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Disclaimer

(though this audience probably does not need it)

The pandemic is not over yet

Not in the world, not even in Switzerland

Anything we can say at this point is tentative and may require revision
later on



A stress test for societies



Epidemics threaten our lives

• Our physical and mental health
• Our biographies
• Our connections
• Our identities
• Our communities

It is entirely possible to emerge from a pandemic physically unscathed, but having
lost irreparably in these other areas

And these risks are not evenly distributed
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• The remote
• The essentials
• The unpaid
• The forgotten

• Men and women
• Young and old

Reich R: Covid-19 pandemic shines a light on a new kind of class divide and its inequalities. The 
Guardian. April 26th 2020

We are divided on what to do about this

• Pandemic as an « act of god »
• Duty of the state to limit unequal damage
• Harmfulness of inequality for social cohesion
• Unequal consequences as healthy market

mechanisms

Dealing with inequality is a traditional object of 
political divisions

Seeing them is not a Swiss speciality and on many of 
these issues data are lacking



• Governments all make a (often implicit) contract
• They ask their citizens to make sacrifices

• In return they commit themselves, as far as they can, to
• Protect health
• Protect rights
• Provide a bridge to the other side
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Geneva, June 9th 2020 Tel Aviv, April 12th 2020



Protect health Protect rights Bring us to the other side

A work-centric society

• "We confine for the old": It is implied that the elderly are beneficiaries and the others
sacrifice.

In fact:
• Our social organisations exist to enable us to make certain choices, to exercise certain 

rights, to live our lives without having to risk it. COVID19 changes the circumstances. We
have to - temporarily - reorganise to continue. 

• We also have to reorganise for everyone. 
• The reorganisations have focused more on the working population than on the young

and the elderly. 
• In particular for these populations, it has focused more on protecting physical health

than on doing so in ways that could also protect other aspects of a good life
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• When epidemic waves are strong 
enough to overwhelm us, the 
pandemic kills the economy as surely 
as the anti-pandemic measures could

• In the long term, anti-pandemic 
measures are probably measures to 
protect the economy.

• Ensuring the economic survival of 
people in the immediate term is the 
opposite. Here, economic support is 
an antipandemic measure. For who 
will remain stranded without a 
means of livelihood?



Protect health Protect rights Bring us to the other side

Public good: low case numbers

Nonrival: use by one does not limit use by others
Nonexcludable: no way to bar access for non-contribution

Should I wear a mask on the bus?

Should I close bars in my
Canton?



Protect health Protect rights Bring us to the other side



And a few more obvious points

• Public health is a difficult task in a federal country
• We. Need. More. Data
• Trust is a vital tool for most of what we all want, trustworthiness as a 

prerequisite, awareness of legitimate claims as a prerequisite for that
• We have a glass half-full of science culture in our country



Conclusion (for the time being) 

• Pandemics are mirrors. They show us
• Our strengths
• Our weaknesses
• Our values and where they do not fit together
• Our priorities

• These can be difficult lessons

• They are all the more important
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