inferno (2013) explores themes of overpopulation in the context of a global
pandemic, posing questions about the consequences of unchecked scientific advancements.
Ultimately, Emily St. John Mandel's Station Eleven (2014) presents a poignant reflection on the
fragility of human civilization in the aftermath of a devastating flu pandemic while
underscoring the enduring power of art and culture as a means of preserving humanity in a
post-apocalyptic world.

Moreover, scholarly research and literary criticism have extensively explored the
intersection of pandemics and fiction, shedding light on how literature reflects and shapes
societal perceptions of disease outbreaks. For instance, in Aging Gracefully in the Renaissance:
Stories of Later Life from Petrarch to Montaigne by Cynthia Skenazi (2013), the author examines
how early modern plague narratives served as both historical records and literary works,
influencing subsequent representations of epidemics in fiction.

Additionally, Gilman (2009) investigates the cultural and literary responses to the
bubonic plague in seventeenth-century England, as explored in Plague Writing in Early Modern
England, shedding light on the role of literature in processing collective trauma and shaping
public discourse on disease. Sardi (2021), in We Are the Stories We Tell: Pandemic Narratives
and COVID-19, explores the parallels between the epidemic and fictional narratives, illustrating
how literature can offer a lens through which to understand the social and psychological
dimensions of pandemics (2021).

In Writing Plague: Defoe and Camus (2009), the authors examine the evolution of
pandemic narratives in contemporary literature, focusing on how authors from diverse cultural
backgrounds have portrayed the experiences of individuals and communities during health
crises. Apocalypse Now: Covid-19 and the SF imaginary is another study that highlights the
emergence of new themes and narrative strategies in pandemic fiction, such as the intersection
of technology and disease, the global interconnectedness of human experience, and the ethical
dilemmas surrounding public health interventions (Canavan et al., 2020). Similarly, "The
Futility of the Pandemic Treaty: Caught between Globalism and Statism" by Wenham et al.
(2022) goes deeper into the political dimensions of pandemics in literature, examining how
tictional narratives reflect and challenge prevailing power structures and ideologies.
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Volkl et al. (2023) illuminate the complex nature of pandemic protagonists, reinterpreting
literary characters and marginalized voices and emphasizing the roles of non-human characters,
animals, and germs. This approach reveals insights into human-viral interactions and the socio-
political implications of diseases. Nestik (2020) enriches the global understanding of the
complex interplay between individual experiences and collective narratives in pandemic
discourse, cultural healing, and socio-psychological impacts. Reboul-Touré (2021) further
illuminates the significance of narrative and language in shaping the collective memory and
response to the pandemic.

In addition, the critical responses to The Sentence assume that such narratives, deeply
embedded within the societal fabric, offer invaluable perceptions of the human capacity for
resilience, adaptation, and healing. For example, Apostol & Erdrich (2021) state that it serves
not only as a cultural artifact of this tumultuous period but also as a platform for exploring the
deeper emotional and psychological undercurrents provoked by the pandemic (Bouhania &
Kerthiou, 2024; Kuchenhoff, 2023; Schoonover, 2022).

Despite the scholarly contributions of these multifaceted explorations, they still do not
provide a comprehensive backdrop against which the narratives and reflections within
pandemic literature, such as The Sentence, can be examined more deeply and critically,
contributing to a precise understanding of this defining moment in human history and how
literature can reflect it.

3. Methodology
The methodology section outlines an analytical framework that combines narrative
analysis with literary theory and socio-psychological insights to explore The Sentence by Louise
Erdrich. This approach dissects the narrative structures and themes of this novel, aiming to
understand how they reflect on the societal and personal impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.

3.1 Research Design

The fabric of this paper is grounded upon a qualitative research design to examine the
societal and personal impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic in The Sentence by Louise Erdrich.
This design is chosen for its strength in understanding complex human experiences and social
phenomena through detailed textual analysis and interpretation. The focus is on how Erdrich
uses the backdrop of the pandemic to investigate themes of isolation, grief, and resilience,
thereby contributing to a broader consideration of the multifaceted impact of the pandemic on
society and the individual psyche.

The analytical design of the paper emphasizes the narrative techniques and devices that
the novelist used to convey the essence of the pandemic, drawing upon literary theory within
the novel's fabric. It includes an exploration of symbolism and metaphor, through which the
novel portrays isolation, grief, and resilience. For instance, the paper examines how settings and
spaces within the novel symbolize isolation or communal separation and how characters’
journeys, particularly Tookie's, through these spaces reflect broader societal shifts during the
pandemic. Literary theory also guides the exploration of the novel's genre, style, and narrative
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voice, elucidating how these elements contribute to a deeper understanding of the thematic
concerns related to the pandemic.

3.2  Literary Criticism and Theory

Literary criticism and theory offer analytical tools for examining the narrative structure,
symbolism, and thematic development of the novel. Approaches such as narrative theory,
structuralism, and postcolonial theory facilitate a deeper exploration of how Erdrich constructs
meaning and significance within the text, as well as the cultural and historical contexts that
inform her storytelling.

Narrative theory offers a framework for analyzing how a story unfolds, encompassing
aspects such as plot, point of view, and character development (Bal, 1985). By applying
narrative theory to The Sentence, researchers can discern how Erdrich structures the narrative to
evoke specific emotional responses and convey underlying themes related to the pandemic
experience.

