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Abstract

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE: The aim of this study is to reflect how the pan-
demic experience has shaped Italian society, under some key aspects.

THE RESEARCHPROBLEM AND METHODS: The pandemic is chang-
ing much of our lives: relationships, politics, economics, religious attitudes,
European and global scenarios. The essay tries to study the most important
dynamics in this epochal change.

THE PROCESS OF ARGUMENTATION: The argumentation starts from
anthropological and ethics aspects to end with social and political elements of
pandemic time.

RESEARCH RESULTS: The essay try to present a multidisciplinary approach
to understand the pandemia. The most important result is to “read” the pan-
demia as a multifaced phenomena.

CONCLUSIONS,INNOVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS:
It's important to encourage studies where the complexity of our world is in-
terpreted by researchers fo different disciplines. In this particular historical
moment, probably, we should do the same lecture about the many wars and
conflicts around the world.
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ECONOMICAL EHICS

Suggested cittation: D’Ambrosio, R. (2023). Italian society and politics
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In the days of the pandemic, an unpublished poem by the poet Mario
Luzi was discovered (Avvenire, 28.2.2021). I'll record it here:

Third Millenium

Third Millenium, your door is still closed

is there a word for passing through?

a password of sovereign surety?

There is, you don’t know who gives it

nor even who adjudicates. But there is.

The human mind, heavy and dissatisfied,

desires it, the dura against itself:

Breaking through frivolity and vanity to knowledge
Carrying to safety the essential work

of beauty and knowledge, lightening the load

of conceited fatuity...

From this purgatorial burning

Will be released Man, I hope, naked, reaching out,
To better: to constructive effort,

to peace, to fraternity.

The timely coincidence of its discovery and the metaphors used,
almost let it resonate in us, thinking about what is to come, which is
the post-pandemic, without forgetting what it was, and again what,
at the moment in which I write, it is. We are all aware that we are
experiencing an epochal crisis, dramatic for the number of deaths,
for the gravely ill suffering with Covid, and for the serious social
and economic consequences. We know the data well, maybe a little
less the meaning of it all; above all perhaps because we are still im-
mersed in it. Therefore, the search for meaning — as well as the remote
environmental and social causes of the pandemic — escapes us. Luzi,
with a fascinating profundity, suggests:

Your door is still closed,
is there a word for passing through?
a password of sovereign surety?

So let us look for a word, a logos, a meaning to help us to bear the bur-
den of the moment on a personal and social level. But, at the same
time, we cannot forget the political choices (“sovereign surety” Luzi
would say) that define daily life and the meaning of what we live, and
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that contribute to find-create the “word” which drives the crisis and
becomes the helm of that “boat” which carries us all; a much-used
metaphor. To start with Pope Francis. The pontiff says:

Like the disciples in the Gospel, we were caught off guard by an
unexpected, turbulent storm. We have realised that we are on the
same boat, all of us fragile and disoriented, but at the same time
important and needed, all of us called to row together, each of us in
need of comforting the other. On this boat... are all of us. Just like
those disciples, who spoke anxiously with one voice, saying “We
are perishing” (v. 38), so we too have realised that we cannot go
on thinking of ourselves, but only together can we do this (Francis,
Prayers 27.3.2021).

1. THE MEANING OF THE PANDEMIC

In the midst of the “storm” the pandemic has shown, and contin-
ues to show, how the “word” we are looking for cannot come from
a generic and frequently rhetorical “afterwards it will no longer be
as before”, but from a return to one’s inner self, which seems to be
the most powerful drug against all other viruses such as fear, stupid-
ity, malice, envy, selfishness. It was a state of crisis that determined
Socrates” action and thought. His “know yourself” was not a simple
invitation, accepted with attention and gratitude. In fact, he paid
for it with rejection, suspicion, slander and death. It was the same
story with several biblical prophets; for them, in a state of crisis, it
was essential to “return to God” (Hebrew verb “shuv” return) and
“conversion” (“teshuvah”), understood as radical change, “reversal
of course”, a “straightening of paths” (Isaiah 40: 3—4). The same story
was repeated by Jesus who, beginning His ministry, proclaimed: “The
time of fulfilment has arrived, and the kingdom of God is close at
hand. Repent, and believe in the Gospel” (Mark 1: 15). “Metanoia”
normally translates as converts, loading the term, often moralistically.
But the Greek petavowx, means “change your mind” and “change
your mind” comes where the Greek term “nous” means “intellect,
mind, thought”.

