Fear of Covid-19 is a mental contagion - and that's
something we can fight

Ben Okri: Panic brings out the worst in us. Instead
let's spread courage and solidarity

There is a great difference between panic and
awareness. With awareness there is responsibility,
a respect for the scale of the problem, and a calm
consciousness of what needs to be done.

One can be aware of the coronavirus, aware of
what needs to be done to minimise its spread -
and we must do those things. But one should not
make the situation worse with the negative
imagination that is fear. For, like fire, imagination
can create or it can destroy. It can make us act
from our worst selves. That is what panic does.
Panic is fear on steroids. With panic, sanity is lost.
Ever since the virus entered our mental culture, it
has become omnipresent. We have been engulfed
in its world, in its fearsome power.

Many friends | spoke to on the phone said that just
from reading too much about it, there were times
at night when they felt pains in their chests or a
fleeting inability to breathe. A few moments later
they felt better. After a check-up, they found
nothing wrong with them. They had simply
imagined intensely the symptoms they read about
and began to experience them in their bodies. It
occurred to me that there might be a dimension to
the pandemic that could be called mental
contagion.

Is it possible to obsess about something till one
becomes sick with it? People have made
themselves ill with their own minds. If this can
happen with individual obsession, what happens
when a whole culture obsesses over something as
potent to the imagination as the current
pandemic?

Perhaps it is time to develop another mental
contagion to counteract the force of the deadly
one. Perhaps it is time to develop a contagion of
courage, good health, and solidarity. Not enough
has been said about the role of our mental
condition in fighting the virus. Fear brings out the
worst in us, it makes us panic buyers. But
generosity of spirit makes us think of our common
survival. This awakens in us creative ways of
coping with the stresses resulting from the
necessary measures to contain the spread of the
virus. We are never more resourceful than when

Covid-19 cnpnymMHUB enigemito cTpaxy, i My B 3MO3i i
nogonatu

BeH Okpi: «[MaHika 34aTHa NPOSBUTY BCi HaLLi HaWripLi
AKOCTi. HAaTOMICTb NOLINPOAMO MYXHICTb Ta
3rypTOBaHICTb.»

ICHYe BeVKa Pi3HMLUA MiX NaHIKOK Ta YCBIAOMIEHHAM.
YcBifoMeHHsA nepesbayvae BiANOBIAANbHICTD,
po3CyA/iMBe CTaBNeHHs A0 MacwTaby npobaemu Ta
PO3YMiHHSA TOro, AK AiATN Aani.

Ham Tpeba MaTu NOHATTS NPO KOPOHAaBipyc i Te, AK
MiHIMIi3yBaTV A0ro NowmMpeHHs. A noripLuysaTu
cUTyaLito HeraTUBHUMK AyMKaMu i CTpaxoM He chig,.
AZKe Hali AYMKW, Haye BOrOHb, MOXYTb BYTU AK
KOPUCHUMMU, TaK | pyHAHIBHUMUW. BOHU MOXYTb
BUKAMKATM B HAC Haxaxamsiwi gii. Came Le pobuTtb
naHika. MaHika - Le sK cTpax, Tinbku HabaraTto
CUNbHILe. 3 NaHiKoK BTPAYaETbCA PO3CYA/NBICTb.
MPOHMKHYBLUW B HaLLi AYMKW, BipyC CTaB 34aBaTuCb
HaM yCroAnCcyLM. BiH NOrNMHYB HaC CBOEKD
CTPALLHOIO CUJIOH.

BaraTo 3 MoiX Apy3iB TenedoHyBann MeHi I
po3MnoBifany, Wo TiNbKK yepes Te, Lo BOHW HAATO
6araTo YMTanu Npo Bipyc, BHOYI Y HUX 3'ABNSNOCH
BiAYyTTA 60N B rpyAax Y MMMOBI/SIbHA 3aTpMMKa
AVXaHHS, ane BXe yepes KiJibka XBUJINH BOHN
nouyyBanncCb KpaLle. A MenyHi 06CTexXeHHs
rnokasyBasu, Wo 3 iXHiM 340poB'dAM BCe rapasg. BoHu
NPOCTO HACTINIbKW YacTo YABAAAN CUMNTOMM, NPO AKi
yYnTany, Wo novanu BigdyBaTu ix Ha cobi. MeHi cnano
Ha AyMKY, LLO NaHAeMisa MOXe MaTu 1 iHLWWIA po3Max -
NMCUXOJIOTiYHY enigemito.

