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ENGL 120 Creative Project Analysis 

James Scholar Honors Project + Paper 

a. Background and Inspiration 

The inspiration for this creative project is based on multiple realities in my own life. In 

the form of a newspaper and following a society’s landscape after an epidemic, this project 

examines the political, social and economic implications of an epidemic that has swept the 

world, leaving terror, tragedy, and confusion in its wake.  

The fear that accompanies the news of an epidemic is not entirely unfamiliar to humanity 

in our present reality. In March, West Africa experienced its first outbreak of Ebola, an 

extremely contagious virus that has killed thousands of people and has even spread to other 

continents. When Ebola diagnoses were starting to pick up speed this summer, I was an intern at 

National Geographic Magazine, and I often worked at the magazine’s online news desk. The 

swiftness of Ebola’s spread was something that my superior editors and reporters could not 

ignore. After all, it was their job to inform and to share this information with the public. I 

watched how they handled the story of the disease’s emergence, and what angles they took when 

presenting the information to the public. Oftentimes, I found that Nat Geo took an optimistic 

approach, writing about why the public shouldn’t be scared, and how unlikely it was that Ebola 

would become something that affects large populations in America, thousands of miles away 

from the outbreak.  

After ending the internship at National Geographic, I enrolled in an advanced reporting 

class at the University and took on the beat of the Champaign Public Health District. In the midst 

of the Ebola scare I was there at staff meetings, with my notebook and recorder in hand. This 
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semester I interviewed public health officials, the staff of McKinley Health Center here at the 

University, and several doctors and nurses. “It will be controlled and contained,” they often told 

me. “It is not a threat to Champaign, or to the United States as a whole.” 

But what would happen if a disease couldn’t be contained? 

What if it was a threat to not one continent, but to all of them? 

What if it didn’t kill, but rather dehabilitized? Took away the familiar and replaced it with the 

unknown? 

All scary thoughts, but luckily, this never came close to becoming a reality. 

Just a couple months after my Ebola story was published, we read Octavia Butler’s “Speech 

Sounds” in ENGL 120. It was one of my favorite stories of the course, and I loved Butler’s idea 

to have a disease take away the ability to speak, read and write. The art of communication is 

something so familiar, something we rely on so much but often take for granted. I wanted to 

incorporate some of the components from “Speech Sounds” in my own project, but first needed 

to come up with a certain type of disease and pick a medium in which to share its story 

 Choosing the medium came quite easily— I am a journalism major, and have extensive 

experience in news, features and opinion writing through both my coursework and through my 

internships and work at the Daily Illini. I envisioned an entire newspaper with multiple sections 

(news, features, op-ed, classifieds, letters to the editor, etc.) so that I could hit on the political, 

social, racial and economic implications of the epidemic in question and fit them into pre-

determined sections of the paper. Furthermore, this medium allowed me to write in several 

different voices (that of the reporter, of her sources, of the readers who wrote directly to the 

newspaper, etc.) I envisioned that the newspaper itself would mimic that of the New York Times 

or Washington Post — a credible and world-renowned (yet local) outlet that people would 
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gravitate toward if they were hungry for information, especially during a time of complete 

distress. 

Then came time to pick what disease would ultimately cause this epidemic. I thought 

back to Butler’s use of the familiar transitioning into the unfamiliar. She stole from her 

characters the ability to communicate and to use the skills that they were born with, those that 

had previously come so easily for them.    

This same concept is something that, unfortunately, has been all too familiar in my own family. 

A virus once took most of my mom’s ability to hear. One summer morning, she woke up 

with an intense spell of vertigo. She couldn’t get out of bed or sit up, let alone walk to the 

bathroom or help me get ready for school. She fuzzily tried to recall the events of the previous 

night— watching late night television in our living room, experiencing a “ringing” sensation in 

her left ear, trying to phone her sister but not hearing a dial tone. She thought back to when she 

reached to put the receiver back in its cradle, realizing that she actually could hear the faintness 

of a tone, but only by using her other ear. In the left year? Complete silence. 