Structuralism, as proposed by theorists like Claude Lévi-Strauss and Roland Barthes,
focuses on identifying underlying structures and patterns within literary texts (Lévi-Strauss,
1958; Barthes, 1970). Scholars can uncover recurring motifs, binary oppositions, and narrative
archetypes that contribute to the novel's overall meaning and significance through a
structuralist analysis of The Sentence.

3.2.2 Socio-Psychological Dimensions

The analytical framework of this study is grounded in socio-psychological perspectives
that examine the deep emotional and psychological responses of The Sentence characters,
echoing the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Drawing on theories of trauma and resilience,
this section explores how Louise Erdrich's narrative reflects individual and collective
psychological responses to crises, particularly through themes of isolation, grief, and communal
solidarity.

Trauma Theory can serve as a foundational model for investigating the psychological
impacts of the pandemic, as it highlights how individuals and societies overcome traumatic
experiences (Caruth, 1996). Freudian psychoanalysis, where trauma is often expressed through
symbolic actions and repressed memories (Freud, 1917), could be a suitable analytical
framework for Erdrich’s novel, which portrays a range of coping mechanisms in the face of a
crisis. Nestik’s (2020) socio-psychological analysis of pandemic impacts further illuminates how
individual susceptibility to isolation and grief is shaped by the collective trauma experienced
during such unprecedented crises. This approach enables an in-depth examination of how
characters, particularly Tookie, navigate their emotional upheaval, reflecting broader societal
responses during the pandemic.

Erdrich’s narrative emphasizes collective rather than individual trauma, focusing on how
widespread crises impact societies as a whole (Alexander, 2004). The social dynamics within The
Sentence, particularly the redefinition of relationships during the pandemic, reflect how
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communities adapt to shared trauma, highlighting the need for solidarity and mutual support.
Erdrich's exploration of loss and recovery ties into Kiibler-Ross’s (1969) stages of grief, where
characters oscillate between denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. This model
helps explain the psychological progression within the novel as Tookie and other characters
confront their mortality and the fragility of life during the pandemic. Additionally, Schoonover
(2022) suggests that narratives can help bridge the gap between personal and collective
experiences by offering a lens through which readers can process their emotions. This aligns
with Erdrich’s The Sentence, which reflects Tookie’s journey as a collective embodiment of her
society’s moments of extreme difficulty, unmanageable circumstances, emotional instability,
and social isolation.

The socio-psychological analysis in The Sentence highlights the broader discourse on
mental health, particularly the psychosocial impact of pandemics, which stresses the
importance of community resilience in times of crisis (Wenham et al., 2022). Through this lens,
Erdrich’s work becomes a reflection not only of personal coping strategies but also of societal
mechanisms for overcoming widespread psychological disruption.

3.3 Data Collection

The data collection process involves a thorough and focused reading of the text to
identify and classify various instances where the repercussions of the pandemic on both society
and individuals are subtly suggested. The primary objective is to identify elements within the
narrative that explore themes such as isolation, grief, resilience, and other facets closely related
to depicting the pandemic's impact.

The data collection methodology focuses on a close reading approach, involving a
detailed and careful analysis of the text. This method enables an in-depth understanding of the
complexities embedded within the narrative, allowing the researcher to uncover underlying
themes and implications related to the pandemic.

3.3.4 In-Depth Analysis

In the data collection stage, specific dialogues, passages, and narrative descriptions that
allude to the effects of the pandemic will be identified and categorized based on their thematic
relevance. This approach applies psychoanalytic theory to uncover deeper psychological and
emotional currents within the text. Through this lens, particular attention will be given to
instances of repression, trauma, and symbolic actions that reflect the characters' subconscious
reactions to the pandemic. For example, using Freud’s (1917) concept of repression, the analysis
will investigate how characters suppress or reveal their inner turmoil, manifesting in subtle
narrative clues such as dreames, slips of the tongue, or symbolic interactions.

By systematically organizing these psychoanalytically rich instances, researchers can
gain a comprehensive understanding of how Erdrich’s novel portrays both societal and
individual responses to the pandemic through psychological dynamics like grief, loss, and
resilience. Annotating key passages will highlight the latent emotional undertones embedded in
the characters' actions and dialogues. This psychoanalytic annotation will form the foundation
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for subsequent analysis, allowing researchers to uncover the complex interplay of conscious
and unconscious motivations within the characters as they navigate their crisis-stricken world.

This study will focus on the narrative’s deeper layers of meaning, particularly how
subconscious fears and desires are projected onto the societal backdrop of the pandemic. By
applying Freud’s theory of trauma, this analytical framework will dissect how the pandemic
exacerbates both individual and collective psychological disturbances. Through this method,
the study can reveal the pandemic’s multifaceted impact on the characters’ psyche, thus
contributing to a deeper understanding of the novel’s portrayal of human vulnerability and
resilience.

3.4 Data Analysis

The initial step of this analytical process involves a systematic coding of the text,
identifying and categorizing recurring themes, motifs, and narrative techniques that the author
employs to depict the multifaceted impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. This coding process is
not merely descriptive but analytical, seeking to unearth the more profound meaning within the
narrative and contributing to the exploration of the pandemic in the novel and its societal and
personal upheavals.

