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COVID-19 LISTENING POST 

A REPORT ON THREE LISTENING POSTS HELD ONLINE, 

MARCH-MAY 2020 

Nuala Dent, Jinette de Gooijer, Jenny Smith 

1. Introduction 

This report on the COVID-19 Listening Post event provides a comprehensive account of the process and 

group discussions. Given the event was held at the start of what will be a long-term experience for 

humanity, it offers a vivid picture of the explosive emergence of a virus and its impact on global society. 

Hopes, fears, anxieties and yearnings for a better future are all present in the preoccupations of those 

who participated. Discerning realistic anxieties from a nameless dread is not easy at the outset of a 

catastrophe, when the mind is saturated with anxiety about survival. But over the time of these three 

Listening Posts we can observe the shifts in capacity for people to think, to respond to uncertainty and 

engage with vulnerability. As a snapshot of a momentous time, it is a significant record for later analysis. 

The report is structured as follows: 

1. Introduction – giving a background to the conception of the event, its purpose, and participants. 

2. Methodology – outlining the structure and process of a Listening Post, host roles, and outputs. 

3. Major themes and preoccupations – here we provide the results of a thematic analysis of what 

was shared in 'Part 1. Preoccupations' across all three Listening Posts. 

4. Working Hypotheses – the outcome of the thematic analysis and synthesis of participants work in 

'Part 2 & 3 Themes and Hypothesis Formation' sessions is our formulation of a working hypothesis 

for each Listening Post. 

5. Conclusions – in which we reflect upon what was achieved and experienced by all involved. 

6. Appendices – A: Joining Information for Participants; B: Thematic data (pp. 8-22) 

Background 

On 11 March 2020, the World Health Organisation declared the Coronavirus COVID-19 a global 

pandemic. What was previously thought to be isolated pockets of a newly detected virus began to 

significantly impact populations across the world. 

In Australia, the federal government closed Australian borders to non-Australians on 20 March and 

announced new rules of social distancing on 21 March. Cases of COVID-19 rose sharply throughout 

March and new language, now completely familiar but at that point unknown, entered the lexicon of all 

Australians. Concepts like ‘flattening the curve’, social distancing and new hygiene protocols were 

introduced. 
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State governments around Australia, and governments around the world announced strict ‘stay-at-

home’ measures. Non-essential businesses and social gatherings were closed. Although community 

members who performed essential roles could still attend work if they needed to, a large number of 

people suddenly commenced working and learning from home. The measures also required people to 

isolate from non-immediate family members meaning that social visits, outings and events like birthday 

parties and weddings were cancelled. Funerals had significant restrictions and many other activities 

were suddenly ceased. 

Thankfully, the ‘curve was flattened’ and Australia avoided the health catastrophe that has played out in 

the first half of 2020 in so many cities and countries around the world. However, a second-wave remains 

ever possible and citizens remain anxious about a possible return of large-scale community spread. 1 

The economic impacts of the health and hygiene protocols were swift and immediate. Thousands of 

people became unemployed overnight and Australians saw images of long queues of people waiting to 

claim unemployment benefits on the evening news. The federal government announced the biggest 

economic rescue package in the history of the Australian federation and many people are still benefiting 

from greatly increased social assistance payments as well as other benefits. These payments are 

shielding Australians from many of the worst economic impacts of the crisis but after almost six months 

duration, citizens are worried about what will happen if there is a change to the programs. 

Against the backdrop of these events we, Nuala Dent, Jinette de Gooijer and Jenny Smith, approached 

Group Relations Australia (GRA) who agreed to host a three-part Listening Post to be held online on the 

evening of the final day of March, April and May 2020. We appreciate the support of Group Relations 

Australia which made it possible to offer this event at no cost to participants. 

Purpose 

The purpose of the offering was two-fold; the first was the more traditional reason for hosting a 

Listening Post – that is, through the application of a Listening Post as a socioanalytic technique, to try to 

understand the preoccupations of the larger citizenry at a point in time so as to progress the 

understanding of society. The second reason was that it was felt by us that the GRA community (and 

beyond) would benefit personally and professionally from the ability to share and make sense of their 

own experience they were having in what was a very unique time. Thus, the offering was to be both 

generative and reparative in its approach. 

Listening Posts are based on the notion that a group of people meeting together to study the behaviour 

of the society as a society allows the unconscious expression of some characteristics of the wider social 

system and the experience of the Listening Post is itself, therefore, relevant to an understanding of 

society beyond individual and personal preoccupations. The aim of the Listening Post is to enable 

participants as individual citizens to reflect on their own relatedness to society and to try to develop an 

understanding of what is happening in society at this moment. The Listening Post provides an 

opportunity for participants to share their preoccupations in relation to the various societal roles they 

may have. Collectively they are invited to try to identify the underlying dynamics both conscious and 

unconscious that may be predominant at this time. Since 2004 Australia has participated in an annual 

New Year's Listening Post organised by OPUS (Organisation Promoting Understanding of Society) along 

with many other countries. Group Relations Australia has hosted Australia’s participation for the past 14 

years. 

                                                             
1 As we completed this report in July and August 2020, a second wave of community transmission has emerged 

in parts of the country. 
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Participants 

The first Listening Post was offered a few weeks into the first wave of the pandemic in Australia, on 31 

March 2020. It was capped at twenty participants and was fully subscribed within days. On the day, 

there were seventeen participants, all from Australia. The atmosphere was anxiety-laden as everyone 

grappled with the uncertainty that we had tumbled into. 

The second Listening Post was offered a month later, on 30 April, and numbers were capped to fifteen 

participants. Again, we were fully subscribed within days. As well as participants from Australia, people 

joined from South Africa and India. This opened up the dialogue, bringing the global experience into the 

room. The tone was less anxious, and preoccupations seemed to be less personal and more of a social 

nature. 

The third Listening Post was offered a month later, on 31 May. Fifteen people registered, though not as 

quickly as previously, and it may have been that the need felt less urgent. Twelve participants attended 

this event, from Australia, South Africa, the United Kingdom and India. It was the eve of the easing of 

restrictions in Australia, and there was a mood of cautious optimism and hope about a return to 

‘normality’. Also present was sadness and anger related to the death of George Floyd, and an increasing 

awareness of the global nature of structural racism. 

Of the aggregate 34 attendees, a total of 29 individuals participated, some attending just one and many 

attending two or all three events. 

They comprised a variety of people who were in various ways connected to Group Relations Australia. 

Many were Australians socially and professionally connected to each other through the field of 

socioanalysis – a mix of academics, consultants, students, community workers and other professionals. 

Those who joined from different time zones and countries had both different and similar experiences of 

the pandemic. 