At the emergency room doctors ran tests and admitted her to a hearing specialist, who 

had no explanation. The diagnosis? Mom had completely lost her ability to hear in her left ear 

overnight. What’s worse, the future looked grim— the nerves were damaged and her hearing was 

never going to come back. Unfortunately, no hearing aid would ever help her. The noises that 

came as a result of the loss (strange, buzzing sounds that filled her ear —she related them to the 

chirping of birds, radio static, or white noise) would probably never completely go away. 

The prognosis was the start of a long and difficult journey for my mom. For months she 

walked with a cane. She lay in bed trying to control the vertigo and nausea that took over due to 

the imbalance in her inner ear.  



	 4	

She couldn’t find peace, no matter how hard she tried.  

My mom has lived with the effects of this virus for the majority of my life. I must always 

walk on her right side, or else she will not be able to hear me. We can’t go to loud restaurants or 

concerts, because she will be in bed the whole next day with an uncontrollable clamor in her 

head. Her “good ear” is very sensitive, enough where I must always talk softly around her. It was 

a major lifestyle change that we’ve both had to live with and learn from, but with much 

difficulty. Since I am well aware of the challenges she’s faced just in losing hearing in one ear, I 

thought it might be interesting to explore what might happen if an entire population lost hearing 

in both. 

I planned to use these personal experiences in various aspects of my project. With these 

points of inspiration, I had all the tools I needed —I can accurately relay the challenges and 

frustration that come with losing what was once so familiar. Using my knowledge of Ebola, I can 

extrapolate to predict how a society and world would react to the threat of an epidemic. And, 

lastly, using my experiences in writing and editing articles for newspapers, I can successfully 

create a newspaper of my own and capitalize on all the unique aspects of each editorial section.  

b. The history of the disease 

In order to explain the history of the disease to my readers and give them an overview of 

the new, post-apocalyptic landscape, I first wrote a “cover story” that was written as a news-

feature. The article, which would be printed about five years after the disease’s first 

transmission, looks into the history of the disease, its immediate aftermath, the government’s 

response, a look at who is affected, what sets the disease apart from past epidemics and what 

new research is being conducted to prevent further outbreaks. It is separated into subheads and 
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textboxes to be more easily read, explores the outbreak from a social, political and medical 

viewpoints.  

First, I needed to figure out exactly how this disease worked. I decided to name the 

disease “Cessaudiri,” a combination of the Latin words “cessare” and “audiri” which means “to 

cease to be heard.” I knew that I wanted to have the disease be extremely contagious, so I chose 

to have it spread through both bodily fluids (saliva, urine, feces, sweat, semen, etc.) and through 

the air. Since Ebola only spreads through bodily fluids, it can more easily be contained and 

prepared for. However, if the disease is spread in multiple ways, it becomes much harder to 

control. Upon contraction, an individual suffering from Cessaudiri will experience an intense 

spell of vertigo and become unable to balance well due to problems within the inner-ear, much 

like the sensations my mom experienced when she lost her hearing. First, Cessaudiri will attack 

the stereocilia, or small hair cells in the inner ear, damaging it beyond repair. Additionally, once 

it is contracted, the virus will remain in the host for the rest of his/her life, and is thus able to 

infect others for as long as the host is alive. This poses an especially high risk to newborns who, 

once removed from isolation, will immediately contract the disease from any nearby parent, 

relative or doctor. 

The disease’s original source is similar to Ebola. Cessaudiri originated in an 

underdeveloped or less developed society, and like Ebola, and I chose its origin point to be in 

Africa (more specifically starting in Kampala, Uganda, a city that I recently visited with my dad 

a few years ago). While Ebola was spread from bats, Cessuadiri was originally spread from an 

African parasite. A couple months after the first transmission, Cessaudiri had spread across the 

globe, until all but a few primitive and indigenous communities had been exposed to it.  
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I decided to set the epidemic to occur five years into the future. If I set the project too far 

into the future, I realized that technological advances may allow for a better control of the 

disease. If I set it in the past, on the other hand, many of my articles may not make sense (for 

example, the article highlighting the increase in iPad sales would not make sense if the article 

was published before the invention of the iPod or other text-to-text communication devices).  

c. Social Implications of the disease 

The section on the “immediate aftermath” in the newspaper’s cover story explains some 

of the disease’s effects on society socially. After transmission, complete and utter chaos ensued. 

