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Abstract  

Aim: This study aims to empirically map and analyze the emergent literary genre of "Crisis Literature" in direct response to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. It seeks to define its core thematic and stylistic characteristics, quantify its production trends, and 

assess its role in cultural sense-making during a global crisis. 

Methodology: A mixed-methods sequential explanatory design was employed. First, a quantitative computational analysis 

was conducted on a bibliometric corpus of 12,457 English-language fictional narratives (novels, short story collections) 

published globally between 2020 and 2024. Data was sourced from ISBN databases, major publisher catalogs, and digital 

archives. Natural Language Processing (NLP) techniques, including Latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) for topic modeling and 

sentiment analysis, were applied. Second, a purposive qualitative sample of 42 texts identified as central to the genre 

underwent close thematic analysis using NVivo software. 

Key Results: The quantitative analysis revealed a 318% increase in pandemic-themed fiction from 2020 to 2022, plateauing in 

2023-2024. Topic modeling identified five dominant thematic clusters: "Domestic Claustrophobia & Relationship Strain" 

(32.1% prevalence), "Societal Collapse & Institutional Distrust" (28.7%), "Medical Trauma & Frontline Narratives" (18.9%), 

"Temporal Disorientation & Lockdown Time" (12.5%), and "Ecological Intersectionality" (7.8%). Sentiment trajectories 

showed a significant shift from overwhelmingly negative sentiment (mean polarity: -0.72) in early-pandemic works (2020-

2021) to more complex, ambivalent profiles (mean polarity: -0.21) by 2023-2024 (p < 0.001). The qualitative analysis refined 

these clusters, identifying key narrative devices, including fragmented chronologies, hybridized narrative perspectives, and the 

pervasive use of digital communication as a plot mechanism. 

Conclusion: "Crisis Literature" has rapidly codified as a distinct sub-genre of contemporary fiction, characterized by specific, 

recurrent thematic preoccupations and formal innovations that reflect collective trauma. The genre functions not merely as a 

record of events but as an active, evolving site for processing uncertainty, grief, and social fragmentation. Its trajectory from 

immediate documentation to nuanced reflection indicates literature's adaptive role in long-term cultural integration of 

catastrophic experience. These findings contribute to the sociology of literature and disaster studies, offering a framework for 

analyzing artistic response to future systemic crises. 
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Introduction 

The relationship between catastrophic events and artistic 

production is a perennial subject of scholarly inquiry. From 

Thucydides’ account of the Plague of Athens to Defoe’s A 

Journal of the Plague Year and the modernist fragmentation 

born of World War I, periods of profound societal crisis 

have consistently precipitated new narrative forms and 

thematic preoccupations. The global COVID-19 pandemic, 

unprecedented in its scale, simultaneity, and mediated 

experience, has triggered another such watershed moment in 

cultural history. This study posits that the period 2020-2024 

has witnessed the rapid emergence and codification of a 

distinct literary genre, tentatively termed "Crisis Literature," 

which seeks to narrativize the multifaceted trauma of the 

pandemic. This research moves beyond anecdotal 

commentary to provide a systematic, empirical analysis of 

this corpus, exploring its contours, conventions, and cultural 

significance. 

Previous research on literature and pandemic has largely 

focused on historical pandemics (Boeckmann 2021; Cooke 

2022) [2, 6], canonical "plague literature" (Camus’ The 

Plague is a frequent touchstone), or the preliminary, 

speculative essays on early COVID-19 writing (Günsberg 

2021; Vermeulen 2020) [8, 14]. These studies offer valuable 

conceptual frameworks, such as the notion of the pandemic 

as a "chronotope" or the narrative negotiation of biopolitical 

power. However, a significant gap exists in the systematic, 

data-driven analysis of the actual literary output 

produced during and in the immediate aftermath of the 

COVID-19 crisis. Most existing work is either theoretical or 

based on small, selective samples, lacking the empirical 

breadth to map the genre’s true thematic landscape and 

evolution. Furthermore, while digital humanities approaches 

have been applied to historical corpora, their use on 

contemporary, real-time literary production remains limited. 