2. Methodology 

The methodology was based on a traditional Listening Post model, however, there were some changes 

made to enable the process to work in the digital environment. A Zoom online meeting was the chosen 

technology and participation was limited to 20 people (not including the three hosts) in the first event, 

later limited to 15 participants for the second and third events to enable everyone to speak in the large 

group opening session. Details of the process we employed is provided in Appendix A: Joining 

information for participants. 

Modifications to host roles and process 

We made significant changes to the Host roles, redesigning them into three roles: Moderator, Technical 

Moderator, and Breakout Room Facilitators. We shared these roles across the three scheduled events, 

taking up a different role each time. The primary role of Moderator was close to that of 'Host' in a 

traditional Listening Post. The Moderator set the scene, welcomed participants, outlined the purpose 

and invited each participant to speak in turn. They also directed participants on time, task and territory 

at the appropriate times. The Technical Moderator’s role was to manage the technology. They hosted 

the Zoom meeting, directed participants into breakout rooms, communicated with individuals who had 

technical difficulties etc. The third person who held no formal role during the large group discussions 

was freed up to work at a meta-level and also provide back-up if needed (as did happen!). 
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With the possibility of being able to record the discussion, we had no need for someone to take up the 

role of taking notes during Part 1. However, in the preparation of this report we decided to transcribe 

the audio recording. A huge task! 

Another change to the usual in-person event was made to Part 1: Sharing Preoccupations. Because a 

more free-flowing conversational style is difficult over Zoom for a large group, it was decided to direct 

each person to speak in turn, in what we coined a Quaker-style round robin. The felt experience was of 

deeply listening to each person. 

Parts 2 and 3 of the Listening Post followed as usual – small group discussions, and capturing themes 

and working hypotheses on a shared screen. 

While a number of participants remarked on the nature of our leadership, describing it as female 

leadership, we think our way of working brought together both masculine and feminine attributes of 

leading and managing, by which we mean the attention given to structure, processes and holding 

enabled the creation of a container for the work of the Listening Post. One participant described it in the 

following way: 

'This is the kind of leadership that needs to emerge of offering from a place of knowing yet not knowing. 

Spontaneous yet structured. Inclusive yet not constraining. It’s a model that may help us find ways out 

of the stuckness that the hypotheses speaks about.' 

Output 

After each Listening Post, participants were emailed a copy of the emerging themes and working 

hypotheses that were developed in each of the three breakout groups. These themes, hypotheses and 

transcripts of the one-hour sharing sessions have been used to inform this paper. 

3. Major Themes and Preoccupations 

The transcripts and notes from each Listening Post were analysed for themes and patterns. While there 

is much crossover, three major themes emerged: Containment, Revelation and Interconnectedness. 

Each of these themes are described below. Appendix B: Thematic Data provides a comprehensive set of 

quotes pertinent to each theme. 

Containment 

In a global pandemic, what are the feelings and experiences in search of containment? From whom, 

where or what do people seek containment? And, do they find 'good enough' containment? What 

participants shared may give us some answers to these questions. 

Participants in the first Listening Post, it could be said, were in a state of psychic shock: feeling 

overwhelmed; disoriented; finding ways to manage anxiety and safe, bounded spaces; and keenly aware 

of the burden held by people in essential services on behalf of others. The role of national leaders in 

providing containment was frequently mentioned. 

A month later, the shock had eased, and participants were grappling with managing their role and place 

in the pandemic: boundary management; feelings of fatigue, impatience, confusion about the future 

and guilt about privilege were predominant. Recognition of good and bad leadership and their influence 

upon citizens' behaviours were remarked upon. 



 

COVID-19: Report on Three Listening Posts held March-May 2020 5 

In the third Listening Post, anger with the system, individual behaviours, and failed leadership was 

strongly expressed. The initial shock had shifted to recognising the adaptations made to roles and the 

emergence of anxieties about the long term. Time no longer felt to be a boundary of certainty; this may 

be what gave rise to deepened anxiety about the future of human society. 

Within the broad scope of the theme of Containment are preoccupations of managing oneself in role, 

managing boundaries, experience of and significance of leadership, and visceral emotional responses to 

the situation arising from the pandemic. The data in Appendix B is organised under these sub-themes. 

Revelation 

We often hear the catchcry 'We are all in this together' in relation to the coronavirus. However, it is 

evident that while this global pandemic touches everyone, the impact is different dependent on 

demographics, gender, race, employment and socio-economic status. The ‘gift’ of the coronavirus 

pandemic is that it has made visible the systemic and structural aspects of inequity in our society. It has 

raised questions about what is valued and what creates or provides value, what is deemed to be 

important, and what is known or yet to be known. The Listening Posts revealed these threads, and 

highlighted what was present and available to be thought about. 

In the first Listening Post, people were primarily grappling with the concept of mortality and what the 

pandemic was making visible. The second Listening Post saw a shift from the personal and local to the 

global, with an exploration of societal splits. The third Listening Post was characterised by the 

acknowledgement of our complicity in the systemic divides and questions about how these might be 

addressed. 

The data in Appendix B provides quotes related to the theme of Revelation organised under six sub-

themes: Mortality, The Primitive Unleashed, Social Connectivity, Privilege, Structural Inequality, 

Organisational Functioning, and Silver Linings. 

Interconnectedness 

It is curious to observe how certain inalienable ‘truths’ come into stark relief precisely at the moment 

they are called upon. What was previously a background assumption becomes a preoccupation in the 

moment/s that the assumption is tested. At the point a ‘truth’ is tested it can be found reliable, ‘come 

into its own’ as it were or it can be found wanting. Either way it becomes ‘available’ for preoccupation 

for members of society. 

This is true for the theme Interconnectedness. In some ways the theme is rather ubiquitous. It is true 

that we really are all connected and that this interconnectedness is both personal (the interconnections 

we experience between family and neighbours and at work) and universal (the interconnections we 

share through the State or the so-called social contract). Paradoxically, the virus has shown us our 

biological interconnectedness, but we have to disconnect because of it. 

The COVID-19 pandemic brought the theme of interconnectedness very much into the foreground for 

members of society. In many examples, participants spoke of moments of remembering, mourning or 

needing this interconnection. 

The catch-cry of 'We’re all in this together' is very much a call for remembering, and calling for, a 

solidarity born of the interconnectedness of all human beings. In certain moments of the Listening Posts 

there was a celebration of those we rely on like healthcare and supermarket workers. At other times, 

however, there was sudden grief over our interconnectedness being denied or breaking down – 
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particularly in discussion of the Black Lives Matter movement and the discrepancies between rich and 

poor in their experience of the pandemic. 

During the listening post, interconnectedness was both present and missing, and was felt as keenly in its 

actualisation as it was in its fallibility. As with all paradoxes, both were present at the same time during 

the Listening Posts and participants moved between both poles freely.  