The study employed both inductive and deductive coding strategies. Inductive coding
directed the researchers to the predefined themes from the text, facilitating the discovery of
novel insights into how the pandemic is represented and conceptualized within the narrative
framework. Conversely, deductive coding is guided by pre-existing theories and studies on
pandemic literature, enabling the analysis to be anchored in broader discourses on isolation,
grief, and resilience amidst global health crises.

Thus, the thematic analysis focused on a focused examination of Erdrich’s narrative
strategies, paying particular attention to how she interlaces the reality of COVID-19 into the
social and individual settings of the novel. It included an analysis of character development,
dialogue, plot progression, and specific settings that mirror the real-world implications of the
pandemic. This paper aims to discern how these narrative elements evoke broader reflections
on their societal and psychological ramifications.

Moreover, the analysis examined the dynamic interplay between individual and
collective experiences of the pandemic within the novel, exploring how personal narratives of
isolation, loss, and adaptation were interlaced into the deeper structure of community resilience
and societal transformation. It involved a critical evaluation of how the characters navigated the
complexities of a world transformed by the pandemic and how their stories contributed to a
distinguished understanding of human vulnerability and strength in the face of adversity.

4. Findings

4.1 Societal Impact of Isolation
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One of the central figures of the novel, Tookie, embodied the deep sense of grief and loss
experienced by many during the pandemic. Her journey is marked by a series of losses of time,
freedom, and a sense of normalcy reflecting the collective experience of society. The
imprisonment of Tookie was a stark reflection of societal isolation, highlighting how the penal
system isolates individuals both physically and emotionally from their social communities. This
theme of isolation extends beyond the prison walls and resonates within the narrative’s
portrayal of pandemic-induced seclusion. In exploring the effects of isolation, the narrative
turther reveals the characters’ experiences outside the prison system. The following passage
depicts the adjustment to solitude faced by individuals within the confines of a bookstore,
illustrating the varied ways in which isolation manifests during the pandemic:

To avoid exposing the entire staff to the virus, we decided that one person at a time would work
the entire day shift. One person, alone in the store, sounded pleasant to most of us. We were by
and large introverts. But I knew that for me this so-called isolation would be far from peaceful. (p.
139)

The narrative investigated the psychological impact of this isolation, primarily through the
claustrophobic experience of Tookie during her transfer to another facility. This examination of
isolation continues as the narrative explores the unique experiences of individuals within the
bookstore. As the narrative unfolds, the psychological toll of isolation is further explored
through the reflections of the characters on their newfound solitude within the bookstore:

And so I began to work again in blessed companionship. Jackie worked in
the office and I had the rest of the store. Flora kept her distance. I had read
about the strangeness of isolation in the mnews, but not everybody was alone,
or had time to get contemplative. It was a luxury. Now that I was working
in peace, with hardly a noise from Flora and Jackie absorbed in her online
tasks, I began to feel that I was actually in isolation. Of course, like
everything else, I made this complicated. (p.145)

The passage explores the psychological effects of isolation on the character Tookie,
specifically highlighting how this isolation manifests in both physical and emotional forms.
Tookie's claustrophobic experience during her transfer to a different facility symbolizes a more
acute sense of confinement. This physical isolation extends beyond prison walls, echoing within
the bookstore environment where the characters navigate a new form of solitude. Despite
working in ‘blessed companionship’, Tookie begins to perceive her situation as another form of
isolation, compounded by the silent, distanced interactions with others like Jackie and Flora.
This highlights a broader narrative theme: the internal complexity of isolation, where solitude is
not simply about being physically alone but about the mental and emotional state that
accompanies it.

In this context, Tookie’s reflections on solitude emphasize the psychological toll of the
pandemic and societal isolation more broadly, suggesting that even in shared spaces,
individuals may experience deep emotional separation. This theme resonates with the novel’s
broader exploration of how isolation, especially during the pandemic, reshapes individuals'
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sense of self and their relationships with others. As the narrative continues to unfold, the
portrayal of Tookie's introspective journey sheds further light on the resilience required to
endure such profound isolation.

Once landed, I was confined to the segregation wunit, or seg, for a year.
Because  of my  attempt at death by  paper, 1 was allowed no  books.
However, 1 discovered that unknown to myself I had a library in my head.
Every book I'd read from grade school to «college was in  there, plus those
I'd  been  obsessed  with  later on. My  brainfolds  held long  scenes  and
passages —everything ~ from  the  Redwall ~ books  to  Huck  Finn  to  Lilith’s
Brood. So passed a wyear in which I somehow did mnot go mad, then a couple
more before I was transferred. This time, on the way to Waseca, I was
shackled but not confined to a cubicle. Anyway, my time in seg had cured
me of claustrophobia. 1 did seven years in Waseca and then one day 1 was
called into the warden’s office. By then, my tune had drastically changed. I
was  keeping my  head  down.  Taking  college  courses.  Doing my  job.  So
what the fuck had 1 done? 1 stepped into the office expecting to hear some
disaster, only to hear sentences that stopped my  heart: Your time here is
over. Your sentence was commuted. (p. 27)

The emergence of the pandemic as a backdrop in the narrative serves as a critical lens
through which Erdrich explores the amplification of societal and personal isolation. The
characters' experiences during the pandemic, their struggles with loneliness, and their attempts
to find connection amidst enforced separation mirror the global reality faced by many:

Left alone, holding the book, its protective jacket slivered but otherwise
pristine, 1 felt strongly the presence of its owner. I wused to bend toward
Flora across the counter. Her wvoice was often heavy with dismissed hope.
For all her generosity, people vrarely made her happy. But books did. 1 was
unconsciously leaning over now when 1 did, I am sure of it, hear her voice.
The words were unintelligible but the wvoice was Flora’s. 1 was so startled
that I cried out. (p 36)

This period of forced isolation leads to introspection and, for some characters, a deeper
understanding of their desires and fears, particularly fear of death that:

Pollux has an extreme aversion to anything connected with
death. He also has fixed views on the afterlif. He is certain that after we
die we get whatever heaven we believe in—he has constructed a complex
world to come. 1 haven’t, but the one he believes in includes me, so I am
covered. His assurance in this matter gives me a surprising amount of
peace. (p. 82)

The pandemic acts as a magnifying glass, revealing the fractures within societal
structures and personal relationships, compelling a reevaluation of what it means to be
connected in an increasingly disconnected world.
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The post-mortem presence of Flora, a former customer at the bookstore who begins
haunting Tookie after her death, is a literal and figurative exploration of isolation in grief.
Flora's ghostly presence forces Tookie to confront unresolved emotions, symbolizing the
lingering effects of human connections even after death:

No, I'm mnot crazy, not even creeped out anymore. Flora comes in every
morning. 1 don’t actually see her, but I hear her. I know exactly what she
sounds like. She was even in this morning, shooting my hopes that she’d
decently quit once. (p. 116)

Flora’s inability to move on and her continued attachment to a place as ‘her favorite corner’
symbolize knowledge, connection, and community, underscoring the isolating nature of grief.
Through Flora’s haunting, Erdrich navigates the complexities of mourning and the longing for
connection beyond death. This narrative element speaks to the broader societal discomfort with
death and grieving, often relegated to the private sphere, thus isolating those in mourning. The
character arc of Flora is a poignant reminder of the need for communal support and
understanding in facing loss and the inevitability of death that:

She got up and began to trot away. I followed as she sped up and turned to her favoorite corner.
When I rounded the corner a few seconds later, she had disappeared.This bothered me for the rest
of the day. (p. 213)

In reflecting on the societal impacts, Erdrich subtly explores the theme of digital isolation
as characters navigate a world increasingly mediated by screens, such as when:

Asema, silently staring into the computer screen and,
between  customers,  responding to  online orders. Jackie = came in,  paced
across the floor, vanished. (p. 111)

This theme is not explicitly mentioned in the excerpts provided. However, it can be
inferred from the broader societal context and contemporary setting of the novel, like when she
portrayed contact with her friend after COVID-19 and said: ‘Hetta faced Jarvis only toward the
screen’ (p. 180) and in another passage, she said:

The shift towards digital interaction accelerated by the pandemic, highlights how
characters adapt to new modes of communication. For example, Hetta and Jarvis communicate
only through a screen (p. 180), while Pollux’s reactions are reflected through the glow of his
laptop (p. 181). These moments suggest that while technology enables connection, it also
introduces a sense of detachment, as physical presence is replaced by digital mediation. This
dynamic prompts readers to reflect on how technology, although necessary, changes the nature
of interpersonal interactions, particularly during a period of enforced isolation. His narrative
prompts readers to consider how technology simultaneously widens the gap between
individuals, redefining the concept of community and belonging in the modern age.
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4.2 Thematic Analysis of Personal Impacts and Psychological Dimensions

The reflection of Tookie on her time in prison and her reintegration into society can be

analyzed to understand the broader theme of psychological grief within one’s self in the novel,
as this excerpt exemplifies when Tookie is struggling with herself:

And this had occurred because doing the
wrong thing in general was my nature. I would be Tookie, now and forever,
amen. Or at least I would be Tookie for a few days, until next year, when I
could start out as a better person who wused diplomacy, tact, and wasn’t
shadowed by a needy ghost. (p.94)

The prison serves as a metaphor for the isolation imposed by the pandemic. Tookie’s

release into a world forever changed by COVID-19 parallels the collective release into a new
normal tinged with loss. This symbolic connection between Tookie’s release from prison and
the collective emergence into a changed world is underscored by her experience of receiving a
dictionary, symbolizing a tool for navigating the unfamiliar landscape ahead. As the journey of
Tookie reflects the broader societal transition from isolation to a ‘new normal’, her reception of
a dictionary in prison symbolizes the tools necessary for adaptation and navigation in a
changed world:

While in prison, 1 received a dictionary. It was sent to me with a note. This
is the book I would take to a deserted island. Other books were to arrive
from my teacher. But as she had known, this one proved of endless use. The
first  word I looked up was the word ‘sentence.” I had received an
impossible sentence of sixty years from the lips of a judge who believed in
an afterlife. So the word with its yawning c, belligerent little e’s, with its
hissing sibilants and double n's, this repetitive bummer of a word made of
slyly ~stabbing letters that surrounded an isolate human t,  this word was in
my  thoughts every moment of every day. Without a doubt, had the
dictionary not arrived, this light word that lay so heavily upon me would
have crushed me, or what was left of me after the strangeness of what 1'd
done. (p.10)

Despite the overwhelming grief, The Sentence also explores the theme of resilience.