The pandemic is changing much of our lives: relationships, poli-
tics, economics, religious attitudes, European and global scenarios.

173



174

Rocco D’ AMBROSIO

But it is not absolutely automatic for “us to change our nouse”, our
mentality, that is the way we approach ourselves, others, the good
God, and Nature, just as there is no guarantee that the pace of change
can be positive or that we can learn from the made in the present or
in the past. Three cultural and religious traditions — the Greek, Jew-
ish and Christian worlds — remind us that there are no automatic
and fatalistic changes, that history is the teacher only for those who
become disciples. Pietro Scoppola wrote:

History, as historians know well, contrary to current opinion does not
give lessons, does not dictate behaviours, does not tell anyone what
to do; but it only helps a little to understand what we are, leaving us
all with the responsibility to choose, after placing us a in a slightly
more elevated position, to view a possibly wider horizon. The lines
of necessity do not coincide with those of real growth in human and
civil values (Scoppola, 1986, p. 53).

History, even that of the pandemic, “helps us a little to understand
what we are”. It is always difficult to ask one who is living in a mo-
ment, what is the meaning of what he is experiencing and how his
way of existence is changing. We are too immersed in today, perhaps
even thinking, distracted by so many messages, and psychologically
discomforted, that it also touches on pathological aspects. As much
as we know that the wisest answers will come later when the whole
thing is finally over, no one can deny that we also need answers here
and now. Otherwise, we miss the whole sense of time. Augustine
can help us to find it: time is “a memory of the past, attention to the
present and expectation of the future” (Confessionum, XI).

The memory of the past, which is imposed on today, is above all
a physical memory. We miss the physical presence, especially of loved
ones missing as a result of the virus, (often not permitted to greet
us); we miss kisses and hugs with friends and relatives; we miss the
meeting places, from school and university, from parish to voluntary
work, from dinner to group sport, from cinema to theatre and concert.
The memory of the past, now more than ever, is strongly emotive and
visibly corporeal. “The body — writes William Davies — has become
one of the principal areas of dispute among experts and their moral,
emotional and political perspectives” (Davies, 2019, p. 161). How can
we blame it if the virus attacks the body, takes breath away, amplifies
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fears? How can we apportion blame if most of today’s political con-
flicts are over food, health, work and wellbeing? The memory of this
period has elected to be primarily physical, corporeal, emotional. It
may be deemed intellectual, but with great difficulty.

But time is also attention fo the present, Augustine writes. The term
used in Latin is contuitus (Confessionum, XI) i.e. vision, attention, gaze.
The prefix con-, according to some scholars, suggests holding together
different elements of the intuitive act. In a complex world there is cer-
tainly no lack of the many elements to be held together; indeed, there
are too many. It is no coincidence that we are easily distracted; it is no
coincidence that a vision of synthesis is lacking, it is no coincidence
that those with educational and cultural roles are often lost in analysis,
lacking synthesis, not to mention the political classes, in majority and in
opposition, who are hostage to consensus, electoral and media-based,
and are therefore with short term visions or without vision, and solely
concerned with self-interest and power. This fixation today is seen
as a deleterious myth: able to be aware of everyone and everything,
to know a lot, almost everything, and so on. Those whose study is
memory remind us how selective memory is, and they love to guard
or to discard it according to emotional or chemical responses which
as yet we do not fully understand. But it is so. And we must help to
make it better. Attention to the present therefore, also means selecting
who and what must be seen, met, cherished, loved.

The poet Luzi would say:

There is, you don’t know who gives it

nor even who adjudicates. But there is.

The human mind, heavy and dissatisfied,

desires it, the dura against itself:

Breaking through frivolity and vanity to knowledge
Carrying to safety the essential work

of beauty and knowledge, lightening the load

of conceited fatuity...

