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ENGAGING ISSUES – 19TH JANUARY 2021 

“Waving or Drowning – Lessons from Lockdown” 

 

The alarm signals have been there for a long time. SARS, MERS, EBOLA. Keep 
encroaching on or cutting down the forests, more contact with the wildlife – before 
you kill it or eat it - , add that to an insatiable desire for global travel, and viruses will 
spread – quickly. But who wants to believe scare stories about the environment and 
biodiversity?  

And now, after 90,000 deaths, an economy in freefall, and the highest amount of 
public debt in history? 

Well, thanks to scientists we now have vaccines, and we can see some light at the 
end of the tunnel. And let us remember that that is itself a story of international 
collaboration: The Pfizer and BioNTech Covid-19 vaccine authorised on 2nd 
December was developed by a German-Turkish couple, funded by an American 
pharmaceutical giant and manufactured in Belgium. It is a reminder that 
globalisation has its benefits. We live with the paradox that the cross-border trade 
and travel which brought us the virus also makes scientific collaboration easier. 

The development of all the vaccines is a story of selfless determination, and belief 
in human solutions. Aren’t we glad that we still have experts? 

We are only too painfully aware that we are not out of the woods yet. We still don’t 
know all we need to know about immunity, about transmission, and the next 
mutation has already appeared. What will the next virus be? What do we do next? 
Are there lessons to be learnt? Are we prepared to learn them? Are we in a fit state 
to learn? With reference to this last question, we must note changes in attitudes 
and temper since last March. People are tired, and there is a marked increase in 
irritability. Just six months ago we were standing outside our front doors to applaud 
the NHS and other key workers; now the NHS is reporting more incidents of abuse 
and aggression. 

I want to look at the topic by exploring three paradoxes, which I hope might help 
understand the situation we are in, and how we might move forward: 

 Paradox 1 
Though it may appear, in one sense, that in the face of a pandemic, where a 
virus appears indiscriminate, “we are all in it together”, in fact we are not, and 
the virus serves to highlight and magnify the inequalities in our society. 

 Paradox 2 
Though we may appear to enjoy the benefits of an advanced economy in a 
so-called “developed” society, these advantages are quickly lost if the 
political system (and its social underpinning) is not up to either taking prompt 
and efficient decisions or engaging the trust of the people. 
 

 Paradox 3 
Though we may appear to have succumbed to the neoliberal ideology of 
consumer capitalism, with its emphasis on individual choice, where “there is 
no such thing as society”, in fact what really moves and engages us is our 
commitment to and even love for each other. 
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As I work through the aspects, I would like you to keep in mind the question posed 
on signs across London last Spring: 

“When all this is over, how do you want the world to be different?” 

So let’s return to that first paradox. 

Though it may appear, in one sense, that in the face of a pandemic, where a 
virus appears indiscriminate, “we are all in it together”, in fact we are not, and 
the virus serves to highlight and magnify the inequalities in our society. 

 

Just before the start of austerity, back in 2009, Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett 
published their landmark study of inequality “The Spirit Level”, subtitled “Why More 
Equal Societies Almost Always Do Better”. The correlations between inequality, 
poor health, infant and adult mortality, mental illness, reduced child welfare, 
violence, murder, drug addiction and rates of imprisonment, are striking, and have 
been confirmed in many studies since.  

In this country, it has taken till now for average earnings to get back to 2008 levels, 
but even that statistic hides the disparity between the regions. Start comparing the 
North-East and North-West with London and the South-East and the divergence 
between rich and poor is even more striking. As Professor Michael Marmot has 
pointed out: “A woman living in the most deprived area of the north-east of England, 
or other areas outside London, had less chance of living a long and healthy life in 
2019 than she would have had ten years ago.” 

Add to the equation the steady, unrelenting degradation of public services, on which 
the poorer members of society depend to a greater extent, and you create the 
conditions for disaster. You wouldn’t want a pandemic to come along at that point – 
but it did! Covid-19 interacted with social deprivation to lethal effect. The pandemic 
threw into sharp focus those neighbourhoods which functioned effectively, and 
those that didn’t. Whole communities were “confined to barracks” when lockdown 
happened. And – as we have learned - Covid likes enclosed spaces. 