The data in Appendix B provides quotes related to the theme of Interconnectedness and this paradox of 

presence and absence organised under three sub-themes: Family and Neighbours; Work; and Others, 

The State and the Social Contract. 

4. Working Hypotheses 

We present three working hypotheses, one for each of the Listening Posts. These have been formulated 

from a synthesis of the initial formulations and a later analysis of the recordings and transcripts of the 

Part 1: Preoccupations sessions. 

March – The shock of the new 

We are experiencing a catastrophic shock to our normal way of life; death and survival of the fittest is 

preoccupying civil life. Our citizen role is overwhelmed by an impossible task of processing parallel 

changes in the macro (system) and the micro (personal) spheres. We have become awake to who and 

what is important that were ignored or invisible before now. We cannot make sense of it; we feel we 

have lost our minds. It is hard to hold onto one's sanity on one's own and as a result we seek 

containment in group connection with others who think similarly to ourselves. We are shocked to 

discover our dependency on the more economically vulnerable to take care of us, simultaneously feeling 

relief and guilt from this recognition. 

April – Disconnection and the cosiness of home  

Because the virus is unknowable, and the future is uncertain, members of society are shutting off from 

listening to the news, willing to be restricted and submit to a ‘safe pair of hands’. This makes us feel like 

good followers. We can do this because we are in a privileged position, able to turn inwards to our own 

experience. Like a moth to the flame, home beckons as a place of light as well as a place of refuge from 

the uncertainty of the virus and, in so doing, conditions us to have less agency and less focus on our 

wider obligations as citizens of the world.  

May – The more things change, the more they stay the same 

As the COVID-19 curve begins to flatten, attention is beginning to turn to what ‘the new normal’ might 

look like, and an emerging concern that it won’t be any different from ‘the old normal’. COVID-19 has 

revealed systemic broken-ness and inequities in our social, political and economic systems, and we feel 

grief at the realisation of the state of our society. In our roles as citizens, we feel shame at our collusion 

with the systems that enabled this to happen. We’ve internalised the problem but cannot yet see the 

possible ways forward towards a more equitable and sustainable future. The experience of a lack of 

agency in civic roles, or a reluctance to move out of the privileged positions we hold may be further 

contributing to this ‘stuckness’. And yet, some hope lies in the possibility of an inclusive rather than 

divisive leadership, that can contain rather than exploit the primitive anxieties unleashed by COVID-19. 
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5. Conclusions 

The Listening Posts came into being because of a felt need to provide a space for reflection on and 

sense-making of the experience of COVID-19. Participants expressed gratitude for the opportunity to 

share feelings and experiences in the Listening Posts. It was evident that they experienced the event as 

containing. 

For many participants, the COVID-19 pandemic was a significant shock. The swiftness of governmental 

response, the shutting down of the economy and enforced restrictions of movement was experienced 

as a complete contrast with the normal inertia we witness in response to other existential crises (such as 

climate change). Unsurprisingly, people were buoyed by the capacity of the usually slow and cautious 

State to leap so quickly to action. The personal domain began to reflect the political, and a frenzy of 

activity ensued for many. Many also reported feeling 'shaken, stirred and spinning' during this early 

time. 

Psychic realities 
Over the course of the three Listening Posts we can see a progression in states of psychic reality. Initially 

participants experienced catastrophic shock and unable to think. After four weeks they regained being 

in touch with reality and their capacity for thought. These two Listening Post also display a turning 

inward, preoccupied with the past (so-called 'normality), and wishes and desires for a different future, 

and an underlying assumption that this will soon end. 

In the third session we observed an emergence of realistic anxiety, albeit on the edge of dread, about 

the ripple effect of the pandemic upon social systems. However, there was also something prescient in 

the feelings of a crushing dread at this time – an unthought known about a second wave of 

transmission. There was more expression of being in touch with reality, though COVID-19 was still seen 

largely as a blip in the system. 

Social realities 
There is a temptation to see the normal structures of society as suspended while the pandemic plays 

out. Individual and collective experiences of the pandemic are viewed through those structures, i.e. we 

live the pandemic through these structures. The truism that the more things change, the more they stay 

the same is apt, as ever. 

Perhaps the restlessness of those early days of the pandemic in March resulted in an unforeseen sense 

of early-optimism – not really about COVID-19, but focused on a hope for change in the deeply 

entrenched structures of society. People began to hope for a better 'new normal'. 

As the weeks turned into months, however, and COVID-19 faded from the news, new tensions in the 

world re-emerged to remind us of the entrenched nature of privilege and poverty. We were reminded 

of our own tendency toward apathy and indifference. The final of the three Listening Posts was 

dominated by reflections on world events. There was a profound sense of disappointment in the 

realisation that a 'new normal', which would be built on a sense of our inherent interconnectedness, 

was potentially lost and that our initial optimism had given way to a relapse to inaction. 

 

 

18 August 2020 
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Appendix A: Joining Information for Participants 

Listening Post process (from 31 May 2020 session) 

This is the third and final event in a series of online Listening Posts offered by GRA to explore our 

collective experience of COVID-19.  

Nuala Dent, Jinette de Gooijer and Jenny Smith are the co-hosts for the event. 

Jenny is taking up role of Technology Moderator (aka "GRA Administrator”). She will manage 

participants entry to the event, time, allocation to breakout rooms, monitoring of participants’ 

mute/unmute controls, and recording of whole group discussion during Part 1. Note: When you first 

connect to the zoom link you will be in a ‘Waiting Room’ until Jenny opens up the event. 

Nuala is the Moderator for whole group discussions during Part 1 and in the closing Plenary.  

Jinette, Jenny and Nuala will each host a breakout group discussion during Parts 2 & 3.  

We recommend you: 

• Find a quiet space in your home 

• Use headphones to reduce echo and offstage noises 

• Mute your audio on joining the event, and only unmute when you speak.  

• Shortcuts to temporarily unmute:- On Apple Mac computer, hold down spacebar to talk, let go 

to return to mute 

• On Windows, press ALT+A to mute/unmute audio 

o Note: If you are using an iPad, your controls to mute, open chat etc are at the Top of 
your screen. 

o On a laptop or computer they will be at the bottom 

• Keep video on unless you have connection issues, in which case work with audio and chat only 

• Open up chat panel to see what is being texted and add comments as you wish 

• Choose the 'view' that suits you best: Speaker view (brings whoever is speaking to the forefront 

in main viewing window) or the Gallery view (to view many participants at the same time)     

4:00 – 5:15 pm 
• Part 1. Sharing of Preoccupations 

• We will adopt a Quaker-style round robin process, where each person gets to speak in turn. 

There will be one round, and each person will have 3-4 minutes to speak.  