2. ETHICAL HOLD IN THE PANDEMIC

Pietro Scoppola, as reported above, links the lessons of history to the
sense of responsibility with these words: “It helps a little, leaving us
all with the responsibility to choose, after placing us a in a slightly
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more elevated position, to view a possibly wider horizon.” Also,
in the words of President Mattarella in Bergamo, the reference to
memory returns:

Remembering means, therefore, first of all remembering our dead,
and it also means having a full awareness of what happened. Without
the illusory temptation to put these dramatic months in parenthesis
to resume as before.

But not only that. The making of memories carries the assumption of
responsibility. Mattarella points out: “Memory charges us with re-
sponsibility. Without cultivating it we risk being prisoners of inertia,
laziness, of old vices to overcome” (2020). Those who do not make
memories risk minimising or avoiding taking responsibility. Becom-
ing aware of the past inevitably leads to recognizing the precise re-
sponsibilities of today, namely the people involved in their different
roles and missions. Obviously, touching on the sphere of personal
responsibility involves respect for fundamental ethical and legal prin-
ciples (the assessment of facts and legal responsibilities, especially
criminal and property law; validity of evidence; the presumption of
innocence until final conviction; the respect for privacy; the possibility
of prosecuting the guilty without due process). Think, for example,
of the victims of old people’s homes and of their closest relatives and
friends who have so often felt doubly hurt and humiliated when they
have encountered irresponsibility at every institutional level.

In general, it can be said that Covid — obviously — is not making
our behaviour better; that is to say what is wrong on a personal and
social level survives even the worst viruses. Crises reveal the best in
a national community. Think today of the sacrifice of doctors and
nurses, health workers, members of public institutions, law enforce-
ment, civil protection, workers, ordinary citizens and those who help
as and where they can. But crises also reveal the worst in ourselves
and in society. Think of reprehensible matters and attitudes such as
the politicians who exploit the misery to bully on TV in order to gain
acclaim. They promise collaboration and ten minutes later they say
otherwise, or else they are constantly complaining, instead of doing
their duty; the media operators who defend idiocy and falsehoods;
the workers in the economy who increase their businesses on the
backs of the citizens (from masks to sanitising equipment) or those
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who speculate on the Stock Exchange; the citizens who “diseducate”
with their reprehensible manners, the religious fanatics who preach
heresies and nonsense about alleged divine punishment and apoca-
lypse at the gates, or who spread injurious devotion (especially on
social media). The list could go on.

These days some statements by doctors and nurses are worthy of
attention.

Before I enter the ward my legs tremble but then once I enter every-
thing passes —I often think I can’t’ make it but the I manage to finish
my shift — even if we are dog-tired, we help each another by substi-
tuting for one another if needed, by meeting a colleague half way

and so on. The symbolic badge of a nurse falling asleep on the com-
puter keyboard says many things. It tells us that there is not only
a physical dimension (of the sick, health personnel, people suffering
restrictive measures) or a social one of the politics of institutions,
leaders and ordinary people: there exists also an “ethical dimension”.
The first step to understanding it is to banish the word “hero” from
our vocabulary. Heroes and heroines are “generally either gods who
have fallen to the human condition, conquered by other divinities,
or humans who have ascended to the divine state by virtue of excep-
tional merits” (Online Treccani Encyclopedia). Their less then human
characteristics and their work with exceptional characters lead us,
unwillingly, to consider them as being outside and beyond normal
standards, as “the exception that proves the rule”, not as a daily
example but as a “one off”.

We also remember Galileo’s famous dialogue for Bertolt Brecht’s
pen: “Unhappy is the land that produces no heroes”, Andrea ex-
claims. And Galileo replies, “No. Unhappy the land that is in need of
heroes” (Brecht, 1955). Gramsci would say that heroes come into the
field when organizations are “debilitated” and armies “weakened”
(Gramsci, 1974, p. 63); while Weber called for the word “hero” to be
used very moderately (Weber, 1919, p. 230). In fact, the interview-
ees themselves often reject it, and talk about their work as “duty”,
“service”, “dedication” etc. If we free ourselves form the traps that
the term contains, we can open up a current and necessary discus-
sion on ethical hold in the Covid-19 crisis, and that post-Covid. In
general, as already mentioned, crises bring out the best in us, or, in
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other cases, the worst; this is because crises reveal who we truly are,
the fabric from which our relationships — familial, friendly, social,
religious, political, economic, global — are made. It is no coincidence
that we are witnessing, in this period, crimes which are tragically
increasing, like domestic violence, embezzlement, fraud, corrup-
tion, usury, extortion etc. But at the same time, we are appreciating
how many decent people there are in our country and how they do
good for others. Of course, we still lack statistical and sociological
research which could enlighten us on this subject, so the basis of my
observations is not extensive.