The United Kingdom is one of the most centralised states in Europe. The resulting 
inadequacies of the system came to the fore again with the attempted test and 
trace system. Rather than use the existing public health networks, located in and 
well acquainted with their communities, Whitehall decided it knew best and could 
impose its own solution. You know the outcome. It is worth pointing out too that the 
poorest areas of the country have suffered the most cuts in public health funding. 
Surely we have to take bold steps to re-balance the economy and society; surely 
we have to re-build trust by moving decision-making (and resources!) to a level that 
people can understand and feel some sense of attachment. As I will comment on 
later, the pandemic has brought to the fore extraordinary levels of community 
activism; it would be a sad reflection on our politics if we did not seek to strengthen 
and build on these bonds. Social cohesion matters. 

Then we have the structural racism in British society. Some of the most ethnically 
diverse areas have suffered rates of Covid infections four times higher than mostly 
white areas only a few miles away. Residents from a BAME background are more 
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likely to live in cramped housing with several generations under one roof, work in 
public-facing jobs such as healthcare, hospitality or warehouses, and to use public 
transport. One could have predicted that they would be more vulnerable, and they 
were. 

And so many were “key workers”. Apart from the medical staff, the country 
suddenly discovered that we badly need hospital cleaners, as well as shelf-stackers 
and delivery drivers, and maybe there was just a little bit of guilt about the fact that 
we don’t value “these people” as much as we should. 

And I give you this to think about too: What does it say about our country that we 
don’t even seem to know the value of people doing ordinary jobs? 

It took a pandemic for us to see some of the ills of our system, such as low-paid 
migrants doing the “essential jobs” with only the flimsiest protection. 

Then we found the “money tree” in the orchard of financial rectitude. Just as 
surprisingly, the Chancellor’s support measures came very close to being a 
Universal Basic Income for everyone. UBI is, at its core, “a modest regular payment 
to each individual to help them feel more secure and able to purchase necessities 
for living.” (Guy Standing) The measures were introduced because they made 
economic sense, as does UBI.  

So we now must ask the question: With rising unemployment, particularly among 
the young, and under-employment the scourge of huge numbers of workers living 
on the edge, is it not now time to look at different economic models?  How about an 
economy which guarantees security and dignity to all members of society, while 
keeping within the resource limits of the planet? I commend to you the Green New 
Deal. The book by Ann Pettifor presents a clear and cogent case. I would also 
strongly recommend “Doughnut Economics” by Kate Raworth, which Manda Scott 
mentioned in her talk last November. There are alternatives.  

Some we will be forced into; some we will accept. Even on the immediate level, 
look at the changing face of the High Street. And look at how many people found 
that there were real benefits to working from home, and not wasting four hours a 
day travelling to and from work.  

But remember also how even this has highlighted another division in society: 
between those who can afford to work from home, and those who have no choice 
but to go out every day – between the haves and the have-nots. It has been 
suggested (Maurice Glasman) that not being able to work at home is a new 
definition of the term “working class”.  

Contrast those who can sit comfortably in their gardens, and listen to the birds 
singing (without the noise of traffic and planes), and those stuck in high-rise flats. 
Contrast thriving communities with social isolation and anonymity. 

Contrast, too, the economically well-off, who can draw on the benefits of the global 
economy, with those living hand-to-mouth.  

Globalisation is, of course, not going away, but we need to re-think how we balance 
the advantages and disadvantages. At present too many people are falling through 
the cracks. The world of work itself is changing, and technology and artificial 
intelligence are going to magnify the effects of current trends. It is time to think 
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differently ourselves, and to challenge our politicians and those in positions of 
power to think differently. In the words of the old saying: “If you continue to do what 
you have always done, you will get what you have always got.” 