Notwithstanding her traumatic past and the ongoing pandemic, Tookie’s ability to find
meaning and purpose in her work at the bookstore highlights her human capacity for resilience
(Erdrich, pp. 64, 65). Her interactions with customers, her dedication to the bookstore (ibid, p.
64), and her ability to maintain hope and find joy in literature underscore the assertion of the
novel that resilience is not just about surviving but about finding ways to thrive and connect
despite adversity (Erdrich, 2021, pp. 39-40).

The pandemic forces the characters in the novel to confront existential questions and

embark on a search for meaning. This is exemplified in Tookie’s introspection and complex
relationship with literature and language, her engagement with the dictionary (Erdrich, 2021,
p-123); her reflections on words and their meanings, and her discussions with customers about

434



COVID-19 and Literary Reflections of Isolation: Exploring Society and theHuman Psyche in
Louise Erdrich’s The Sentence

books serve as a conduit for exploring how individuals seek to understand their place in a
world upended by crisis. The introspection of Tookie, particularly her interaction with the
dictionary, encapsulates the universal quest for meaning amid crisis:

The  first word I looked up was the word ‘sentence.” I had received an
impossible sentence of sixty years from the lips of a judge who believed in
an afterlife. So the word with its yawning c, belligerent little e’s, with its
hissing sibilants and double n's, this repetitive bummer of a word made of
slyly stabbing letters that surrounded an isolate human t, this word was in
my  thoughts every moment of every day. Without a doubt, had the
dictionary not arrived, this light word that lay so heavily upon me would
have crushed me. (p.10)

This search for meaning is a significant psychological dimension of the pandemic
experience, offering insight into how people cope with uncertainty and change (Novakovi¢ et
al., 2023).

Erdrich complicatedly depicts the tension between Tookie’s need for interpersonal
connections and the isolation imposed by the pandemic, emphasizing how trauma complicates
these interactions. Tookie’s difficulty in resonating with her customers stems from her past,
where trust was a rarity, making it all the more perplexing when they trust her now. This
exploration of her inner conflict underscores the complexity of human interaction, particularly
when influenced by past emotional wounds.

Customers. 1 was hardened when I first started selling books. I resented those who came
into the store, disturbing my communion with the books on the shelves. But
the people who love books softened me. Customers, 1 suppose, but when I
use the word it means much more. When you recommend a book and a
customer buys it, they are taking a chance, trusting you. Trust makes me
nervous. 1 might laugh too loud or awkwardly crash into the sailboat table.
It is hard to maintain self-control because underneath it all I think, If you
knew me, you’d run out the door. But mnobody flees. The best thing is when a
customer comes back and praises the book you recommended. I can’t get
enough of that. (p. 39)

Even when she is with her husband Pollux (pp. 44-45), the ghost of Flora kept (pp. 32-33)
haunting Tookie’s imagination and in:

“Five days after Flora died, she was still coming to the bookstore. I'm still
not strictly rational. How could I be?”

This line reveals the complexities of seeking connection in times of isolation. The
narrative resonates with Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of grief and mourning, where
unresolved grief can manifest in an ongoing emotional attachment to the deceased (Freud,
1917). Erdrich's portrayal of Tookie's continued connection with Flora reflects the psychological
need for emotional attachment, even in the absence of physical presence. Such interactions
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exemplify how individuals creatively bridge emotional distances, particularly during the
pandemic.

4.3 Use of Narrative Strategies and Literary Elements

Building on the analysis of narrative strategies and literary elements in The Sentence by
Louise Erdrich, this paper examines the distinctive ways the author constructs a resonant
reflection on the societal and psychological implications of COVID-19. The employment of
symbolism, character development, and the setting, particularly the bookstore, not only
advances the narrative but also embeds deeper meanings into the story's fabric, illustrating the
profound impact of the pandemic on individuals and communities.

One of the notable symbols in the novel is the greenbottle fly that visits Tookie during her
time in solitary confinement. This fly, described as an iridescent, tiny spirit (in the chapters
detailing Tookie’s imprisonment and her reflections on life and freedom), embodies the fragile
yet persistent nature of hope and resilience in the face of adversity. As Tookie contemplates the
absence and presence of souls on the day of remembrance, the symbolism of the greenbottle fly
emerges as a poignant representation of resilience amidst solitude and despair:

On this day of souls, the millions absent in this world were leaving the
between place, the [limbo, if that existed. 1 thought of the people packed into
narrow sleeves of earth. 1 sat there waiting. Surely mnot for Flora. Surely, I
had not become codependent with a ghost. No, I was waiting for her not to
be here on the anniversary of her first wvisit. Not to slide step in her 1,700-
degree shoes. 1 was waiting for my own heart to beat at a normal tempo. For
my breath to ease. For my stomach to settle. I sat there in the peace for a
long time with no god, no music, no ghost, no fellow worker, no Pollux.

Or maybe there was a god. Mine is the god of isolation, the god of the
small voice, the god of the little spirit, of the earthworm and the friendly
mouse, the  hummingbird, the greenbottle fly and all things iridescent. In
that quiet perhaps one of my tiny gods told me that I should drive back to
the hospital parking lot. (p.256)

The brief existence of the fly and its subsequent death at the hands of Tookie reflect not
only the fleeting moments of beauty and connection but also the fragility and impermanence of
life in a world overshadowed by isolation and loss (p. 257). The fly’s presence symbolizes the
rare yet transient moments of hope and human connection, which are often overshadowed by
the inevitability of death during the pandemic. In this way, Erdrich uses the fly to highlight
how the pandemic accentuates both the fleeting beauty of life and the ever-present specter of
mortality. This duality underscores the novel’s exploration of the human experience of
vulnerability and resilience during times of crisis.