What do we mean by “ethical hold”? Sharing the presupposition,
the “ethics is our way of existing in the world” (Natoli, 2002) by “ethi-
cal hold” we mean fidelity to the ethical principles we made our own,
not as a form of perfection (assuming it exists), but as a coherence
which maintains its standard regardless of the contingent, personal
and social situations, and of the opportunities for ethical deviance to
which they are prone. In succinct terms we are not speaking about
a superman or superwoman but about a person who, despite his
limitations and faults (clearly not serious), does not deviate from
the “master” ethical path which he has chosen, made his own, and
which he constantly follows.

Emanuel Mounier wrote in 1935 (p. 301):

Itis not the institutions that make the new man but rather the personal
and irreplaceable work of a man on himself. The new institutions can
make his work, but they cannot take the place of his own efforts. The
same facilities they provide him with, unless he is not sustained by
a spiritual and inner force, can lead him with indifference to a rene-
wal of apathy.

In recent months we have often asked, or at least hoped, that ev-
erything to come will not be as it was before. Avoiding the obvious
rhetorical risk of this statement, it cannot be denied that, in vari-
ous cases, future actions cannot be delegated to the institutions or
to a new electoral term, or, for those who believe, to extraordinary
divine intervention. Mounier is very clear on this matter: Even if
the institutions were to do their utmost to make the new task easier,
without the “personal work” there is a risk of falling into personal
and social apathy. In fact, all those resigned and negative comments
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are apathetic — “nothing will change — everything will be the same
as before or worse — there is no crisis that can change human nature”
and so it goes on.

Whoever is apathetic has no pity, that is to say passion: I refer
to the passion for what is just and true, supportive and welcoming,
correct and noble, good and constructive. Does this passion exist? Do
you care about the crisis? I think that the question should be asked of
all those who, because of their irreplaceable and valuable roles, are
promoters of culture. If we think back to the social and political re-
newal that took place during the period following the Second World
War, to the ethical hold of so many during the nefarious darkness of
fascism and of war, how could we deny the invaluable, painstaking,
serious work of all those cultural workers (teachers, educators, pas-
tors in religious faith communities) who prepared so many for the
future through listening, discussing, and teaching? Ethical hold is not
invented, transmitted, by teaching and example. Aristotle would say
that every virtue is the fruit of both knowledge and experience. Crises
change only to the extent to which there is this educative work, and
above all the self-educative in the case of adults, because, Romano
Guardini would say the true strength of man is “not in the fist but
in the character” (Guardini, 1985, p. 97).

3. THE POLITICAL DIMENSION OF THE PANDEMIC

Many questions the ethical aspects of the choices made by the rul-
ers of our country in managing the pandemic. Let’s start by mak-
ing the obvious but necessary observations: the pandemic has taken
everyone by surprise, citizens and politicians alike; it is a complex
and often complicated phenomenon: however much as there exists
in some countries, especially NATO and the EU, contingency plans
for probable biological terrorism attacks (Geri, 2020), the reality has
exceeded any analytical expectations. No one with a modicum of
awareness would want to be in the situation of those in charge: hu-
man choices, especially in politics, are never perfect and always de-
batable and a matter of opinion. In addition, the relationship between
science and power has a long history of light and shadow, as in this
pandemic; in moments of crisis, from the human and political point
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of view, as the scientific and the collective, that which you sow you
reap, as also is brought out the best or the worst in individuals and
in institutions. These elements are common to all countries and the
daily cross carried by those in power who must also make choices
between life and death or at least everywhere to safeguard health.
The participants in this drama are different in quality and experi-
ence; there are competent men and women, responsible, prepared,
conscientious, experienced, sensitive, but there are also those who
are ignorant, irresponsible, pedlars of lies, disseminators of fake news,
wolves in sheep’s clothing, the corrupt and the corruptors, approval
hunters, jackals, chameleons and so on.