• Simultaneously, the chat panel will be open for people to type comments during the round 

robin. To help our writing up of the event afterwards, we will record the discussion and save 

comments in the Chat panel communicated to ‘Everyone'. 

5:15 – 5:25 pm 
• 10 minute break 

5:25 – 6:05 pm 
• Parts 2 & 3. Themes and Working Hypotheses 

• Participants will be divided into 3 small discussion groups to work separately in a Zoom 

'breakout room’. Each room will be facilitated by one of the hosts. 
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• In this phase of the event, each small group will be invited to analyse the preoccupations shared 

earlier, verbally and in the chat panel, for themes and to develop a working hypothesis on 

unconscious dynamics in the COVID-19 crisis. The room hosts will capture themes and working 

hypothesis in a Word document that will be visible to members of the individual breakout 

group. Comments in the Chat panel communicated to ‘Everyone’ will be saved by the host. 

6:05 – 6:30 pm 
• Plenary 

• We will regroup in the main room. The hosts will report back on the working hypothesis 

developed by each group.  

• Participants are invited to share any reflections on the experience of the online listening post. 

Chat panel will again open so that we can enable participation in both audio and text modes. 

We will record the plenary discussion and save comments in the Chat panel communicated to 

‘Everyone’ for the purposes of the report. 

 

Screenshot: 31 March 2020 
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Screenshot: 30 April 2020 

 

Screenshot: 31 May 2020 
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Appendix B: Thematic Data 

CONTAINMENT 

Managing oneself in role 

• Juggling being a mother (visible in background). Since working from home, having to manage 

multiple roles – counselling, consulting, mother, partner – all being pushed in different directions. 

• Feeling like a juggler, juggling multiple roles. Been in isolation with my husband for 16 days now. 

• I'm having to deliver bad news to people I work with every day. A difficult role to take up. 

• it's like the macro (context) is invading micro (person, role) 

• … on a personal level is a preoccupation around the shift in roles that comes from having to 

operate differently. … So working out what does my role look like when I can’t do the normal 

things that actually describe my role and how else can I take up role and engage differently 

around the restrictions that have been placed on me. … What is being called upon in this space in 

relation to my role but also how do I do that when it feels like I’ve got one arm tied around my 

back? 

• My preoccupations have really been around being as effective in my role as I can be and being as 

supportive as I can be as well. 

• The other thing that was preoccupying me was about my multiple roles and trying to set 

boundaries around my multiple roles everywhere. One of my roles is a Psychotherapist … I 

wondered do I feel comfortable seeing someone else that I’ve never seen. So where do I set the 

boundaries and yet I feel that people are asking for some assistance so I do want to respond. 

• As a mother and grandmother and a wife I feel I’m constantly juggling my roles and trying to set 

boundaries around what I can do and being available. 

• In my family role I am much more present than I ever have been. The role that has worried me a 

lot more is that of a citizen… what is fair? Have I more than what I should have? If it is so deeply 

entrenched, can it be shifted at all? … That part of me has been shaken. 

• … this bubble that I’ve built, it actually stops me from having any social role out there in the world 

at all. So I can talk about my professional world, which actually is a joy, because zoom has actually 

allowed me to go to meetings I never would have done. It's enabled me to be in all sorts of 

different places. It's enabled me to contribute to conferences and things like this in a way that is 

quite wonderful. … But I have no social life, and no civic life whatsoever, apart from making sure 

that the big rubbish bins outside the front of the house are neatly parked, ready for the collection 

on Monday. 

Boundaries 

• It's really scary, try to put to back of mind, try not to think too much, to limit how much news I 

watch. I can be sucked into the data and all the reports. To contain myself within all this stuff 

going on. 

• The boundaries of physical work environment are not there at home. It's not work/life balance 

anymore, it's work/time balance. 
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• GRA important part of my life. Want to be with familiar people, with familiar containment and 

boundary which I knew would be here…. It is because there would be a boundary, a containment 

and reflection. I've tried to set boundaries around myself and my role. Finding it increasingly 

difficult as loads of things impose upon me. 

• We are really noticing that we can provide relief to our teams at work by giving them very good 

boundaries. 

• I’ve been watching too much CNN. Last night, I just decided to stop. This is now enough, because 

it fills one up so much. 

• …. [the] thing that’s interesting for me is how time’s funny. I am aware of which month it is, but 

I’m not always aware of how one week flows into another week without having any sense of 

where the week is. 

• those not getting Aust govt support are our version of economic slaves; [response] Yes …, makes 

me think about the invisible borders in our social systems that have become very visible - who is 

in and who is out 

Leadership 

• biggest learning of leadership ever had in space of one week. All of those things I've studied and 

known about containment and containing role leaders provide in times of great uncertainty. 

Difficult to be physically apart from people who need to be contained. 

• This is a reminder of my childhood in Middle East before going to the States. We went back to 

Lebanon in my teenage years and there was another civil war in Beirut. At that point I was not 

scared. The difference was between age 8 and teenage were not my hormones, it was that my 

dad was terrified when I was 8 and not when I was 13. I looked up to him and he had a big 

influence. Growing up and reflecting on that experience, how fear and panic are so contagious, 

how setting an example of courage can also be contagious in our sphere of influence. 

• Not that I want draconian leadership of organisations to come in, but I think there is a difference 

– feeling a forced compliance to something, and actually collaboratively joining with something 

where we're altogether on the same page. We're recognising joint humanity. 

• I’ve been thinking about leadership and the way our Premier has taken leadership. Whilst not 

perfect, my sense of it is that I am feeling in safe hands. When a leader can make you feel as 

though you are in safe hands, you can tolerate a great deal. 

• …being able to work from home in this room was being able to see the dysfunction in the 

organisation I’ve been with for a very long time and not being able to tolerate it. Seeing the lack 

of trust and the lack of role boundaries by the leadership team – that became very [pause] But I 

was able to take the time to reflect on what it was about me that was taking on the emotional 

load that didn’t seem to be taken up by the actual leaders. 

• My other preoccupation is with the leaders in the world today. I would like to start with Trump. 

His idea about injecting yourself with disinfectant – this has been such a story. One of my 

colleagues spoke about the psychosis that must go into one person that speaks in this way. … I’m 

also thinking about Merkel from Germany and actual fact about the women leaders in the world. 

They have been seen to be more successful from the men and I’m not sure what that’s about but 

it interests me. It leads me to my own idea about the kind of leadership that is required of me at 

this point in time. What am I supposed to do for my community? And then our president. What is 
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interesting for me about him is that the first time – the idea of waiting for a black man to make an 

announcement in this country in such a powerful way is really a rewarding experience to have 

gone through and I’m really proud about that. 

• A significant shift I feel is that I’ve always been angry with the government, but right now I am no 

longer. I feel that I haven’t taken any different stance. We’ve created leaders who we deserve and 

I’m still not clear what is the system that I would like to be part of creating. 

