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In early April, after a fortnight of indecision and confusing public health announcements, 

the government promptly closed Australia’s borders and ordered people to stay at home 

and exit only for food, work or medicine. Those already infected and those with whom they 

had been in contact had to remain in quarantine for 14 days, avoiding all physical contact 

with the outside world. Police took pursuit cars off the empty freeways and put them into 

the neighbourhoods to find and fine groups of more than two people; they put helicopters 

and drones over suburban backyards to check for non-cognatic groups; and they put cyber 

security experts on to the task of analysing smartphone location data to determine people’s 

whereabouts. Those who transgress the new social distancing laws are now punished with 

a fine of AU$11,000 and a possible six-month prison sentence — stiff penalties in a city 

where people hold enormous personal debt and little if any savings. The strategies seem to 

be working: the city’s comparatively low number of infected people is increasing at a slow 

manageable rate, its streets are empty, and by mid-April the number of people tested for 

the virus reached the comparatively high rate of 100,000 for a population of 5.3 million 

people (Evershed, et al, 2020). Indeed, with its low infection rates, decisive government 

and consensual population, Sydney looks set to become the global poster child of effective 
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COVID-19 response. Perhaps the most resounding sign of its success is the number of 

COVID-19 related deaths and hospitalizations in the city, which currently number about 

20 and 150 respectively (Evershed, et al, 2020). 

 

A recent report by the national broadcaster on the effects of the COVID-19 response starts 

with the presenter walking along Sydney’s usually packed Bondi beach and the opening 

line, ‘Sydney seems like a foreign country: deserted streets, shuttered shops, gates beaches’ 

(ABC Foreign Correspondent, 4 April 2020). Such a scene is meant to be foreign for a 

people renowned — as American observers noted in the 1930s — for their love of the 

outdoors (Macintyre, 2006: 322). It is also meant to be foreign for a people who have grown 

in number by a third in a decade — faster than most other cities in the OECD. Many of 

these people live in tiny walk-up flats that fill the street blocks around railway stations and 

from which the only respite are the corridors of beach and bushland into which people can 

momentarily escape the city. Originally designed in the 1960s for young adults and small 

families making their transition to a house, these flats now house older families and their 

adult children, who cannot afford to leave and will most likely be stuck living in a flat for 

the rest of their lives. To make things worse, these flats now function as spaces of 

confinement, schooling and work for families as COVID-19 restrictions close workplaces 

and schools to all but those with essential service jobs. Those privileged enough to live in 

a house — which in Sydney costs around $1 million in the lower-income outer suburbs, or 

$2-3 million elsewhere — will reportedly be in less danger of both infection and 

depression. They are afforded social distance by virtue of what most Australians consider  
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that bygone privilege of the quarter-acre block of land with its large backyard to grow 

vegetables, keep a dog, have a swimming pool, hold barbecues or retreat to the iconic 

“shed” to tinker with the car (De Poloni, 2020).  

 

This great residential divide between the house and the flat and between those who own 

them and those who do not is compounded by a great spatial divide. As the Sydney Morning 

Herald put it — Sydney people ‘work more and spend less’ to service what are among the 

highest levels of household debt in the world, brought about by the exorbitant cost of 

housing (Janda, 2019). Most can only afford to live in the low-income outer-West — a 

sweltering flatland of endless sprawl — and must spend an average of 2-hours per day 

commuting, leaving little time to go out after they get home. Unlike the ‘creative’ inner-

suburbs, most shops are shuttered and streets silent after 6pm, forcing after-dusk activity 

indoors. Add to this the CCTV cameras, zero tolerance policing and fear of crime that have 

cleaned-up streets in the outer-West and drained it of its European population, leaving its 

predominantly low-income Vietnamese, Pacific Islander and Middle Eastern inhabitants to 

make the most of the place. Engage the outer-West and its wonderful youth pleaded Naomi 

Klein on Australian television’s Q&A program after she visited a high school in the area. 