In the face of this complexity and variety ethical judgement is
complex. Even though our questions are succinctly expressed in the
classic “Isit right ...or this or that not right?”, the answer can never be
concise because the reality is complex and often complicated too. Not
only for students but for everyone. It is difficult to learn to identify
subjects and responsibilities, means used, intended purposes, results
achieved, effectiveness and veracity of communications —as if to say —
the problem itself is compounded by difficulties of interpretations
and evaluation.

One thing is certain: ethics (in this case political) do not mean
a futile chat. We are talking about people who have died and who
could have been saved, of public health destroyed by the various
liberalisms of the Right or the Left; of those who govern seeming to
build but not building for the public good: even of the irresponsible
deniers. “Responsibility” —as we said — is the word of the moment. It
has been just over a century since Max Weber brought back attention
to the classic theme of responsibility for moral action. So the German
thinker’s fragment, dated 1919:

Here is the decisive point. We must realise that any ethically orien-
tated action can be controlled by two radically opposed maxims
fundamentally different from each other; it can be orientated, that
is to say, according to the “ethic of conviction” or the “ethic of re-
sponsibility” [...] according to which, one must be held accountable
for the (foreseeable) consequences of one’s actions [ ...]. The man of the
“ethic of responsibility” does not feel authorised to pass on to others
the consequences of his work to the extent that he could foresee them
(Weber, 1919, p. 230).
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There have been (and still are) reactions to this profound reflection.
More than the contrast between the two “ethics”, Weber intends to
recall to mind, especially to the men of power, the mandatory obliga-
tion not “to make pacts with the Devil” but to preserve, defend and
realise their convictions, principles and projects with “passion and
foresight” conscious of having accomplished “a hard and difficult
work”. All this, in fact through using the force of responsibility.

But it is precisely this term which gives us an ethical direction.
There is in this a rigid sequence: who? — to whom? — in what? — for
what purpose? A superficial cultural approach — the classic Platonic
doxa (Ancient Greek: d0&a doxos), or in popular speech “It’s raining,
thieving government!” —is not entitled to make assessments because it
accuses an abstract entity of everything. In doxa or in superficial chat,
this entity “is” Draghi (and, earlier, Conte) and in general all blame is
his, nothing excepted. He is even blamed for the fact that citizens do not
wear masks. This approach — and it doesn’t take much to understand
it—leads to an exponential increase in the irresponsibility in quite a few
citizens and politicians as well as in the spread of the virus.

Those charged with making the choices can be judged, not because
they have solved the problem of the virus but because, in the real
situation and under precise conditions, they have done what is pos-
sible, we hope the best, guided by science and conscience, but they
certainly have not done everything possible, and something has gone
wrong. In this pandemic all those who govern have made mistakes
but not in all or in the same ways. So, an ethical judgement, unless
it is weighed, does not deserve to be heard.

Those who collaborate with those who govern have an extremely
difficult task: ethically they are there to reinforce the work of achiev-
ing good by containing errors and offering alternative or better so-
lutions. I am thinking, in particular, of three different categories of
people all with very high levels of collaboration: ministers, regional
presidents and scientists. They certainly do not have the time at home
to be tweeting, or appearing very thick on television by revealing
heaven knows what deity inspired them during the night to find the
best solution. The best solution is always the fruit of collaboration,
debate, dialogue, verification, confidentiality and assiduous work.
The history of schools (open or closed) and the problem of the means
of transport not reinforced says a lot.
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Criticism, it is often said, must be constructive. Well, apart from
a few notable and rare exceptions, several politicians, in majority and
in opposition, generally criticise to seem important or to elicit support
and inflate themselves “like hot air balloons” (Bodei, 2002, p. 258).
Before constructive criticism we must speak of responsible criticism:
we speak with knowledge of the facts, remembering our own roles
(we have arrived at the absurdity of politicians in government who
criticise it as if it were a third rate in comparison to them!) and that
we are not in the bar or the stadium but in the courts, national and
regional where good is decided as well as the life and death of people.