This study aims to address these gaps by asking: What are 

the defining thematic and formal characteristics of the 

COVID-19-inspired "Crisis Literature" genre? How has this 

genre evolved thematically and tonally from the pandemic's 

acute phase (2020-2021) to its subsequent, endemic phase 

(2022-2024)? What narrative functions does this literature 

perform in the context of collective trauma and sense-

making? We hypothesize that: 1) A distinct and quantifiable 

genre has emerged, marked by a set of recurrent narrative 

motifs; 2) The genre exhibits a clear temporal evolution, 

moving from direct representational anxiety towards more 
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metaphorical and psychologically complex treatments; and 

3) This literature serves a critical cultural function, 

mediating between individual experience and collective 

event, thereby aiding in the processing of disorientation and 

loss. 

The novelty of this research lies in its integrative mixed-

methods approach, combining large-scale computational 

text analysis with targeted qualitative close reading. This 

allows for both macroscopic trend identification and 

microscopic textual nuance, providing a comprehensive 

portrait of an emerging genre in statu nascendi. Its 

contribution is twofold: to literary studies, it offers a data-

informed model for genre analysis in the digital age; to 

sociology and cultural studies, it provides insights into the 

mechanisms of cultural adaptation to systemic shock. 

The article is structured as follows: the Methods section 

details the corpus construction, computational techniques, 

and qualitative sampling procedures. The Results section 

presents the quantitative findings from the topic modeling 

and sentiment analysis, supported by tables and figures, 

followed by the key themes from the qualitative analysis. 

The Discussion interprets these findings, locates them 

within existing theoretical frameworks, explores 

implications, acknowledges limitations, and suggests future 

research directions. A final Conclusion summarizes the 

study’s major claims and significance. 

 
Methods 

Research Design: A sequential explanatory mixed-methods 

design was employed (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017) [7]. 

Phase 1 involved a quantitative computational analysis of a 

large bibliometric corpus to identify broad patterns, trends, 

and thematic clusters. Phase 2 involved an in-depth 

qualitative thematic analysis of a strategically selected 

subset of texts from Phase 1, designed to explicate, 

contextualize, and enrich the quantitative findings. 

 
Study Population and Sampling 

▪ Quantitative Corpus: The population was defined as 

all English-language works of fiction (novels and 

single-author short story collections) published globally 

between January 2020 and June 2024 whose metadata 

(title, blurb, keywords) or textual content indicated a 

primary engagement with the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The corpus was constructed using a combination of: 1) 

Keyword searches ("pandemic," "COVID," 

"lockdown," "quarantine," "coronavirus") in the 

WorldCat, Bowker Books In Print, and Amazon Kindle 

Direct metadata databases; 2) API queries to Google 

Books and the Internet Archive’s Open Library; 3) 

Aggregated lists from literary reviews (e.g., The 

Guardian, Literary Hub) focusing on pandemic fiction. 

After deduplication and removal of non-fiction, poetry, 

and drama, the final quantitative corpus 

comprised 12,457 distinct textual items. 

 
▪ Qualitative Sample: From the quantitative corpus, a 

purposive maximum-variation sample of 42 texts was 

selected for close reading. Selection criteria ensured 

diversity across: publication year (2020-2024), 

geographic origin of author, publisher type (Big Five, 

independent, self-published), and representation from 

the dominant thematic clusters identified in Phase 1. 

Sample size was determined by the principle of 

thematic saturation (Saunders et al., 2018) [11]. 

 

Data Collection & Tools 
▪ Computational Analysis: For the 12,457 texts, full 

text was obtained for 8,921 texts (71.6%); for the 
remainder, extended synopses and reviews (avg. 1500 
words) served as proxies. Texts were pre-processed 
(tokenization, lemmatization, removal of stop-words) 
using the Natural Language Toolkit (NLTK) in Python. 
Analysis was conducted using: 

 
▪ Topic Modeling: Latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) via 

the Gensim library was used to inductively identify 
latent thematic structures. The optimal number of topics 
(k=5) was determined by evaluating model coherence 
scores. 

 
▪ Sentiment Analysis: The VADER (Valence Aware 

Dictionary and sEntiment Reasoner) lexicon, suited to 
social and contemporary media-influenced language, 
was used to calculate polarity scores for each text (-1 to 
+1). Scores were aggregated by publication year. 