Emotional response 

• Wanting to still have normal thoughts, rather than just COVID-19, but very, very difficult to do. 

• Started with overwhelming and wild panic; has resolved in past 10 days into stern resolve to make 

sure I can carry my business, family and extended network of contacts, friends, clients and 

hopefully support them. 

• I'm saying yes to absolutely every invitation to connect with a group of people because I don't 

know what this thing is and I'm trying to figure out if I can outsource my sanity to a group, it might 

be a little easier. 

• my emotions have swung from paranoid fear and terror to how privileged I feel. There's 

happiness and pleasures to be found, feel like emotional turmoil personally. 

• At beginning I couldn't think, losing my mind, find the 'outsourcing of mind/sanity to the group' an 

interesting comment because it felt like I'd outsourced my mind to the universe. 

• Tremendous emotional turmoil over past few weeks from fear and anxiety. 

• My own capacity for empathy has been affected by empathically trying to deal with all anxieties 

of my patients. Extremely exhausting experience day in, day out. 

• I came into this time with a real sense of “nothing has really changed for me” and I felt like it was 

full of energy and optimism. … This week (it's about the 6th week of being at home with my 

husband and mother-in-law) I think I've had a real crash to the point where I’ve spent most of the 

day in bed and been feeling really quite ground down. A cycle that has resulted in me feeling 

quite low. 

• In the last few days I’ve met much more a place of surrender. And rather than running around 

trying to find ways to occupy myself and keep myself busy I’ve actually let go of that and I’m much 

more contemplative. I’m willing to just be present with myself. 

• I swing between there’s an Apocalypse to there’s a lot of hope etc. 

• I’m aware that my world is shrinking and time is blurring and at some level I’m starting to shrink 

inside as a consequence of that. 

• Perhaps I’m just angry with the whole world at the moment. Because, beyond coronavirus, and 

linked with it, I find myself preoccupied with the way leaders around the world are failing in most 

countries, not so much in ours. And, it just leaves me feeling despairing and angry a lot of the 

time. … I look around the world and what I see is what I think of as the unleashing of the primitive 

everywhere. 

• … when people deliberately, intentionally don’t social distance, I found myself getting quite 

agitated and angry. And I realised what this was about, was a sense of commitment to the general 

common group, that I prize very highly, and judgement about other people and their lack of sense 

of common good.. 
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• … yesterday, I felt for the first time, a crushing weight on my chest. And now I’m quite shrunk 

back. And a sense of dread, a dread about what’s coming. The displacement, people out of work, 

recession/depression, not just in Australia but globally, the impact of what’s going on in America. I 

share many of your comments about anger and frustration about our so-called political leaders, 

and I just….yesterday and today I’ve been really sitting with this sense of dread, that’s really 

crushing energetically. 

• …my furious rage when zoom decided to spit the dummy about 5 minutes before we were due to 

join this call. I’ve been sitting here just reflecting on, I was so angry. The whole system shut down, 

which meant I had to join on my iPad, … And as I’ve sat here, and sat in the feelings for the last 

hour, I think it’s something to do with expectations that things will just work. And when they let 

you down, the feelings of rage can very quickly come to the surface; when you were expecting 

something to just work, and it doesn’t work. 

• I feel withdrawn from engaging with the world of civic life. I feel very helpless, because I’m not an 

essential worker. I’m not out in the world that’s needed, nobody really needs me; all that’s 

wanted of me is that I should keep myself safe. 

REVELATION 

Mortality 

• When I think about what Covid actually does to us I'm in touch with that dread. I do not want to 

die that way and I don’t want to die so soon. 

• There’s something more immediate about our mortality – a smell of 'death in the air'; my fear, if 

the health system is overwhelmed, is of dying alone in a carpark of hospital. I’m of the age group 

that, rightly, the ventilator would be taken from me and given to someone else; a dystopian fear 

that this would be test for decency and civility of our society 

• I have a very terrible sense of dread about the old people that are currently in aged care centres. 

That their families can’t get to them and that a number of them are sick and dying. And I’m 

thankful that my parents aren’t in an aged care facility yet and I’m thinking what could I be – who 

could I write to? Who could I ring? How do you keep people out of those environments to keep 

them safe? 

• My sister in law died of cancer and she lived in France and we could not be in touch with her and, 

because of the strict lockdown in France, nobody – my husband has two brothers – they couldn’t 

go and see her because they lived in different cities. It was very sad because we couldn’t say 

goodbye and there was no funeral and the body was cremated and its very, very sad. It let me 

think about all the people that died from the Coronavirus 

• I was reading a lot about the Coronavirus and what we can do about it, and whether there will be 

an end to it, it is something which is very difficult to understand because we just don’t have any 

experience. A vaccine is going to take a long time. They’re talking about some antivirals etc. – also 

going to take a lot of time – and it made me (I wouldn’t say that I’m depressed) but it made me 

think about that and how can we really tackle it. 

• What’s the new ‘normal’ going to be. I had a few thoughts about what I will never get to do now 

because life is changing so much, that I didn’t take advantage of doing when I had the opportunity 

to do it. I don’t know if that makes sense, but there are things that will never be the same as they 

were. I have this sense that it’s just gone past me and I’ve missed something. 
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The Primitive Unleashed 

• We'll do anything we can to fight and survive; it gets manifested in the panic buying; I’ve seen 

people abusing each other in supermarkets. In the US at the moment, the rate of gun purchases 

has gone through the roof, a distressing side to all of this. 

• I’ve noticed that people are spending a lot of money, which has made me wonder where they’re 

getting it from. In a place where we’ve heard a lot about people being out of work, and a lot of my 

local area is arts-focused, there’s an awful lot of money being spent. 

• People who, in the community at large don’t observe social distance, enrage me. I’m quite 

preoccupied with why I’m so angry when I see crowds of people in Aldi supermarkets and various 

other places, climbing over each other to buy products. The intellectual part of me can 

understand it, but the member of the community, human, ordinary person part of me, just 

constantly feels really angry. 

• I was reflecting today on what’s happening in the world in relation to the pandemic and been 

reading material about how conspiracy theories suddenly reach the peak during pandemics. It’s 

quite a common phenomenon. And at the same time, recognising the part of human behaviour, I 

look around the world and what I see is what I think of as the unleashing of the primitive 

everywhere 

• Are we becoming American? I’m anxious about what we watch on the news, what’s going on in 

the states, the fragmentation and polarisation. I have this dread, once we’re past this primary 

anxiety, we’ll become complacent and go back to the way things were. That we’re going to mimic 

what’s coming out of the states. 