The anthropologist and social critic, Ghassan Hage (2000), opined that Sydney people 

would struggle to rise to such a challenge. What then brings people together in such a 

divided city. A crisis? It seems not. When news of COVID-19 broke, it was ‘every person 

for themselves’, as Australians like to say. Panic buyers fought over toilet paper: a 

symptom of what the Saturday Paper (21 March 2020) called ‘the logical extension of a 
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political system based entirely on selfishness and indifference, on the hoarding of wealth 

and property.’  

 

The panic buying was also symptomatic of a society-wide loss of faith in government as 

the guarantor of people’s welfare. Up until early-April, Sydney people were tired of 

government: it had allowed a cruise ship in Sydney harbour to open its gangway and let 

2700 passengers — many of them infected with COVID-19 — escape quarantine and 

spread the virus nationwide; it had let an inflationary food counter-movement happen that 

depleted supermarkets of staples like rice and pasta and pharmaceuticals like Panadol and 

Ventolin; it had let bushland become a tinderbox that finally ignited — blackening out the 

sun, chocking people’s airways, forcing them indoors, destroying properties and ravaging 

wildlife; it had replaced our elected prime minister after every national election with an 

unelected prime minister; and it had been unable stop us suffering astronomical household 

debts. In what seemed a final blow, it had shut down many businesses, dumping 1 million 

people out of work and into the growing dole queues. Many avoided the dole queues by 

finding work in liquor stores, selling alcohol to a city now full of people suffering 

internment in their homes. Others found work in warehouses, packing and dispatching 

newly purchased goods like freezers — a now indispensable hoarding device — and 

bicycles — a newfound tool of social distancing. According to a Monash and Deakin 

University survey, Australians feared unemployment and low-end casual work more than 

they feared the COVID-19 (Saeri, et al, 2020). Above all, they feared a government that 

could do nothing but leave them to fend for themselves in a crisis.  
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All of a sudden in early April, soon after it enforced the lockdown, the government gave 

people a lifeline in the form of a $300 billion stimulus that provides a dole for the jobless 

poor, or pays one’s employer to cover part or all of their wages for six months (if the 

employee had been formally employed for the past year). The government also allowed 

people to forego paying interest on their home loans or rent to their landlords for six months 

(so long as they could pay it back thereafter). These fiscal measures on the one hand and 

lockdown measures on the other were not perfect. They left out those employed short term, 

left out those on student visas and non-citizens more generally, and left out those many 

unregistered workers paid in cash by their employers [nannies, construction workers, 

waiters, masseuses, cleaners, couriers, nail-polishers, cooks]. They also relied on the 

unlikely situation of bosses and landlords acting in the interests of their employees and 

tenants. Moreover, they forced everybody into the confines of their homes without 

consideration of domestic circumstances. Yet, these measures went far beyond what 

anyone expected from a government otherwise renowned for harsh economic austerity. In 

a matter of days and before anybody even felt the benefit of the forthcoming welfare, the 

government’s new and decisive interventions had made Australia’s very unpopular prime-

minister popular (Beaumont, 2020). He now leads with evidence-based action informed by 

biomedical experts devoted to saving lives, and financial experts devoted to saving the 

economy.  
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The voices of Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben echo occasionally in the online 

world, but few people have the courage to identify with positions that question biopolitics, 

or what Foucault (2003, 2008, 2009) called the comprehension and regulation of 

population through birth, mortality and poverty statistics. Agamben (1998, 2005, 2020) has 

emerged as a derided intellectual extremist who only the most renegade thinkers would 

dare deploy in an argument. Nevertheless, he was right about one thing: internal insidious 

others — viruses, Jews, refugees, werewolfs — instantiate government, or more 

specifically a type of government designed to secure the health of that social body we 

otherwise call a nation. It is a type of government designed to achieve what Foucault (2003) 

called “make live” rather than “let die”. It gives rise to one discourse, or what Walter 