In a noteworthy newspaper article last September, Dr Richard Horton, the editor of 
the Lancet, asked readers to look towards a more optimistic future, and made the 
key point that “A more equal society is a safer, kinder and more prosperous 
society.” This should be the starting point for a coherent plan for national 
rejuvenation. As the philosopher Michael Sandel asks: “What do we owe one 
another as citizens?” 

We can move from an economy which is predicated on consuming more and more 
stuff. And we can also move from the Silicon Valley vision of business which is 
designed to “move fast and break things” towards enterprises which “move slow 
and build things”. I do not believe that “skating to the edge of chaos” as an 
accepted business strategy or “creative destruction” as a way of life should be the 
basis for our understanding of how we should live our lives. 

Let me now move to the second paradox. 

Though we may appear to enjoy the benefits of an advanced economy in a 
so-called “developed” society, these advantages are quickly lost if the 
political system (and its social underpinning) is not up to either taking prompt 
and efficient decisions or engaging the trust of the people. 

Last month, a study showed that 700,000 people, including 120,000 children, had 
been plunged into poverty as a result of the pandemic. Had the Chancellor not 
given a temporary £20-a-week boost to universal credit, there would have been 
additional 700,000 in poverty. 23% of the population - more than 15 million – now 
live in relative poverty. And this in one of the richest countries in the world. You will 
know yourselves the statistics about the growing use of food banks. Last month the 
Trussell Trust alone reported that it was providing 2,600 food parcels each day in 
the first six months of the pandemic. Countless other organisations were doing the 
same. 

If poverty were not bad enough, in the countdown to Christmas last month, the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation showed that, in the wake of the pandemic, levels of 
destitution in Great Britain had doubled to two million families, including a million 
children.  

Destitution - two million families struggling to afford to feed themselves and keep 
warm, not to speak of the 200,000 families homeless at Christmas (Crisis).  And 
just to disabuse any residual prejudices: many of the parents of these families are 
in work. Work does not necessarily save you from poverty or destitution. 

It’s not just about the figures. It’s about the stress, the undermining of self-esteem 
when you cannot provide for yourself or your family, the belief that the people at the 
top don’t care, that you have no voice, the fragmentation of community, and 
sometimes the anger.  How can the “left-behind” trust government to provide 
security, to look after its citizens? 

Are we surprised when we see rising levels of domestic abuse? And the effect on 
children? It doesn’t take too many incidents for children to feel that they are living in 
a combat zone. 
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And if the younger generation were left depressed about their future, the 
coronavirus exposed – if anybody had not realised it already – the rotten state of 
our care for the elderly. It was not just that the elderly were more vulnerable, nor 
that heedless and panicky decisions ensured that the virus was taken directly into 
care homes where it could easily spread, but the tragic indolence of our society: our 
reluctance to address the issue of an ageing population and its needs, particularly 
with regard to health and care. We cannot continue with underpaid staff, families 
facing catastrophic care costs and bankrupted local authorities. The issue has been 
kicked down the road by successive administrations, but it seems to me that the 
largest share of blame lies not with politicians, but with us. 

A proper system of care for the elderly is going to be expensive, and the reason 
that politicians shy away either from telling us the truth or from drafting necessary 
and appropriate legislation is that they believe that we are not prepared to pay – 
and they are probably right. Politicians do not usually put forward plans which will 
cost them votes.  And we don’t vote for parties which say that they will have to raise 
our taxes. Our individual and immediate comfort appears to weigh more heavily in 
our hearts and minds than any contribution to the common good, even though, in 
the long term, we would all benefit. Just as we need politicians who have the 
courage to give us the facts, so we ourselves need to find the courage to see things 
differently. 

What sort of democracy is it where we cannot tell each other the truth for fear of 
unpalatable consequences? What kind of democracy is it where those in authority 
or in positions of power can blatantly ignore the rules that apply to the rest of us? 
There has been an egregious undermining of trust. Where most of us saw shared 
obligations, others saw only a restriction of their personal liberty. 

What happens to the fabric of society when people no longer feel that they are even 
talking the same language, as we are seeing in the USA? 