 
▪ Trend Analysis: Publication counts and thematic 

prevalence were tracked temporally using Pandas and 
Matplotlib libraries. 

 
▪ Qualitative Analysis: The 42 sample texts were 

imported into NVivo 14. A codebook was developed 
iteratively, starting with deductive codes derived from 
the quantitative topics and inductive codes emerging 
from close reading. Codes were grouped into 
overarching themes through an iterative process of 
constant comparison (Braun & Clarke, 2021) [3]. 

 
Statistical Analysis: For quantitative data, descriptive 
statistics (means, standard deviations, percentages) were 
calculated for thematic prevalence and sentiment scores. A 
one-way ANOVA was used to test for significant 
differences in mean sentiment polarity across publication 
years (2020-2024), with post-hoc Tukey tests for pairwise 
comparisons. Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05. 
Analyses were performed using SPSS v28 and custom 
Python scripts (SciPy, statsmodels). 

 
Ethical Considerations: As the study analyzed published, 
publicly available texts, it was exempt from full IRB review. 
However, ethical research principles were upheld. The 
research involved no human subjects directly. All data 
management respected copyright limitations, using text 
snippets for analysis under fair use provisions for scholarly 
research. The privacy of authors was respected, with 
analysis focused on textual content, not author biography. 
 

Qualitative Findings 

Close reading of the 42-text sample substantiated and 
enriched the quantitative topics: 
▪ Domestic Claustrophobia: Narratives emphasized the 

home as a site of simultaneous sanctuary and prison. 
Stylistic features included hyper-detailed descriptions 
of domestic minutiae and the use of confined, first-
person or close third-person perspectives to mirror 
physical constraint. 
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▪ Societal Collapse: This theme often manifested 
through fragmented, multi-perspective narratives that 
mirrored a fragmented social body. A key sub-theme 
was the critique of "the story" itself—characters 
grappling with conflicting official narratives, 
misinformation, and the erosion of shared reality. 

 
▪ Medical Trauma: Frontline narratives displayed a 

stark, often visceral, hyper-realism. A notable formal 
device was the intrusion of clinical, bureaucratic, or 
digital language (patient charts, protocol lists, 
notification sounds) into the narrative prose. 

▪ Temporal Disorientation: Texts employed innovative 
chronologies: circular structures, chapters marked by 
"Day Number" rather than date, and the collapse of 
past, present, and future into a perpetual, anxious 
present. 

 
▪ Ecological Intersectionality: While least prevalent 

quantitatively, it was often the most sophisticated 
thematically, linking the pandemic to zoonotic 
spillover, habitat loss, and climate change, framing the 
crisis as one of human-non-human entanglement. 

 
Results 

 

Table 1: Dominant Thematic Clusters in Pandemic Fiction Corpus (N=12,457) 
 

Topic Cluster 
Prevalence 

(%) 
Top 10 Representative Keywords 

1. Domestic Claustrophobia & Relationship 
Strain 

32.1 home, room, partner, silence, argument, kitchen, wall, distance, child, tension 

2. Societal Collapse & Institutional Distrust 28.7 
government, news, rule, protest, conspiracy, supermarket, border, vaccine, 

police, collapse 

3. Medical Trauma & Frontline Narratives 18.9 
hospital, doctor, breath, ventilator, nurse, death, ICU, ambulance, PPE, 

fatigue 

4. Temporal Disorientation & Lockdown Time 12.5 day, time, same, window, loop, tomorrow, yesterday, blur, endless, calendar 

5. Ecological Intersectionality 7.8 air, animal, bird, quiet, virus, forest, chain, spillover, climate, bat 

Sentiment analysis revealed a statistically significant evolution in the emotional tenor of the corpus over time (F(4, 12452) = 
187.3, p < 0.001). Post-hoc tests confirmed that the mean sentiment polarity for texts published in 2020 (M = -0.72, SD = 
0.18) and 2021 (M = -0.68, SD = 0.21) was significantly more negative than for 2022 (M = -0.41, SD = 0.25), 2023 (M = -
0.22, SD = 0.28), and 2024 (M = -0.19, SD = 0.27), all p < 0.001. The difference between 2020 and 2021 was not significant 
(p = 0.12). 
 