Finally, communication. Today it is crucial to speak of “infodemy”
namely of the increased speed in the spread of falsehoods, especially
on social media.

I found reading the encyclical of Pope Francis Fratelli tutti most
illuminating from the ethical point of view (both the religious and
the secular). To read, for example: we are a global community, all
in the same boat, where one person’s problems are the problems of
all. Once more we realized that no one is saved alone; we can only
be saved together. As I said in those days,

the storm has exposed our vulnerability and uncovered those false
and superfluous certainties around which we constructed our daily
schedules, our projects, our habits and priorities... Amid this storm,
the facade of those stereotypes with which we camouflaged our egos,
always worrying about appearances, has fallen away, revealing once
more the ineluctable and blessed awareness that we are part of one
another, that we are brothers and sisters of one another (n. 32).

The awareness of being in the same boat brings with it the commit-
ment to plan, with the help of all the others, the course of action. In
1945 Giorgio La Pira published a book entitled Premises of the Politics
and Architecture of a Democratic State. The text was s scholar’s con-
tribution to a community in the process of reconstruction after the
Second World War, and in need of indications, political as much as
legal, philosophical as much as practical. I was always struck by the
fact that three quarters of the book — the first part on the Premises —
are dedicated to illustrating the most important visions of the world
(Weltanschauung), and only the last part, a mere 50 pages, on the
architecture of the democratic State, that is to say the legal aspects



Italian society and politics to the test of the pandemic

of the Republic that was built. One of the clear examples insofar as
it speaks of the index and distribution of materials: a plan of State
cannot be designed unless inspiration is drawn from a world vision.
And it was a lawyer who wrote it!

The text could be a reference for politicians and citizens at a time
when we are planning a relaunch after the Covid emergency. The first
element that stares us in the face is the problem of dialogue. Are the
political forces prepared to talk? And what does it mean to talk when
you want to “redesign” a country? We cannot forget here the lesson
of the Italian Constituent Assembly. Three cultural and political tradi-
tions — social-communist, liberal and Christian — have met to define
the founding principles of our national community and to derive
from them an architecture of state, both personalistic and pluralist,
as La Pira points out. It is not always the political exponents, both
in the majority and in opposition, who give proof of wanting a calm
and constructive dialogue. There is no dialogue for those who are
set against one another or who believe they are the holders of the
absolute truths; even worse are those who have dual electoral and
power aims.

La Pira would say that, in the case of democracies born after the
Second World War, they were able to incorporate movements of ideas
and people into the political structure, and to mould the same political,
legal, economic and cultural structure as the States. In this work it is
normal and desirable to reconfirm a difference in philosophical and
cultural traditions. It does not automatically mean, at the decision-
making and political level, the irreconcilability of various positions.
Dialogue serves to overcome the distance of positions. It serves to
confirm what is fundamental and constitutive in our country and
to refute what destroys it.

However, in some respects, today’s work is easier than that of
the Constituents. Governments, in the process of health and socio-
economic recovery, must not write a constitution, nor incorporate
or mould people, movements and ethical references. Everything is
already incorporated, shaped and mediated: it is called the Constitu-
tion. The new political plans, then, have meaning and significance
from an ethical point of view, if they are a force for strengthening
and implementing better these constitutional principles; certainly not
if they are made to upset them. And among the founding principles
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emerges the drama of increasingly implementing “political, economic
and social solidarity” (Constitution of Italy, art. 2).

But here another problem arises: that of the cultural prepara-
tion and ethical maturity of the ruling classes, not only political but
also social, union, entrepreneurial, and cultural. It is undeniable that
Western democracies have been attacked by different pests in recent
decades: unbridled liberalism, destruction of welfare, populism, na-
tionalism, corruption, organised crime. La Pira himself would ask:
“the ultimate roots of this crisis are roots of thought; the crisis, before
being a political and economic crisis, is a crisis of ideas” (La Pira,
1945, p. 15), which affects everyone, citizens and leaders. The latter
are not always up to the size of the task. Unfortunately, the world
stage offers several examples — mediocre leaders facing complexity
and unprecedented urgency.