The character arc of Tookie is a central symbol in illustrating the impacts of COVID-19 on
humans throughout the novel. Initially portrayed as a woman hardened by her past and the
harsh realities of prison life, Tookie undergoes a significant transformation through her
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engagement with literature and her community. Her journey from a state of isolation to one of
connection and purpose is emblematic of the broader human experience during the pandemic.
As she navigates her newfound freedom and the complexities of life during a global crisis, the
dynamic development of this character mirrors the potential for personal growth and
transformation, even in the most challenging moments.

The bookstore, a habitual setting throughout the novel, emerges as a sanctuary that
symbolizes the power of literature to provide comfort and escape. Tookie and the community
find solace and connection amid the chaos of the pandemic within this space of:

Small ~ bookstores  have the romance of doomed intimate spaces about  to
be erased by unfettered capitalism. A lot of people fall in love here. We've
even had a few proposals. Penstemon stomped back to the office to haul
away signed books and restock the shelves. A customer came in, lunging
hungrily — toward the sailboat table. After meandering about for a while, the
person came to the counter and asked if 1 was Louise. I don’t look the least
bit like Louise. She’s vyears older. But every woman, and even some guys,
who work here gets that question. (p. 38)

The role of the bookstore as a gathering place for those seeking understanding and solace
underscores the importance of communal spaces in fostering resilience and hope. This
sentiment is echoed in the narrator’s contemplation of the mystical significance of the store. The
profound impact of the bookstore may be rooted in something beyond the tangible, as
suggested by the reflection on its potential connection to mystical forces. This notion of an
otherworldly influence underscores the transformative power of communal spaces in times of
upheaval:

Maybe the bookstore itself was located on
some piece of earth crossed by mystical lines. These invisible runes  had
touched during what . . . a shift, perhaps cosmically . . . a solar storm —

something had jostled reality. (p. 47)

Erdrich depicted the bookstore as a haven where characters can explore their fears,
dreams, and the complexities of their identities, highlighting the critical role of literature and
shared spaces in navigating the challenges posed by the pandemic:

When  this space was renovated, the friends of the bookstore put sacred
tobacco, sweetgrass, cedar, and sage in the walls. Then they painted the
front and back doors blue to keep out malignant energies. (p. 54)

4.4 Cultural and Spiritual Reflections

The Sentence is a cultural and spiritual reflection into a literary fabric, enriching the
portrayal of COVID-19's impact. Through an exploration of Indigenous culture and spirituality,
the novel depicts various ways these critical community and identity aspects have been
overgone and renovated in response to a global crisis. Specifically, Erdrich illustrates how
traditional practices within the Indigenous community foster resilience and healing, offering a
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source of strength and continuity in the face of adversity. This focus on cultural survival and
adaptation underscores the novel’s depiction of resilience, not just as an abstract concept but as
a lived, collective experience rooted in spiritual and cultural practices.

One of the compelling aspects of the novel is how it represents characters turning
towards Indigenous spiritual practices as a source of healing during the pandemic. While
Tookie herself expresses skepticism about the afterlife, her search for self-discovery and
reconnection with her Indigenous roots is reflected in her participation in traditional practices
and ceremonies (pp. 63-64). These moments of spiritual engagement highlight the adaptability
and resilience of Indigenous cultures, offering comfort and a sense of continuity during times of
uncertainty (pp. 88, 243-244). Even without a conventional belief in an afterlife, these practices
provide Tookie with a framework for grounding herself and navigating the challenges she
faces.

Erdrich also explores the pandemic’s impact on cultural expressions, illustrating how
traditional art forms, storytelling, and ceremonies have evolved as acts of resistance and
survival. The novel showcases characters participating in virtual powwows like Flora, who
loved them, and:

made herself a traditional dance outfit of buckskin
and purple beadwork. She had plenty of acquaintances who believed in her grandma picture or
indulged her because she was helpful...I had begun to wonder when this commemorative service
for Flora would take place. For I hoped a decent memorial might satisfy my ghost and take care of
the problem. (p.34)

This adaptation is exemplified in the narrator's description of a book club embracing
Marlon James’s Black Leopard, Red Wolf. The novel portrays the evolution of cultural
expressions during the pandemic, as seen in the adaptation of traditional practices to virtual
platforms. This transformation is vividly depicted in the narrator’s account of a book club’s
fervent engagement with Marlon James” Black Leopard, Red Wolf:

I told Pollux about the book club of cardigan-wearing women with sensible haircuts who
had  bought Marlon James’s Black Leopard, Red Wolf and were determined
to exist in its aura of fever-dream storytelling. They read passages to one another in hushed
excitement. (p.46)

These adaptations are not merely responses to external pressures but are depicted as
deliberate acts of cultural preservation that assert identity, underscoring the dynamic nature of
Indigenous cultures and their capacity to thrive despite systemic disruptions.