Discussion 

This study provides robust empirical evidence for the rapid 
emergence of "Crisis Literature" as a definable genre in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The five thematic 
clusters—Domestic Claustrophobia, Societal Collapse, 
Medical Trauma, Temporal Disorientation, and Ecological 
Intersectionality—constitute a shared narrative lexicon 
through which the pandemic experience is being processed. 
The significant shift in sentiment polarity from strongly 
negative to more neutral/ambivalent (Figure 2) suggests a 
genre maturing from initial shock and testimony towards a 
more integrated, reflective, and complex literary 
engagement, supporting our second hypothesis. 
The primacy of Domestic Claustrophobia aligns with the 
global experience of lockdowns and "stay-at-home" orders, 
transforming a universal setting into a locus of intense 
literary drama. This extends prior work on domestic spaces 
in literature (Chapman, 2019) [5] into a context of enforced 
enclosure. The prominence of Societal Collapse and 
Institutional Distrust narratives reflects not just the 
pandemic's social disruptions but a pre-existing crisis of 
trust in expert systems and media, amplified by the 
infodemic (Brennan, 2023) [4]. Literature here functions as a 
laboratory for modeling social fracture. 
The formal innovations identified—fragmented 
chronologies, hybrid perspectives, intrusive digital/clinical 
language—are particularly significant. They demonstrate 
that the genre's response is not merely thematic but 
profoundly formal; the crisis has distorted 
narrative time, perspective, and language itself. This 
supports Vermeulen's (2020) [14] early speculation about 
pandemic fiction necessitating new "narrative 
morphologies." 
Our findings on Ecological Intersectionality, though a 
smaller cluster, are crucial. They indicate that a significant 

strand of Crisis Literature is pushing beyond 
anthropocentric narratives to connect the pandemic to 
broader environmental precarity. This aligns with the "One 
Health" paradigm in public health and suggests literature's 
role in fostering ecological consciousness (Trexler, 2022) 

[12]. 
 

Theoretical Implications: This study demonstrates the 
utility of combining distant reading (macro-analysis) with 
close reading (micro-analysis) for genre studies. The genre 
of Crisis Literature can be understood through the lens of 
"cultural trauma" (Alexander, 2012) [1], where a collectivity 
uses symbolic tools to narrate a disruptive event. The 
evolution of themes and tone maps onto the stages of trauma 
processing: from intrusion (Medical Trauma) through 
numbness and disorientation (Temporal Disorientation) to a 
tentative working-through. 
 

Practical Implications: For educators and cultural 
institutions, this map of the genre provides a framework for 
curating and teaching contemporary literature. For health 
humanities, understanding these narratives offers insights 
into public perception of medical science, authority, and 
collective grief. 
 

Limitations: The corpus is limited to English-language 
texts, potentially overlooking cultural specificities in non-
Anglophone pandemic literatures. The reliance on metadata 
for corpus construction may have missed texts with less 
explicit marketing. The sentiment analysis, while using a 
validated tool, cannot capture the full complexity of literary 
tone and irony. 
 
Future Research: Longitudinal studies are needed to see if 
this genre dissipates or becomes a permanent fixture. 
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Comparative analysis with pandemic literatures from other 
linguistic traditions is essential. Furthermore, research could 
investigate reader reception—how engagement with this 
genre affects individuals' psychological processing of their 
own pandemic experiences. 
 

Conclusion 

This research establishes that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
catalysed the formation of a distinct and substantial body of 
"Crisis Literature" between 2020 and 2024. Characterized 
by five dominant thematic clusters and specific formal 
innovations, this genre serves as a crucial cultural apparatus 
for navigating collective trauma. Its evolution from 
documentation to reflection mirrors a societal shift from 
acute crisis management to longer-term sense-making. The 
study’s primary contribution lies in providing a rigorous, 
data-driven foundation for analyzing this emerging genre, 
bridging literary analysis, digital humanities, and cultural 
sociology. It confirms literature's vital, adaptive role in 
helping societies comprehend the incomprehensible. Future 
crises will likely generate similar narrative responses; the 
framework developed here offers a template for their 
analysis. As the pandemic recedes from immediate threat to 
historical memory, this corpus will stand as a foundational 
testimony to its profound and shaping impact on the 
contemporary imagination. 
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