We hope that recovery is on the horizon, not only that of individual
and public health, but also of ethical quality. There are three pressing
needs that cannot be avoided if we do not want to hand the Country
over to populists and sovereigntists.

They are:

* The reform of Italian electoral law: the Country needs lifelong
stability. In my humble opinion, adopting the German propor-
tional model, without distorting it (as we usually do), could
stabilise the country’s Government in a healthy relationship
with other countries (Germany).

¢ Tax reform: those who have more must pay more: it is not only
an evangelical principle but also a constitutional one, and be-
traying it destroys community ties and increases poverty, anger
and rebellion.

* The reform of public administration: it is essential and indispen-
sable. Weber said that “power, first and foremost, in everyday
life, is administration” (Weber, 1922, p. 214). For this reason, it
not only needs essential technological renewal but also training
and strong motivation to make workers feel even more involved
in service to the Country.
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4. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS ON POLITICAL
CHOICES IN THE ECONOMY

But it is not just a problem of leadership issues or of groups which
sustain or support leaders. Among these, in primis, must be stake-
holders and economic groups. In January 2021 the organisation Ox-
fam published a dossier entitled The Inequality Virus which portrays
a world situation where

the 1,000 richest people in the world have recuperated in just nine
months all the losses they had accumulated through the Covid-19
emergency, whereas the poorest will pay for the catastrophic econo-
mic consequences of the pandemic for more than ten years.

While, for Italy, the Inequality Report, also by Oxfam, reports that

in mid-2019 — according to the latest available data — the top 10% (in
terms of assets) of the population in Italy owned more than 6 times
the wealth of the poorest half. At the outbreak of the health emergency
the degree of economic resilience in Italian families was extremely di-
versified with a little over 40% of Italians in a state of financial poverty
(in other words without sufficient savings) to live, in the absence of
income or other earnings, above the poverty threshold for over three
months. Around 10 millions of our poorest fellow citizens, with an
average savings value of no more than 400 euros, had no financial
cushion to absorb the shock of the pandemic.

Behind the figures are the faces of people, family dramas, professional
and economic; those we know from first-hand experience and those
remaining few with serious information to give. It takes a certain
effort to understand these figures, to meet those who can actively
go no further, in the field of voluntary work, or in our neighbour-
hood, or in relationships, and then to sit down in armchairs to follow
the government crisis. It strikes a strident chord, provoking a revolt
(hopefully peaceful) in those with the minimum of conscience or
responsibility. Most of our politicians, in majority and in opposition,
with a few notable exceptions, are far from grasping, touching and
caring for this human, health and labour crisis. Parliament is fur-
ther and further away from the Country. We are well aware of how
dangerous this can be because it can reinvigorate forms of populism
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and anti-politics; but unfortunately, it is so. In order not to lapse into
populist and antipolitical forms, it would be good to focus, to begin
with, on two elements: information and integrity.

Information on the pandemic, with very few exceptions, is su-
perficial and hostage to the chasing for the scoop, whether it is the
phone call about a parliamentary vote or the background of who
irresponsibly caused it (certainly not alone but with several hidden
supporters). Why is it that the information system is still struggling
to explain to us the 209 million euros that is at stake (an enormous
sum) and who will administer it and how? Is there a free Press in
our country? There are owners everywhere, even in information: the
same perhaps who want to participate in the division of the cake?
Obviously, we are referring to legitimate businesses, in respect of
constitutional principles and laws in force in matters of the supply
of public resources, health contracts, or otherwise in major works.
And, above all, what vision of the country do we want to realise with
all these resources? For example, what weight do culture, school
and university carry? Or how important is the development of poor
regions (in primis some areas of the South), and for the poor a growth
in dignity and the possibility of real work opportunities, without
being dependent on subsidies and emergency earnings?

But not everything is glowing and the virus has not eradicated
the scourge of corruption (with joint partnerships or alliances with
criminal organisations); moreover, many fear the danger of a rise
in corrupt practices. And whatever we put in our perhaps corrupt
pocket — Pope Francis reminds us — is first of all detrimental to the
poor (2015, n. 197). Those who have to administer this river of money
must be upright, which is something more than simply being honest.
Integrity is honesty, but it is also moral rectitude, adherence to one’s
own mandate and commitments; it is service with “discipline and
honour” (Constitution of Italy, art. 54), dedication to the public good,
to fulfilling “the mandatory duties of political, economic and social
solidarity” (Constitution of Italy, art. 2).