• What is this virus bringing to the surface of our individual and collective consciousness? What can 

we learn from that? The neuroticism that has just become overblown, the complacency in some 

ways. Basically, what its bringing up is an interesting lens on humanity’s shadows. 

Societal Connectivity  

• It is nice to observe connectivity: with neighbours in a different way, exchanging fruit, vegetables, 

dropping leaflets in the street. Then there are those who don’t care, a split and divide between 

connecting as a human being and feeling omnipotent and powerful and doing what suits me. It's 

doing what suits me that got us in this mess in the first place. 

• In the beginning I thought – what am I going to do with my time? How am I going to be at home 

when I am a social person….so, I offered my services in a community role to ring people on a 

voluntary basis…I also find that I’m reaching out to a lot of friends that are single and being 

available to reach out to them which I think is important. 

• A couple of times a week, I take my daughter's dog for a walk while they are at work, and because 

I'm inside almost all day every day, I actually couldn't believe how anxious I felt being outside – 

paranoid and anxious. Could I touch anything? It evokes some psychotic aspects of myself, of 

ourselves. 

• I’m a mother with one daughter who is pregnant and will be giving birth in 5 weeks time. I have 

another son who has a 2.5-year old. I normally catch up with them most weekends and suddenly I 

haven’t been able to do that. So how do I take up my mothering role when we have to speak by 

video, when I can’t assist them like I would by doing babysitting or contributing in some other 

ways; how can I engage differently around the restrictions that have been placed on me. 



 

COVID-19: Report on Three Listening Posts held March-May 2020 16 

• Fear and panic are so contagious, setting an example of courage can also be contagious in our 

sphere of influence. 

Privilege 

• I live on the boundary of Melbourne, part bush. I have a few acres around me and I feel quite 

privileged about that; some of my European clients and colleagues are living in little apartments, 

high up in buildings. They feel really locked in, whereas I can go out for walks round the garden 

and property. I feel enormously privileged and ashamed of why I am so worried. 

• I feel privileged in many ways. I live in a spacious apartment and even though I'm struggling with 

many roles, I started to reach out to community and community organisations by linking with 

people who might be on their own. 

• I’m very aware of the fact that, relative to so many other people, my family and myself are very 

fortunate. I’m very aware of that. I need to channel that in the most beneficial way. I spend a bit 

of time thinking about what’s the best way that I can do that. It may manifest itself in lending a 

helping hand or having a kind word or just checking in with people 

• I’m part of the privileged class (in India), and the levels of entrenched feudalism and divide have 

become so evident in the unfolding of the pandemic. Suddenly they are visible. So, when these 

linkages become visible, suddenly you become aware that you were not really seeing 

Structural Inequality 

• Many of my women colleagues are going through this, and men colleagues too, but more so the 

women colleagues, it feels like it’s a setback in terms of what we had achieved in terms of 

professional progress or more equality and stuff like that. On the other hand, with some people, 

domestic violence has increased, so that also feels like there is a setback on many of the things we 

thought we had progressed as a society. 

• The whole inequality, and the continuation of systemic slavery is what preoccupies me. I’m not 

just blaming it, that it’s all out there. Every system reinforces every other system; education, 

employment, health… and it seems to have been absolutely endemic there (in USA). I find myself 

translating that to Australia. This is reconciliation week: the dispossession, the first nations, the 

silencing of the Statement from the Heart at Uluru, Rio Tinto without a second thought being able 

to destroy a sacred and scientifically important archeological site that’s 46,000 years old. All of 

those things lead me to reflection about the systemic things, and particularly about denial and 

narcissistic-type evil. About not being able to sacrifice self in some ways for the greater good, the 

common good. 

• I spoke to a friend of mine about George Floyd and she said ‘what about Collins Khosa?” and I was 

so shocked that I forgot that. On the 10th April, a 40-year old man, in a township in Johannesburg 

was beaten to death by the police and by military personnel, soldiers. I couldn’t hold that, and we 

couldn’t hold that because we were at least a group of 20 and we couldn’t hold that memory. 

There is a report, of course, already available and I think the word is ‘exonerated’ - the police and 

the soldiers. What that connected me to is the whole history of black men and black women and 

people just being killed by soldiers in this country. We have no record of that, of people falling out 

of, falling in showers, slip, breaking their neck in police custody, and just no accountability for 

that. I thought, I can’t think of the word, we’ve become so feelingless about this whole situation, 

that if a black man dies, beaten by police and soldiers, we forget, or at least, I forget. That for me 

was very shocking. It took me a moment to connect myself to the memory of ‘yes, it has 
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happened’. And the other thing that also stands out for me is, of course, in some ways, when 

these things happen, it’s about white violence on the black body. But these were black men 

beating a black man to death. It was also good to connect to that, not that one wants to connect 

to that, but to remember that. It is not so simple, that it’s really about some bodies are more 

valued by other bodies, by all of us. The other thing that also stands out for me is, when this man 

died, he said he couldn’t breathe. That also preoccupies me, because COVID also makes people 

not breathe. So we have chosen a way for him to die which is about not breathing, as if we can 

control the breath that this virus is controlling at the moment. 

• What keeps me busy is the preoccupation of being in anticipation of trouble to come, because 

many people live below the poverty line (in South Africa), so people are really hungry out there. 

And that preoccupies me because I’m waiting for the townships to burn. In some ways, middle 

and upper-class people are indeed preoccupied with that. 

Organisational Functioning 

• Organisations are becoming impatient about what comes next. They’re wanting to define or have 

defined what businesses will now be…their resistance to learning from experience is very strong. 

• The thing that is coming through very strongly is the loss of the social environment of work. Not 

that they feel isolated but disconnected. It’s making me think that that the physical space that 

you walk around in where the grapevine operates all the time gives a sense of connectedness 

which is lost when you are just connecting via Zoom. One of the effects of that is that the 

organisation that thinks it can communicate well via its formal channels discovers that those 

channels are greatly supplemented by the gossip, the chat and the wondering around. And so 

there is then a sense of disconnection particularly between different levels of the organisation – it 

feels like they’re being told what to do. The work that communication does to make people feel 

integrated so there’s a sense of disconnection.  

• I think a lot of companies have used job stand-downs, or have used COVID as a cover to strip out 

people and get rid of people they don’t like. Even more locally, I had solar panels going on in the 

middle of all of the COVID-19 stuff, and I think I used a supplier who’s actually incredibly 

disorganised and inefficient, but blamed COVID. And on any other day, I think I would have had 

the same experience, but he blamed COVID. 

• I had to have a 2.5-day workshop, presenting with colleagues on research methodology. I really 

had a very clear sense, during those 2.5 days, of all the learning that I still need in terms of 

working in a virtual space. Although I was in the virtual space, I was thinking in face-to-face ways. 

