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(I have edited this from a much longer original, Stephen) 

Coronavirus is all about human connectivity. This virus is forcing us to confront our 
common fate, highlighting our connections. It defies geography and national borders. 
There is no escaping it – exactly because humanity is inevitably interdependent. 

In a beautifully emotive poem called Bani Adam (human kind), drafted in the 13th 
century, the Persian-Muslim polymath Sa’adi used what can be employed as an 
analogy to our current challenge in order to visualise this common constitution of 
humanity. It reads: 

Human beings are members of a whole,      * The sons of Adam are limbs of each other, 
in creation of one essence and soul.               Having been created of one essence. 
If one member is afflicted with pain,             When the calamity of time affects one limb 
other members uneasy will remain.              The other limbs cannot remain at rest. 
If you have no sympathy for human pain,   If you have no sympathy for the troubles of others, 
the name of human you cannot retain.         You are unworthy to be called by the name of Human. 

These verses from Sa’adi’s Bani Adam decorate the walls of the United Nations 
building in New York and the poem was quoted by US president Barack Obama in his 
videotaped New Year (Nowrouz) message to Iran in March 2009 to open up a new 
chapter in Iranian relations with the US. It’s a poem that speaks to the inevitability of 
a common fate of humanity, that unites us into an intimately shared space. 

This effort of conjoining what has been artificially divided through nationalisms, 
religious doctrines and other forms of ideology, was equally central to a poem by 
Johann Wolfgang Goethe. He was very much influenced by Persian/Muslim 
philosophy and poetry, in particular by the 14th-century poet Hafez-e Shirazi. 

In his West-Eastern Divan, a very early manifesto against cultural essentialism – 
viewing one’s own culture in complete separation of others – Goethe wrote: 

When people keep themselves apart in mutual disdain. 
A truth is hidden from the heart. 
Their goals are much the same. 

As a communicable disease, the coronavirus compounds our inevitable common fate. 
Our existence cannot be safeguarded in isolation, we can only survive together: my 
fate is yours, ours is theirs. The virus transmuted into such an all-encompassing 
pandemic for two simple reasons. First, our common biology does not respect any of 
the mental and physical borders that were created to keep us apart. Second, it 
revealed how globalised our contemporary world is. Our lives are so interlinked and 
networked that this outbreak travelled all around the world within weeks. 

There is a common fate inscribed in our lives which demands global answers to 
global challenges. “No man is an island,” wrote the poet John Donne in 1624. It’s 
time that we act upon the science, with the empathy of a poet, and institute a new 
form of internationalism that acknowledges and celebrates our common humanity.  

* (This is a more literal translation, not in the original article. SW) 
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