The government issued an immediate quarantine, and after citizens no longer felt compelled to 

be bound in their homes, they rebelled and rioted, often a characteristic of a post-apocolyptic 

society, and a component also found in Octavia Butler’s “Speech Sounds.” Additionally, a heavy 

racial divide formed, as people begin using Africans as scapegoats to their newfound misery 

(similar to how men and women became segregated in Butler’s piece as gender envy emerged— 

femals could normally still speak, while males could still read and write). While thinking about 

the epidemic’s immediate aftermouth, I was also reminded of some of the same issues on race 

and rioting that took place in Ferguson, Missouri, over the past few weeks.  

Additionally, functions of social status have been completely dissolved. The rich and 

famous (especially musicians) now contribute to the high unemployment rate, which soared after 

the music industry dissolved (explored both in Bono’s Q&A: “I still haven’t found what I’m 

looking for” and the news article “Unemployment continues to spike as musicians become 

homeless, search for jobs.”) In the wake of the outbreak, musicians, who have realized that they 

have no other skills beyond making music, now make up the majority of the country’s welfare 

system. The newspaper’s op-ed cautions citizens to “not ignore the one community that may be 
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able to teach us the most” — those who were deaf prior to the outbreak. As the editorial reads 

that although they had the same challenges before, “they made progress and lived their lives in 

spite of the fact that society was constantly reminding them that they were different.”   

d. Political Implications of the disease 

 The “government’s response” section of the cover story worked to examine the political 

landscape after the Cessaudiri outbreak. Without the ability to hear, our entire political, social 

and economic structure must be reformed (ironically, a process that relies on heavy 

communication). Society must be rebuilt, even if our government is unprepared for it.  

Because the government’s leaders could no longer communicate with each other, they were 

forced to use an electronic texting device (ironic, as many of us tend to prefer these devices to 

face-to-face communication anyway…). They quickly drew up an emergency preparedness plan 

and formed the “World Disease Reactive Committee,” made up of key players in the fields of 

medicine, science, politics and international relations. Military troops were sent out to regain 

control over the rioting population, and the world transformed into one of complete written or 

signed communication.  

 Despite this effort of teamwork in a time of crisis, conflict still inevitably arises between 

two of the world’s superpowers. The news article “U.S., China fight for right to ‘World-wide 

official signed language’” describes the war between the United States and China to make their 

own form of sign language the planet’s “official signed language” that will unify all those who 

suffer from Cessaudiri and those medical experts who are searching for its cure.  

e. Economic Implications of the disease 

As mentioned before, the unemployment in America has peaked, increasing almost 20 

percent since the initial outbreak (and made up of many formerly rich musicians who have 
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depleted their funds). Several industries, recorded and live music, are dissolving. On the other 

hand, some industries are experiencing a boom. Typists and sign language teachers are in heavy 

demand as citizens are encouraged to communicate via sign language both at home and at 

school. Technology (especially iPads, as mentioned before) are experiencing increased sales. 

Families are struggling to adapt to this new way of communication, but are eager to get outside 

help, shown by the ads in the classified section. Several businesses must be revised and 

reorganized altogether, but are finding ways to adapt.  

f. But, more turmoil ahead?  

Although enough time has past where the society is settling into its new routine as deaf 

individuals, this creative work needs to hint at either hope or turmoil on the horizon. In Octavia 

Butler’s “Speech Sounds,” the main character is struck with hope when she realizes she can 

communicate verbally with the children of the dead woman. In a land plagued by Cessaudiri, 

however, citizens aren’t so lucky... but they haven’t realized it yet. A short news article hidden at 

the bottom of the page tells of a few villages in Africa that are experiencing unprovoked spells of 

blindness. However, it is not offered much room in the newspaper, signifying that the story lacks 

prominence. To those readers educated in science fiction, however, this could soon mean another 

world-wide disaster (and perhaps an entirely new post-apocolyptic society) may be coming.  

g. Conclusion 
 

Disease is such a compelling topic to research, in part, because of its unpredictability. 

Because of disease, we can have something stripped from our lives or altered in a second. It is a 

completely terrifying concept because we can’t see it and we don’t know when it’s coming. But 

once it’s here, our entire world could be turned upside down. We might even be forced to adapt. 

 
 