So all the things that I was implementing was in a face-to-face way and it was so tiring that I was 

nauseous the whole weekend. Because I was trying to teach this face-to-face and it didn’t work in 

the virtual space, which is of course obvious. 

Silver Linings 

• We're all equal here, have all been affected in some way. There’s an opportunity to innovate and 

create how we live our lives. There’s a forced stillness and simplicity to it; and organisations doing 

things to be more creative which previously would have been a bureaucratic hurdle, e.g. working 

from home. I’m wondering if the universe was driving to create balance: pollution in China 

disappeared; Venice can see ocean again; animals are loving that we are not interfering. It feels as 

though Mother Nature has sent us to our rooms to think long and hard about what we've done. 
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• I’ve been encouraged by stories of hope, what might be different in future, if we can act 

collectively, build up community. If we can do that for a virus we can't see, we might also be able 

to do it for the molecules of carbon dioxide we can't see. With the extraordinary capacity of 

virtual life we can lead, and the environmental consequences of living lower carbon-use life and 

activities in the way we do business, we’ll probably finish up with entirely different economic 

system. 

• In the past few years, I often felt I wanted the world to slow down so I could catch up and now I'm 

getting chance to do that, getting things done I wanted to do. 

• We're physically distancing, not socially. We have the technology to connect. That's the silver 

lining: opportunities to learn how to connect better using the technology we've got. 

• None of us can escape the 24-hour news cycle and what seems to be an endless news feed of 

negativity on the various social media channels; but on the flip side we have the fact that we’re 

living through history at the moment – good, bad or ugly we’re living through a time that will be 

studied and reflected upon for many years to come. So, I’m doing my best to really learn and 

reflect on what’s going on because the society that we become at the other end of this is not 

going to be one that entered into this. 

• The pandemic was originally quite a dark time for me for work, I lost all work and all income 

opportunities for the entire year in the first few days of lockdown. However, because of the 

technology, I’ve been able to connect with many more people and now have all these new 

potential clients in Germany, in the UK, in Turkey etc that I never would have had before, because 

I was more focussed on the local market. So, it’s really opened up new income opportunities. 

• My wife and I live in the country, we have two boys who live in the city. We have very rich 

conversations about what this is doing to our community, our society, our world. I feel quite 

optimistic about the pandemic and what might come after that. Hopefully we won’t go back to 

the normal that we used to know, and that we will redefine who we are and what our world 

would look like. 

• When I was seeing projections about the mental health consequences, that made me sit up 

straight. About 261 extra people, in just one part of northern NSW, young people may commit 

suicide because of the significant consequences about employment, loss of income. But then, I 

was astounded to see that in Japan, April 2020 compared with April 2019, a 20% reduction in 

national suicide. That led me to wonder about the nobility of sacrifice, doing something difficult 

for the sake of the common good, being one of tranquil sources of meaning and purpose, and that 

it may actually be not as we anticipate., that it may be a source of meaning and hope that we can 

find in all of this. 

• I’m hoping that the kind of world we come to on the other side is one where some of the systemic 

issues get addressed in Australia. The increasing homelessness and home prices are mainly due to 

tax incentives to suit my generation, people who have benefited from wealth and education, 

housing and good pensions, and had employment all our life. That seems to be denied to younger 

people. I’m concerned about these kinds of intergenerational consequences and hope that what 

happens afterwards will lead to some systemic addressing of those kind of issues. 
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INTERCONNECTEDNESS 

Presence – Family and Neighbours 

• My daughter was visiting us here from London and couldn’t go back to London so she’s ended up 

living with us it been really fantastic and she has a new boyfriend who has also been bought into 

our lives and a lovely dog 

• I’ve got a household of young women…There’s lots of cooking and gardening and craft. We’re not 

looking too much at the news. It’s a very nurturing space here. Just women. 

• I’m having more contact. I ring my mother every day. I speak with my brothers (of which I have 

three and who I don’t necessarily like very much) every week when normally I might speak to 

them on their birthdays and Christmas or when they need something from me. 

• I did offer my services in a community role to ring people on a voluntary basis. I did that and I’ve 

been asked to do more. 

• I also find that I’m reaching out to a lot of friends that are single and being available to reach out 

to them which I think is important. 

• In my family role I am much more present than I ever have been. My parents with high levels of 

immune suppression…So I try to make myself far more available. 

• Someone close to me has really lost balance in the last three weeks and its tapping into my 

reserves to try to help them to hold themselves together. 

• My mother is a nurse in her 80’S. She’s being doing her part to contain me. She’s not someone 

I’ve ever gotten along with but I’m finding that helpful because we’re not fighting. 

• Our street’s been lovely and generous, little messages on WhatsApp, ‘Anybody need anything? 

I’m going to the chemist’. So that’s all lovely 

• There’s the local community - people that go and buy their groceries at the local cafe. And there’s 

a real tightness that starting to develop around that which I love to see, and it’s like going back in 

time to the corner store. 

Absence – Family and Neighbours 

• The enormous stresses of not being able to see my family. Particularly my one daughter who has 

children and is home-schooling. 

• Our two daughters both have two children and one is separated with two little children and for 

her its particularly painful. She has wanted to push the boundaries about seeing us. Why can’t we 

do this? Why can't we do that? Knowing that we cant. But it's actually quite painful. Last Friday, 

she brought the grandchildren and we stood a long distance away but a 3 year old starts running 

towards you and its quite painful to have to set boundaries or not come close or to move away. 

• Everyone has started to get a bit more insular. But there’s only the two of us and I was always 

looking outwards so it’s been a bit of challenge to find other ways of connecting. 

• One thing that happened during the lockdown was that my sister in law died of cancer and she 

lived in France and we could not be in touch with her and because of the strict lockdown in France 

nobody – my husband has two brothers – they couldn’t go and see her because they lived in 

different cities. It was very sad because we couldn’t say goodbye and there was no funeral and 

the body was cremated and its very very sad. 
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• I’ve been consumed with the feeling that, my family are in the UK, I’ve been feeling quite sad 

about not being able to choose to get on a plane and go and see them. So, as much as I talk to 

them every day, on zoom, skype, it feels particularly distant at the moment. 

• It’s been not quite heartbreaking, that would be the wrong word. But my grandson and I, we have 

more [of a] relationship now, but it’s on Facetime. So he spends hours showing me his new Lego 

build, but he doesn’t want to see me. I had to pick up something on the doorstep of my daughter, 

and he didn’t want to see me, he ran indoors. 

• Within my family and siblings and parents, feeling disassociated with them for quite some time. 

• [My] apartment is in a very large, multi-level, essentially student accommodation dwelling. So we 

have a lot of international students here, and so our community is quite fractured; people that 

won’t be here for long, they’ll be gone soon, or not here at all because they weren’t allowed into 

the country. 