Storytelling, a central theme in the novel, is portrayed as a vital means of coping with the
emotional toll of the pandemic. The novelist stresses the healing power of stories, both as a way
to preserve cultural memory and as a mechanism for processing grief and loss:

the story .18 An interior argument about justice.
Such a good story!”
I've got a customer who drove all the way here from St. Paul and wants
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it.” ‘Let’s give her a discount, since I opened it and all. Can 1 bring it to her?’
Nothing ~ makes  Penstemon  happier ~ than  handing a  favorite  book  to
someone who wants to read it. I'm the same. I suppose vyou could say this
delights  us  although  ‘delight’” is a word I rarely wuse. Delight seems
insubstantial; happiness feels more grounded; ecstasy is what I shoot for; satisfaction is hardest to
attain. (p. 39)

The bookstore becomes a symbolic space where storytelling bridges the gap between the
past and the present, offering solace and understanding. This emphasis on storytelling
highlights the intrinsic link between culture, spirituality, and healing, suggesting that narratives
can guide individuals and communities through the darkest times (pp. 62-63-64).

Furthermore, Erdrich illuminates the profound connection between Indigenous culture,
spirituality, and the natural world, particularly in how characters relate to their environment
during the pandemic. The novel depicts moments of deep reflection and communion with
nature, suggesting a reawakening to the interconnectedness of all life, a principle deeply
embedded in Indigenous worldviews, such as when Tookie affirmed her deep connection to
nature that it guider her in life and:

Because you knew the wuniverse would answer,” I said. ‘Giving back to
nature is a natural thing. (p. 15)

and continued:

I took my cues from Mara’s questions.’What exactly do you mean, giving back to nature?” ‘We
don’t use chemicals,” I said. ‘It's all biodegradable.'What then?’ ‘A return to the earth. As our
psycho-spirituality intended. Thus our name: Earth to Earth. And trees. We surround the loved
one with trees. So that a grove springs up. Our motto: Graves to Groves. You can go there and
meditate.” Where's this place?’ ‘In the fullness of time, I will take you there. For the present, I need
to assist Budgie in beginning his journey. Can you show me where he reposes?’
I cringed at the word  ‘repose’ —over-the-top  smarm?  But  Mara  was
already showing me the way. (p.15)

This reconnection with the natural world reminds us of the enduring wisdom of
Indigenous cultures, which advocates for balance and harmony. This is especially relevant in
the context of a pandemic that has prompted widespread contemplation of the relationship
between humanity and nature.

5. Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has undeniably reshaped the contours of human existence,
prompting a reevaluation of societal norms, personal well-being, and the very fabric of
community life (Sola, 2023). This section synthesizes the findings derived from the novel with
the broader scholarly discourse on the impacts of the pandemic, as outlined in the previous
section on studies.
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The portrayal of societal impact and isolation in The Sentence resonates deeply with the
themes highlighted by Kondo (2023) and Alizadeh et al. (2023). While these scholars have
precisely documented the influence of the pandemic on societal norms and structures through a
macroscopic lens, Erdrich offers a microcosmic perspective embodied in the experience of
Tookie and the metaphorical space of the bookstore. This personalized approach aligns with
Garcia Marquez’s use of the cholera epidemic in Love in the Time of Cholera (1985), where the
intimate portrayal of personal relationships provides an avenue to reflect on larger societal
disruptions. Both Erdrich and Garcia Marquez explore how crises shape human resilience and
interpersonal relationships, thus highlighting the broader social implications of individual
narratives during pandemics.

Moreover, the themes of isolation and the search for connection in The Sentence reflect
broader issues explored by He et al. (2023) regarding changing social norms during the
pandemic. The digital isolation depicted in the novel parallels how contemporary pandemic
literature, such as Mandel's Station Eleven (2014), offers insights into how communities adapt
and attempt to preserve cultural elements amidst widespread disconnection. In Erdrich's
narrative, the bookstore functions as a central hub of cultural preservation, mirroring Mandel's
depiction of art and culture as vessels of hope in a fractured society.

The psychological dimensions of the pandemic, which are a significant focus in The
Sentence, also resonate with the socio-psychological impacts described by Nestik (2020). The
narrative arc of Tookie, marked by loss, resilience, and a search for meaning, offers a vivid
embodiment of collective trauma, much like what Sardi (2021) discusses in pandemic
narratives. Tookie’s psychological journey, including her struggle with grief and the presence of
Flora’s ghost, echoes Freud’s theories on mourning and the persistence of unresolved emotional
connections (1917). This aligns with Caruth’s (1996) work, which describes how trauma often
resurfaces in unexpected ways, something that Erdrich portrays through Tookie’s visions and
internal reflections.

Similarly, Camus’s The Plague (1947) serves as an important comparison to The Sentence in
terms of both the societal and existential impacts of pandemics. Camus uses the plague as an
allegory for broader political and social upheaval. In contrast, Erdrich uses the COVID-19
pandemic as a means to reflect on the resilience required to cope with individual and
communal crises. This allegorical layer of pandemic literature has been highlighted by Cooke
(2009), who emphasized that such narratives explore both the overt effects of a health crisis and
the more subtle transformations in societal dynamics and individual consciousness. Erdrich's
The Sentence similarly uses the pandemic as both literal and metaphorical terrain to explore
themes of resilience, resistance, and human interdependence.