Y MOXHa HaCTiNbKM 3aLMKIUTUCE HA YOMYCb, LLIO
NoAnHa 3axBopie? Jlioay 3axXBOpiny yepes BAacHi
AYMKW. SKLO NOOAMHOKI BUMAAKM MOXJIMBI, TO O X
CTaHeTbCs, AKLO Lina Ky/bTypa No4vHe nepeiMaTnch
UMMOCb HACTINbKW MaclUTabHUM, SK HUHILLIHSA
naHaemis?

MO>X/IMBO, HACcTaB YacC PO3BUHYTU LU OAHY
NCUXONOTIYHY enijemito, ska byae NPOTUAIATU CLNi
CMepTe/IbHOI? 3apa3 caMe Yac PO3BUHYTY enijeMito
MY>XHOCTIi, MiLLHOIO 340POB'A Ta 3rypTOBaHOCTI.
HefoCTaTHLO rOBOPSATL MPO MCUXONOMHYHWIA acnekT y
60poTh6i 3 BipycoM. CTpax MOKasye HalripLly CTOPOHY
HaLLOro xapakTepy, K Hanpukaaj Macosi NOKYMKn y
3B'A3KY 3 MaHiKo. A/le Halla BEIMKOAYLLUHICTb 3MYLLYE
3ayMaTnCA Npo Halle CnifibHe BUXKMBaHHSA. Lle
NPOBYAXYE B HAC MUCTELITBO 3HAaXOANTU BUXIA 3i
CTPeCcoBUX CUTYaLil, LLIO BUHMKAOTb BHACNIOK
HeobXiHMX 3aX0AiB LWOAO0 CTPUMYBAHHS MNOLLUNPEHHS




we act from courage.

Not only will we survive this pandemic, but we will
be judged by how we survived it, by what we
become afterwards. We will either be transformed
by what we did or damaged by how we failed to
live up to our potential for goodness. We are
making ourselves all the time, but never so much
as when we are faced with an existential crisis.

During the second world war, Britain was
fortunate in having a leader who helped the nation
prove itself greater than its adversity. Britain’s
response to that moment defined its character.
We are in one of those moments in history when
we are given an unprecedented crisis in order that
we may gift ourselves with an extraordinary
response that can change our destiny as a species
forever. We are at a fulcrum. Given the way we
have managed life on this planet over the last 150
years, some sort of disaster was inevitable. We
have overdrawn on the bank of our futures. We
have exhausted the planet's goodwill. There are
those who speak of the current pandemic as
nature pressing the reset button, nature speaking
back at humanity for the unthinkable ways in
which we have abused and depleted her. They see
it as nature’s response to our arrogance.

It is therefore an important moment for us to re-
examine our conscience as a species. A moment to
take stock. The questions raised by the pandemic
should spill over into all the other issues through
which future disasters might arise, issues of
climate change, surveillance, civil rights, universal
healthcare, justice and poverty. Humanity is
transformed by those who took from tragedy the
highest lessons. In Britain, after the second world
war, one of the greatest alterations made was the
creation of the welfare state, with the health
service as its jewel. The NHS has been under great
strain these last 20 years. But it is now, during this
pandemic, that we see the value of this ideal of
universal healthcare, paid for by the citizens.

A pandemic of selfishness has eroded some of the
best things the world learned from two world
wars. We are gradually forgetting the value of
international cooperation. Values of the market
have taken over from values of human solidarity.
And even of human life. Our judgments have been
skewed by the measures of the money rather than
measures of the heart.

This is another way of saying that we have lost our
way. We are deep in a new wasteland. We got here

Bipycy. [itoun cminmBo, M1 6yaemMo HanbinbLu
BUHaXiAnMBUMN.

Ham noTpibHO He NPOCTO NepexmnTy Lo NaHAeMito, a i
MaTu Ha yBasi, Lo B MalnbyTHLOMY 04N ByAyTb
OLiHIOBaTU Te, AK caMe MW i Nepexunsin i ik BOHa Ha
Hac BrJIMHyNa. Hawi AT MOXYTb 3MiHWTK Hac Ha
KpalLe, ane SKLO HaM He BAACTLCA peanisyBaTu CBii
noTeHLUian 3apaan Aobpa, Le cepio3Ho Ham
HaKoANTb. MY NOCTINHO NPaLIKEMO Hag coboto, ane
HIKOMIM He PO6KMO Lie HaCTiNbKM aKTUBHO, AK Nifj, Yac
eK3NCTEeHLMHOT KpU3N.