We share our thoughts and desires promiscuously, we allow social and retail 
platforms to curate our preferences, and the programmed algorithms nudge us 
gently into our media bubbles, where we can hear and see more of the same, 
where our prejudices and our narcissism are reinforced, and the world becomes 
defined by the mental diarrhoea of Twitter or the simple (and simplistic) dualism of 
“Like/Not Like”. We need to start a fightback against the way in which our attention 
spans are being diminished by social media, and reflective thought exiled. 

Conspiracy theories grow. In the spring of 2020, arsonists attacked nearly 100 
mobile phone masts, in the delusion that 5G was the cause of the pandemic. Those 
who think the world is controlled by green lizards, or that the World Health 
Organisation is a re-incarnation of the Elders of Zion, are joined by people who 
believe that vaccination is an evil plot to subdue the population. “When the world 
feels untrustworthy, when things become precarious, frightening and chaotic, it’s 
not hard to see why we might cleave to narratives that hint at deeper, secret truths.” 
(Helen Macdonald) 

In this maelstrom of lies and misinformation, where is any debate about values, 
about facts and truth heading?  

Tribalism rules, and we seal our ears and our hearts to alternatives.  
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And yet, as the writer Elif Shafak points out in her marvellous essay “How to Stay 
Sane in an Age of Division”, in this age of a proliferation of digital and media 
platforms, more than half the people living in democracies today, say that their 
voice is rarely or never heard. For all the ready availability of the internet, there is 
an impoverishment of debate. 

It seems to me that we need to create new opportunities to listen to each other, new 
spaces to hear and, in so doing, validate each other’s stories. So many people, who 
have a distinctive story to tell, interesting opinions to share, even grievances to 
make public, often do not do so because they fear their words will fall on deaf ears. 

In creating these spaces, we can both revive notions of what it means to be a 
citizen, which must surely go beyond just turning up to cast your vote every now 
and again, and also, at the same time, give value to reasoning in public life. 
“Reasoning thrives in the back-and-forth of conversation, when people can 
exchange arguments and counter-arguments.” (Mercier and Sperber)  

In short, we need deliberative democracy. This is not the place to explore this 
concept. I would merely say that, where it is applied, its power to engage people in 
controversial issues, to allow different and even extreme points of view to 
participate in true and respectful dialogue, to offer a challenge to received opinions 
and convenient truths, to provide genuine and deep-seated learning, this power is 
something that we can no longer ignore; indeed, I would argue that it is essential if 
we, as a society, are to find our way out of our current predicaments. It would be 
precisely the way to go if we are to address the issues of Welfare, and of Health 
and Social Care, which I mentioned earlier. For those who are interested, I would 
refer you to the debate in the Irish Republic on abortion, and to the Climate 
Assembly held here in the UK.  

I will now move to the third paradox: 

Though we may appear to have succumbed to the neoliberal ideology of 
consumer capitalism, with its emphasis on individual choice, where “there is 
no such thing as society”, in fact what really moves and engages us is our 
commitment to and even love for each other. 

On 13th June last year, a Black Lives Matter march in Central London was met by 
aggressive counter-protests by football lads, self-styled defenders of the nation’s 
heritage who claimed to be protecting statues of the imperial dead. Patrick 
Hutchinson, a personal trainer, saw a video from Tommy Robinson of the English 
Defence League encouraging his followers to join. Patrick, a black man, thought he 
should go down to protect younger BLM protesters. During clashes outside 
Waterloo station, Patrick saw one the white “football lads” fall, and fearing that he 
might be seriously injured or even killed, he pushed through, scooped up the fallen 
man, who had been drinking, in a fireman’s carry, and carried him to safety. The 
photograph of him in his rescue act has become one of the iconic images of 2020. 

I could not help thinking of the old Hollies’ song “He ain’t heavy, he’s my brother”, 
and then I thought of Josiah Wedgewood’s medal, from the 18th century, with the 
kneeling black man in chains and the inscription “Am I not a man and a brother?” 