Benjamin (1936, 1955) — in his critique of modern Western civilization and its states of 

exception — called a mimetic language that subdues alternative ways of seeing and ends 

in a barren linguistic landscape of news cycles, no grand visions and an inability to confront 

death. At present, the Sydney media is awash with such language. It is what we might call, 

following Mihkail Bakhtin (1963), the first language, or official discourse. It takes the form 

of COVID-19 mortality projections and cluster maps and an unquestioned devotion to the 

avoidance of pathogen as the means to make live. The Australian newspaper took aim at 

this language by pointing to what it termed ‘one of those oh-so-common ABC panel 

discussions [on TV] where everyone agreed with everyone else and alternative views were 

not heard’. Unfortunately, and in its typical conservative fashion, the Australian offered no 

alternative either, only critique (Henderson 2020). Such barren debate is no surprise in a 

country where only three media companies provide the lion’s share of mainstream news. 
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A glimmer of hope appeared in an editorial on April 10, when chief political correspondent 

of the most respected newspaper duo in the country — the Melbourne Age and the Sydney 

Morning Herald — penned the unthinkable. He questioned whether lockdown might do 

more harm than good, questioned the economy’s ability to ‘snap back’ into pre-pandemic 

mode and wrote that our experts ‘have rejected herd immunity but they have not promised 

eradication’ (Crowe, 2020). 

 

There needs to be discussion of how some societies let die more people than do other 

societies. It would help us to think for a moment, as professor Sheila Jasanoff of Harvard 

University recently did, about how Germans allow older and sicker COVID-19 sufferers 

into ICU than do the Dutch, or more simply how Germans let live and the Dutch let die, 

and how mortality statistics in Holland signal higher death rates but not necessarily a lesser 

response to disease (Nawal, 2020). In Australia, the current success of our lockdown should 

not make the let die models unthinkable. As the above editorial points out, we may reach 

a stage in the pandemic where phased herd-immunity is required, and we may reach a point 

in our society more generally — with its broken aged-care system — where letting die 

models need more serious consideration.  

 

COVID-19 should help us confront the issue of how we die, but, instead, even the informed 

get lambasted for considering models — like versions of the Swedish response — that take 

us too close to death. We have nobody like Peter Singer, for example who spoke from the 

epicenter of the virus the words, ‘we want to take into account the number of life years lost 
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— not just the number of lives lost’ (New York Times Magazine, 10 April 2020). For him, 

losing tens of thousands of old people through herd immunity may eliminate less life-years 

than the destitution of people of all ages through economic shutdown. It is no time to end 

the closure of our borders, homes and much of our economy. Those closures have helped 

us achieve great distance from the horrible death tolls seen in European and American 

cities; but with so much unpredictability ahead, it is time to open discussion to the 

unposable ideas. If we do not, we leave it to ridiculed outsiders, like a farmer who 

questioned the political economy of the pandemic by continually cracking his whip on the 

ground in front of the Chinese consulate, yelling expletives and blaming its government 

for knowingly exporting the virus. In Sydney, questions of how we might let die, develop 

immunity or delve the political economy of the virus are out of the question. For now, those 

who pose unposable ideas are the city’s others — nonsensical fools who do not share its 

well-mannered and well-meaning way of seeing the world through biomedical data. They 

are the speakers of what we might call a more submerged second language that is often 

less measured, more variegated and typically restricted to WhatsApp and Facebook circles. 

At the moment, most in my world speak the first language. Perhaps the penalties are too 

great to do otherwise. Perhaps they are living in the now — a six month period of pathogen 

avoidance — and ignoring the inevitable reality of how and when immunity can be built to 

a pathogen that will still be around six months from now, when neither the economy nor 

the people in it can survive lockdown any longer.  
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But as a senior colleague reminded me, ‘let’s be optimistic, it’s a huge moment for some 

radical critical thinking about our societies’. If the virus and making live are out of the 

question, then a good place to start might be to question austerity economics and consider 

Modern Monetary Theory (MMT) by asking, as the ABC recently did, ‘How come 

Australia suddenly has billions of dollars to pay for welfare?’ (James, 2020). Our sudden 

and momentous shift in economic policy will likely be an aberration for which the 

government will make us pay, but it nonetheless awakens radical critical ideas that may 

not be so easily put back to sleep. Other radical new awakenings are rather straightforward: 

the welcome absence of pollution in our air and waterways; the value of time spent doing 

other than making money; the horror of poverty and illness; the invaluable labor provided 

by those underpaid “essential service workers” who educate our children and care for the 

old and the sick. Let’s hope the crisis makes us accord these things much greater respect.  
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