• I live in Brunswick in Victoria and it’s like there’s no COVID here. It’s pretty lawless and there’s a 

lot of defiance of authority and people are walking around as if everything is back to normal 

Presence – Work 

• At the moment I feel quite productive and I’m not sure when the spinning will come again, but I’m 

sure I will go back to productive so that pleases me. 

• Zoom has actually allowed me to go to meetings I never would have done. Its enabled me to be in 

all sorts of different places, its enabled me to contribute to conferences and things like this in a 

way that is quite wonderful... So part of this is an absolute joy.  

• I now have all these new potential clients in Germany, in the UK, in Turkey etc that I never would 

have had before, because I was more focussed on the local. So it’s really opened up a newer part 

of my income opportunities for me. 

Absence – Work  

• There’s a charitable organisation and the first thing they did was close all of their op shops so that 

everyone that worked there was unemployed. And the purpose of the organisation was to 

alleviate poverty 

• How does group stuff happen virtually? I’ve had some experiences where they haven’t been 

exactly the same as when we’ve been gathered in the once space  

• The thing that is coming through very strongly is the loss of the social environment of work. Not 

that they feel isolated but disconnected. It's making me think that the physical space that you 

walk around in where the grapevine operates all the time, gives a sense of connectedness which 

is lost when you are just connecting via Zoom. 

Presence – Others, The State and the Social Contract 

• it’s almost a sense that we’ve been given a chance to think about what we want to survive 

through this crisis and what qualities we as individuals and as a society we should discard going 

forward. 

• I’m hoping that the kind of world we come to on the other side is one where some of those 

systemic issues get addressed in Australia about the power of siding with the people of my 

generation, with wealth and education, housing and good pensions, and have had employment all 
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our life, while that seems to be denied to younger people. And the consequences of climate 

change which hasn’t been acted upon, increasing homelessness and home prices which are 

mainly due to tax incentives to suit my generation. 

• The virus has exposed how fragile and depleted they have become – exposing failures in the 

Indian caste system, NHS. What will it mean for our capacity to renegotiate these after the virus 

has passed?  

Absence – Others, The State and the Social Contract 

• So many people are really hungry out there. And that preoccupies me because I’m waiting for the 

townships to burn. In some ways middle and upper class people are indeed preoccupied with 

that. 

• I’m part of the privileged class and the levels of such intrenched feudalism and divide which have 

become so evident in unfolding of the pandemic. Suddenly they are visible. So when these 

linkages become visible suddenly you become that you were not really seeing the picture that you 

were seeing. 

• For me the imagery – you may have seen Delhi lock down there were a lot of migrants walking 

back to them homes because of public transport closure. And I work with poverty alleviation etc. 

and I found myself wondering “why are people going home when food is all being provided for?” 

And it took me a while to realise that everyone wants to go home so why would I expect a poor 

person not to want to go home. This kind of un-layering of biases that you find so deeply 

entrenched - the hopelessness comes from there. 

• I think my preoccupation largely is of a citizen so therefore what is fair? Have I more than what I 

should have? If it is so deeply entrenched, can it be shifted at all?  

• I sit in the paradox, in that I live within a very beautiful place. I’m surrounded by lush green 

countryside. But the contrast feels very jagged at the moment. It feels very bubble-like here. 

• I suddenly felt quite ashamed, and I’ll explain why. Because this bubble that I’ve built…stops me 

from having any social role, out there in the world… So my world, as the others have said, is 

actually too cosy. Which makes me a little bit anxious about what the future might hold 

• I feel like my preoccupations have been far more related to the events happening in the USA, 

which have started me thinking again about the appalling state of race relations in Australia. I feel 

that’s where my preoccupations, my emotional preoccupations have been over the last week or 

so, rather than on COVID. Because I feel just in a very privileged position, where the impact on me 

of COVID has been pretty gentle really. 

• But when people deliberately, intentionally don’t social distance, I found myself getting quite 

agitated and angry. And I realised what this was about, was a sense of commitment to the general 

common group, that I prize very highly, and judgement about other people and their lack of sense 

of common good. 

• …anxieties about what we watch on the news, what’s going on in the states, the fragmentation 

and polarisation. I have this dread, once we’re past this primary anxiety, we’ll become complacent 

and go back to the way things were. That we’re going to mimic what’s coming out of the states. 
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• The other thing that’s on my mind is what’s slipping through under the cover of COVID. Maybe 

I’m paranoid, but I read an article about some laws that had been proposed by, I think, Home 

Affairs or somewhere like that in our government, around denying people who were detained on 

suspicion of terror-related stuff, denying people access to lawyers, being able to detain 14 year-

olds and interview them without anyone in attendance. 

• [of the US] That whole inequality, and the continuation of systemic slavery is what preoccupies 

me…Every system reinforces every other system; education, employment, therefore health 

systems, you wouldn’t have the military system if people could afford the education fees. All of 

those things mutually reinforce that living poverty that so many people have to have. And it 

seems to have been absolutely endemic there. I find myself thinking about that there and then, 

translating that to Australia about this reconciliation week, the dispossession, the first nations, 

the silencing of the Statement from the Heart at Uluru, Rio Tinto without a second thought being 

able to destroy a sacred and scientifically important archaeological site that’s 46,000 years old. All 

of those things lead me to reflection about the systemic things, and particularly about denial and 

narcissistic-type evil.  

• Here in India, we’ve had a typical issue that we are facing right now about migrant labourers. 

These are domestic migrants. They’ve moved from one province to another for work. And 

suddenly we have this lockdown announced and they have to go back. There is no transport. 

Many of them are walking thousands of kilometres. And they’re dying on the way, there’s 

starvation. 

• Like racism in the west, we have what is called the caste system, which is the hierarchy, the 

society of social castes. That’s come out much more clearly 

• Very often, I find myself a bit despondent, desolate about the future. Personally, a hopeful place, 

but it seems very unrealistic to have that hope in a larger context where there’s more despondent 

about where we’re reaching. It’s all not fitting in. It seems quite scattered in my head. 

• What’s happening to the outsiders in our society. Refugees, asylum seekers, international 

students, people who don’t have permanent residency in Australia have largely been cast aside. 

They have no rights to the same governmental support that we have. It’s as if the Australian 

society is very prepared to cast them off as dead weight, or something that we need to just get rid 

of in this time. I’m deeply, deeply sad about that. 

• I have got no civic life. Personally, I’m content. Professionally, there are projects on hold but other 

opportunities have emerged, so those things don’t feel too disrupted one might say. But I feel 

withdrawn from engaging with the world of civic life… There’s something that’s happening socially 

and politically around the world, and it’s happening here in Australia too, that feels dangerous, 

that feels disturbing, there’s primitive fears being unleashed and they’re not contained by our 

institutions or our leaders. 