In a final twist, it turned out that the drunken, injured man, Bryn Male, a Millwall 
supporter, and described by one of his friends as a “patriotic Brit, England through 
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and through”, was a retired police officer. (I will not pursue the conflation of Britain 
and England!) 

Contrast the nationalist bluster with the words of the young black footballer Marcus 
Rashford, who, in his successful efforts to get the government to provide meals for 
hungry children, told his own story of a childhood in poverty, his mother struggling 
to make ends meet. Marcus said: 

“Selflessness, kindness, togetherness, this is the England I know.” 

What is the country that we know? More importantly, what is the country that we 
want to know, and wish to nurture? 

Let’s remind ourselves of some of the good stories. 

Let’s think of the NHS staff working to the point of exhaustion, the sense of duty, of 
responsibility to patients, the willingness to take personal risks to help others, the 
sacrifice. 

Let’s think of the many care home staff, who early at the outset of the pandemic, 
locked themselves into the homes with the residents, sacrificing the comfort of 
home and family, so that there could be no transmission of the virus into the home. 

Let’s think of the 750,000 people who, back in the Spring, volunteered to help the 
NHS. In some places, it was estimated that 1 in 5 of the adults in the community 
stepped up to the plate. And, at the risk of feeling smug, we have a good story to 
tell in Church Stretton too. 

The befrienders, the drivers, the personal shoppers, those who gave money 
because they could not help in other ways, the list is lengthy. 

Businesses which organised help, found new ways to provide support, or who 
donated generously to funds. 

The teachers, giving lessons in person and on-line at the same time, providing 
catch-up sessions, keeping going despite the stress. 

Let’s think of the tens of thousands prepared to risk testing the trial vaccines. 

And let’s think of those manning the food banks, churches, community projects. 
Just before Christmas I read of a church minister in Scotland who had been helping 
run a food bank. He had been working 24/7 for months, and was exhausted. When 
asked what keeps him and his colleagues going, he said: “We have to. If we didn’t, 
people would starve” 

People would starve. 

When you hear these stories, is there anyone left who would now wish to maintain 
that there is no such thing as society? 

So much good to build on. 

We need to tell the stories, and to find new stories. We tell ourselves stories to 
make sense of our lives, which seems to me rather important as our sense of what 
is normal has been shattered by events. 

As Elif Shafak writes: “Stories bring us together, untold stories keep us apart.” 
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And we need to learn from each other’s stories. Learning makes it difficult to “other” 
people who are different from ourselves; it makes it easier to connect. Good stories 
can help nurture the better angels of our nature. 

Stories engage our imagination. As Martin Hågglund writes in his brilliant and 
challenging book of philosophy “This Life”: “We are the only animal that can 
imagine a better world than the one we inhabit, and transform the conditions of our 
existence in light of commitments rather than mere instincts.” 

So, what effect has the pandemic had on our understanding of the good life? 

Are we going to learn from what we have experienced? 

Let me remind you of the question that I posed right at the beginning: 

“When all this is over, how do you want the world to be different?” 

As we think about this, let us remind ourselves that learning takes time and effort. 
For a society, “it takes a generation to learn, really learn.” (Danny Dorling) 

Certainly, it is imagination that we need if we are to move from “What Is to What If”, 
a point made strongly by Rob Hopkins in his book of the same name, and which I 
strongly recommend. 

But we also need to recognize and acknowledge that the challenges that we face 
over the coming years, both in this country and in the wider world, are 
interconnected. Climate justice and social justice will not be achieved without a new 
way of doing politics or new models of economic thinking. And the clock is ticking 
on climate change. 

There are links between how we treat the world and how we treat each other. If we 
believe in justice and fairness as guiding lights for human life, then they apply 
across the board. There are choices to be made. Will people, twenty years from 
now, look back and say: “They didn’t learn anything at all”? This crisis is our 
opportunity. 

And if countries across the world can mobilise the full resources of the state to 
combat COVID, surely we can do the same to fight climate change, to protect 
human rights, and to combat the gross inequalities which scar society and prevent 
the full flourishing of all of us humans. As the journalist, now Professor Gary 
Younge wrote: “In these bleak times, imagine a world where you can thrive”. 