Unfortunately, the production and distribution of vaccines has
shown how the liberal mentality has got the better of some decision-
making processes. In an official report (10" February 2021) on a de-
bate in the European Parliament on the vaccines question:
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MEDPs recognised that the EU underestimated the challenges relating
to the mass production of vaccines, and that concrete measures to
increase production must be taken as a matter of the highest priority.
Many members States in their vaccination programmes. Some mem-
bers believe that, in order to build public confidence in vaccination ef-
forts and to avoid disinformation, the EU must tell the truth. Regarding
this, many members have mentioned the necessity for transparency
in contracts, as well as complete and clear data on the distribution of
vaccines at a national level. Taking into account the large amounts
of money invested, several MEPs called for greater parliamentary
control over the implementation of the vaccines programme (www.
europarl.europa.eu/news).

Asin every economic and political choice, that of the production and
distribution of vaccines has recent and more distant causes, mostly
cultural and political. Since the 1980s we have witnessed the spread
of a capitalist culture, not always regulated by ethical and legal prin-
ciples and, hand in hand (thanks to new technologies and particular
socio-political situations) also a movement in which companies have
“globalised” production, trade, consumption, Stock Market activities
and even Western socio-cultural models. At a dizzying speed the large
companies, not only the law. The Member States, unfortunately, are
powerless to help, suffering from the rationale of the institutions.

It is a matter of real “capitalist dogma” that the pandemic has seen
most in the sensitive area of health (from pharmacies to hospitals,
from masks to the funding of new projects). Christian tradition refers
to the necessary passage from economics to politics and it is done by
way of a political recovery as place and instrument with which the
good of individuals as well as groups is harmonised and realised.
Only the return to politics that govern the economic processes can
guarantee the conditions that allow everyone to grow fully as indi-
viduals and as groups (Paul VI, 1971, n. 46). Think of what caused
Italy’s excessive and reckless privatisation of the health sector and
its consequences in combating the pandemic.

Will the pandemic help us to understand that power always de-
pends on the common good and never with a view to increasing
usefulness? After all even when profit is legitimate, that is to say
within the correct financial, productive and commercial practices, it
can never be a gain at all costs (in this case on the backs of citizens)
but must respect a precise hierarchy: 1. worker, 2. work, 3. profit.
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The modern approach, however, is based on a very different or-
der: 1. profit, 2. work, 3. Worker (John Paul II, 1981, nn. 6-7). In it
economic activity has a single engine, the “maximisation of utility”
where the structure of needs is flattened to the structure of a single
need, that of utility. The economic system is no longer designed to
meet the various human needs, but fundamentally to enrich itself,
and this mentality pervades, corrupts and distorts several sectors of
the political community. Think of what has happened in large sectors
of the European Left, often flattened on the dogma of profit, always
and either way.

Reviewing and reforming political choices in the production and
distribution of vaccines and hypothesising on a national production
with precise State control (subject to licences) is not a return to Com-
munism. Those who often conjure up the spectre of Communism are,
in many cases, only defending the hidden interests of the multination-
als. What is urgent and inescapable is the strengthening of politics
to which, between the Italian puppets and the controlling global
interests, above all, it can succumb. It does not need religious faith
to subscribe to the plea of Pope Francis, but only authentic interest
for the good of all, of every group and background, on the right as
on the left and as on the centre:

I cannot place myself ahead of others, letting the law of the mar-
ketplace and patents take precedence over the law of love and the
health of humanity. I ask everyone — government leaders, businesses,
international organizations — to foster cooperation and not competi-
tion, and to seek a solution for everyone: vaccines for all, especially
for the most vulnerable and needy of all regions of the planet. Before
all others: the most vulnerable and needy (Francis, Blessing Urbi et
Orbi Christmas 2020).

The final wish is taken from Mario Luzi’s poetic text with which
this reflection began:

From this purgatorial burning

Will be released Man, I hope, naked, reaching out,
To better: to constructive effort,

to peace, to fraternity.
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