Mig vac Apyroi cBiToBOI BiliHW BpuTaHii nowacTnio
MaTu nigepa, AKUN ONOMIr HaLii ByTY CUABHILLMMK 33
BCi Herapasau. Peakuis 6puTaHLUIiB Ha Leit MOMEeHT
BM3HauMNa ix xapakrtep. Mvn nepebyBaEMo B O4HOMY 3
TUX MOMEHTIB iCTOPIi, KON HaM 3arpoxye HebauveHa
KpK13a, i M1 MOXeMO NposBUTK cebe 3a ZOMNOMOroLo
HaLLUoi peakLii, aKa, MMOBIPHO, Ha3aBXAW 3MiHUTb
HaLly 010 AK BUA. YCe 3anexXunTb Bif Hac. 3Baxaroum
Ha Te, AK MW XWAM Ha Uil nnaHeTi octaHHi 150 pokis,
siKecb X0 6yno HeMunHyde. My Bruyepnanu CBi NimiT
£,03BONeHOro. M BTpaTuAv TepniHHA naaHeTu. ICHye
AYMKQ, WO HUHIWHA NaHAeMmis - Le 61araHHa npupoan
3pobuTK «Mepesanycky», Lie Npupoa Tak BignoBigae
JIIOACTBY 3a Te, K MY HEMUCIIMO MYUYUIIN |
BYCHaXyBanu ii. Lle MoXHa TakoX Ha3BaTu MOMCTOR
NPUPOAY 3a HaLly 3apO3yMiflicTb.

ToX Bax/IMBO Le pas NpoaHanisyBaTt Hally BUHY.
Hactana MuTb nigsectn NigcyMku. MNaHaemis
BUKAMKana 6barato npobaem, Lo B ManbyTHbOMY
MOXYTb NepepocTV B HOBI 1Xa: NpobaemMu, MOB'A3aHi
3i 3MiHOO KNiMaTy, rPOMaAsAHCBEKMMY NpaBamMu,
OXOPOHOH 30POB's, MpaBoCyAAAM Ta bigHicTo. [lroan
MOCTYMOBO CTalOTb TUMW, KOO Tpareais nokapana
Halbinbwe. Micns Jpyroi CBiTOBOI BiliHW OAHIEHD 3
HaMBINbLUNX 3MiH y BpuTaHii 6yno cTBOpeHHS
61aronony4YHoi gepxaBu, HabINbLUIOK LiHHICTHO B
AKin 6yna megmumHa. OctaHHi 20 pokiB HauioHanbHa
cnyba OXOpOHW 340p0B'A BennkobpuTaHii 3a3Hae
4YKMMaNoro HampyxeHHs. Ta anLe 3apas, nig vac
naHaemii, M1 3MOrny No6a4YNTU LiHHICTb MeANYHOT0
CTpaxyBaHHS, sike oniayvytoTb TPOMaAsHN.

MaHAemis eroismy po3mMmna Kinbka Bax/IMBUX YPOKIB,
LLIO CBIT BMHIC 3 060X CBITOBMM BO€EH. M1 MOCTYNoOBO
3abyBaEMO NPO 3HaYEHHS MiXXHapOAHOro
CNiBpOBITHNLUTBA. LiHHICTb prHKY ofep>Kana Bepx Haj
LiHHICTHO NIOACHKOI 3rypTOBaHOCTI. HaBiThb b6inbLue —
JOACHKOr0 XUTTHA. HalmMm cypkeHHAMN KepyBanu
CKOPILL rpoLui, a He cepLie.

BkoTpe MOXHa ckasaTu, Lo Mu 36UIMCs 3i CBOro
wnsxy. Mu 3abnykanu, 60 He Yyn HiYOro, OKpPIM




because only one kind of voice has been
powerfully heard, the voice of financial success.
Other voices, just as valuable, have not been heard
enough. What voices are these? They are the
voices that speak for nature, for the poor, for
justice: voices easily ridiculed.

We have entered the age of catastrophes. They will
be universal in effect because the problems of the
world are now universal. The climate catastrophe
will not choose one country over another.

So much bitterness has divided us of late.
Doctrines of division have nowhere to take us.
There is no real destiny any more for small-
minded dreams. The scale of our challenges must
alter the scale of our visionary response.

The panic, driven by fear, ought to be replaced
with a passion for a better life for the planet and
its people. We will not acquire the calm we need to
deal with this pandemic through a fear of death.
What we need is a respect for death and a new
hunger for life. We could begin now to create the
best chapter in the human story. It could be said of
us, in the future, that faced with a viral catastrophe
we did something amazing. Imagine if the leaders
of the world chose at this moment to put in place
policies that could reverse climate change, bring
health and education to all its people, and kill off
the virus of poverty that has spread untold misery.