For us here in the UK – and I have, in this talk, restricted myself to the UK -  I make 
– as a starter -  three proposals. All of them could be placed under a heading of 
“Compassion and Care” – care for each other, and care for the world in which we 
live: 

 It is time to refresh democracy. We need a new constitutional settlement, 
including the devolution of power and resources from the centre, for 
centralisation has shown itself to be both inadequate and inappropriate. If we 
are to strengthen civil society, build shared narratives of belonging, 
obligation and purpose, and build trust and social cohesion, we must get 
away from the power-hungry ideology of “Big is Beautiful”, and organise our 
lives on a human scale. Add deliberative democracy to the mix, and we 
might be getting somewhere. 
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 A new economic model, based on living within our means, and within the 
limits of the planet, moving away from our obsession with growth, which 
means just piling up debt, so that we can accumulate more and more stuff. If 
the cost of the things we buy truly reflected the cost to future generations we 
could learn not to measure success by the amount we have but rather by the 
persons we have become. We should introduce a Universal Basic Income, 
as well as tax reforms. If we are to provide people with the security which is 
so necessary to health – both physical and mental – a re-balancing of the 
rights of employers and employees is long overdue. I would also suggest 
moving to a four-day week. All this will involve a re-evaluation of the nature 
of work, and help us to think more sensibly about what really matters in our 
lives. 

 A new model of health and social care. This means nationalising the care 
system and bringing it into alignment with the NHS. It also means investing 
heavily in prophylactic measures, so we can tackle the appalling levels of 
“unhealth” in our society. 

If you would like to read more on these lines, then I strongly recommend the three 
papers produced by the Rapid Transition Alliance, under the heading “Reset. 
Lessons from Lockdown”. 

The first is called “Looking after Each Other Better. How public health and wellbeing 
can be put before short-term economic interests”. 

The second is “More Space for People and Nature. How we learned to provide 
each other with more space, green space and breathable air.” 

The third is “Living with Less Stuff. How we learned to eat better, to buy less 
wastefully and to have fun making more with what we have already.” 

Looking after each other better – more space for people and nature – living 
with less stuff. 

Three mottos for a different world. 

We will achieve nothing if we do not change ourselves. In 2020 we have had to face 
up to levels of death not seen since the World Wars. Some would call it a reality 
check. But confronting death in our lives has a value; it can help us not merely to 
know how to live, but to actually choose to live in accordance with our priorities 
(Joshua Glasgow). The question then is: What are our priorities? 

Most of us will survive this pandemic, but we do not know when the next one will be 
coming round the corner. Will we be able to develop a vaccine as quickly next time? 

Will our societies be better prepared? Will we have taken the steps to become more 
sustainable and more resilient? Will we have been prepared to make the the wordl 
different? 

As the famous physicist Nils Bohr once said: “Prediction is very difficult, particularly 
when it is about the future.” 

Antonio Gramsci talked in his prison diaries of “pessimism of the intellect, optimism 
of the will”. 

But isn’t realism the important thing – to see things as they are? 
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And then add hope. 

So I go with Rebecca Solnit, who wrote the following: 

 “To hope is to gamble. It is to bet on the future, on your desires, on the possibility 
that an open heart and uncertainty is better than gloom and safety. To hope is 
dangerous. 

“Hope means that another world might be possible, not promised, not guaranteed. 
Hope calls for action, action is impossible without hope.” 

And finally, I give you the words, written about the pandemic, of the former chief 
rabbi Jonathan Sacks, who died in November last year: 

“Rarely has it been clearer what we lose by focusing on the ‘I’ and gain by caring 
about the ‘we’. When all this is over, society will emerge with a stronger sense of 
‘we’”. 

If our signals to each other are waves of encouragement and solidarity, with a belief 
in working for the common good, then we will not drown. 

My hope is that that is the lesson that we learn. 

 

Thank you for listening. 

 

David Howard 

28.12.2020 
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