The novel’s reflections on cultural and spiritual resilience offer an insightful dimension
to understanding how communities heal and adapt. Erdrich’s focus on Indigenous spirituality
as a source of strength mirrors the arguments put forth by Apostol and Erdrich (2021), who
assert that narratives deeply embedded in cultural traditions provide invaluable insights into
the human capacity for healing. This is similar to Skenazi’s (2013) exploration of early plague
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narratives, where cultural and spiritual practices are depicted as mechanisms for coping and
survival. In The Sentence, Tookie’s reconnection with traditional practices is portrayed as an
essential component of her resilience, emphasizing the role of cultural identity in navigating
crises.

Furthermore, the political and ethical implications of pandemics are subtly woven
throughout the narrative of The Sentence. This aligns with Wenham et al. (2022), who discussed
the political dynamics at play during health crises. Erdrich’s depiction of the bookstore as a
space that both fosters community and becomes a site of quiet resistance against societal
disintegration resembles Mandel’s depiction of cultural havens in Station Eleven. Both narratives
suggest that communal spaces are crucial to resilience, serving as sanctuaries where individuals
can find solace, strength, and solidarity during times of widespread instability.

The thematic exploration of the power of storytelling also parallels Sardi’s (2021) analysis
of pandemic narratives as tools for processing trauma. In The Sentence, storytelling is a key
mechanism for Tookie and others to make sense of their experience, offering both individual
catharsis and a collective reimagining of resilience. This reflects Kennedy’s (2024) assertion that
literature in times of crisis serves as a therapeutic reflection of collective anxieties. The novel’s
emphasis on the bookstore as a sanctuary where stories are shared reinforces the role of
narrative as a healing agent, suggesting that literature not only reflects but also actively shapes
how communities endure crises.

In conclusion, The Sentence by Louise Erdrich serves as a poignant narrative exploration
of the multifaceted impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, providing a complementary and
enriching perspective to the existing scholarly discourse. By interweaving the personal and the
societal, the empirical and the narrative, the novel offers a profoundly humanistic perspective
on isolation, grief, and resilience. Through its integration with previous studies, this discussion
underscores the significant contribution of the novel to a more empathetic understanding of the
pandemic's legacy on human society and psyche.

5. Conclusion

To summarize, this paper makes a significant contribution to understanding the societal
and personal dimensions of the COVID-19 pandemic through the lens of literature. By
examining The Sentence in an interdisciplinary manner that combines narrative analysis with
socio-psychological insights, this study sheds light on how literary works can reflect and
critique the upheavals faced during the pandemic. The findings demonstrate how themes of
isolation and resilience in the novel resonate broadly with the lived experiences of individuals
and societies worldwide. In this way, The Sentence not only represents the struggles of its
characters but also embodies the collective anxieties and responses that have characterized the
pandemic period, emphasizing a shared human journey through crisis.

This paper suggests that "The Sentence," as a cultural artifact, extends beyond its narrative
specifics to offer insights relevant to broader human experiences during the pandemic. Like
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many others, the characters face the abrupt rupture of normalcy, social disconnection, and the
need to redefine their place within a shifting reality. Erdrich's portrayal of these experiences
reflects the global challenges faced during the COVID-19 pandemic, including the need for
resilience in the face of uncertainty and the reformation of community bonds amidst isolation.
By capturing the deeply personal yet universally shared moments of adaptation and survival,
the novel illustrates how individual narratives are intertwined with collective resilience, an
experience echoed by people worldwide.

Thus, The Sentence serves not only as a reflection of the author's community but also as a
broader commentary on humanity’s struggle and determination throughout the pandemic. This
study positions the novel as a beacon of hope and understanding, capturing both the
particularities of Indigenous experiences and the general human condition under
unprecedented global strain. The work offers a lens through which to perceive how literature
can document, interpret, and ultimately help navigate crises, affirming that storytelling remains
a vital resource for making sense of and finding solace during times of profound societal
change.

5.2 Research Limitations

While this analysis provides valuable insights into the representation of the pandemic in
literature, it has limitations. The focus on a single novel, although in-depth, may narrow the
scope of understanding of pandemic literature as a whole. Moreover, the interpretive nature of
literary analysis inherently involves subjective judgments, which may vary among readers. The
methodological reliance on thematic analysis in this study also means that certain narrative
subtleties or broader socio-cultural contexts may need to be noted or emphasized.

5.3  Implications

The implications of this research extend beyond academic discourse, offering reflections
for both literary scholars and the general public. By examining how The Sentence addresses the
existential challenges of the pandemic, the study highlights the literary medium's capacity to
foster empathy, resilience, and a deeper understanding of shared human experiences. It also
highlights the importance of narrative and storytelling in navigating and making sense of crises,
suggesting that literature can serve as a vital resource for emotional and psychological healing.

5.4 Future Recommendations

Future research should consider a broader selection of pandemic literature to encompass
diverse narrative perspectives and cultural contexts. Comparative studies could shed light on
how different authors and traditions represent the pandemic, providing a more comprehensive
and nuanced view of its impacts on human society. Additionally, interdisciplinary research that
integrates literary analysis with insights from psychology, sociology, and public health could
further enrich our understanding of the complex effects of the pandemic. Investigating the
reader's responses to pandemic narratives also provides valuable insights into the role of
literature in shaping public perceptions and coping strategies during times of crisis.
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