This might sound fanciful. But history has always
been made by those who guided us with vision at
moments of our greatest crisis. All our myths point
in two directions. We either go upwards, towards
the true meaning of civilisation, or we head for an
apocalypse.

Tragic times call for extraordinary qualities. We are
made for heroic realities. We have always known
what to do. Our ancestors coded our choices for
us in fables and legends. But we got deaf to what
we needed to hear most.

What we need to hear most is now speaking with
the sinister voice of death. Perhaps we will begin
to listen.

The real tragedy would be if we come through this
pandemic without changing for the better. It would
be as if all those deaths, all that suffering, all the
deaths to come, all the suffering to come, would
mean nothing.

ronocy ¢iHaHCOBOro ycnixy. A iHLLUi, TaKi X LiHHI
ros0cu, M1 MpPonyckany nos3s Byxa. BoHn Hamaranuce
CKasaTu Npo npmpoay, Npo bigHiCTb, MPO NpaBoCyaas.
Ane, Ha XaJib, iX MPOCTO BUCMIiIOBaN.

Hala enoxa € enoxoto katactpod. Lli katactpodu
BNIMBATUMYTb Ha BCiX, agXe iXHi MacwTabu ctanm
BCECBITHIMW. EKkonoriyHa katacTpoda He byse obupatu
OfHY KpaiHy Haj iHLO!O.

OcTaHHIM YacoM Hac po3Ainse 03n106/eHICTb.
BiacyTHiCTb €AHOCTI He NpuBee Hac Hikyan, a ans
eroiCTUYHNX MPIl BXe He 3aIMWNA0Ch MicLg.
MacwTtab BUKAKKIB, AKi MOCTalOTb Nepes Hamu,
NOBWHEH 3MiHIOBaTX MacLITab HaLLOT peakui.

MaHiKy, 3yMOBAeHy cTpaxoM, cnig 6yno 6 3aMiHUTK
NparHeHHsM A0 KPaLLoro XUTTA NiaHeTn Ta Mtojei.
MoKK € CTpax CMepTi, CMOKO, AKNM TaK BaX/IMBUA Y
BUNaAKy naHAemii, He byae. Ham noTpi6Hi HOBa Xara
A0 XKUTTA Ta PO3YMIiHHS, LLO CMePTb - Lie HOpMasibHe
ABuLLe. 3apa3 MY MOXEMO NoYaTy NUCaTN HaKpaLLy
rnaBy B iCTOPIi Nt0ACTBA. Y MabyTHLOMY MPO Hac
6yZyTb rOBOPUTY, LLLO MU 3pOBUN LLOCh ANBOBUXHE,
KoM BROPannck 3 Katactpodoto Bipycy. JlLue ysaBiTb,
AK6W nijepwn CBiTY po3pobuan NoniTuky, sika Morna 6
3ano6irtTu 3mMiHi knimaty, 3abe3neunT BCiX Ntogel
3[0pOB'AM Ta OCBITOIO i, 3BUYANHO, 3HULLNTIY BipyC
6ifHOCTI, AKMIA NOLINPUB HEBUMOBHI CTPaXAaHHS.

Lle moxe 34aBaTnCb YMMOCb PaHTaCTUUHMM. Ta
iCTOpPItO 3aBXAN CKNajanu Ti, XTO B HANKPUTUYHILLWIA
4Yac MyApo CKepOBYBanW HaC Ha NPaBUIbHUN LWASAX.
Bci Hawi 3g0ragkm po3ginuance Ha ABa HanpsaMKn: My
Aingemo abo A0 iICTUHHOI CyTHOCTI LmBinisauii, abo ao
anokanincucy.

TpariuHi yacy BUMararoTb Bif HaC BUABNEHHS
BUHATKOBUX AKOCTe. MU CTBOPEHI 419 repoivyHmnX
peanin. Hacnpasai, M1 3aBXAN 3HaNN, LLLO pobUTW.
Mpeakn BUMAM HAC XUTTIO B Balikax Ta nereHjax, Ta
MW He MOoYyanN HaNBaXIMBILLOrO.

Te, LLLO MW MOFAN NOYYTH 11 YCBIAOMUTI paHille, 3apa3
roBOpPUTb A0 HAcC 310BiCHMIA ronoc cmepTi. MoXxIMBO,
Tak MOYHEMO CNyXaTu.

CnpaBxHsa Tparegis Moxe CTaThCb, AKLLO MU
nponaemo Lo naHAemito 6e3 3MiH Ha kpaLle. Mu He
MOXEeMO AOMyCTUTK, o6 BCi Ui cMepTi Ta BCi
CTPaXAaHHSA He Masiv XOAHOr0 3HaYeHHH.




