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 World Closed 
People are crazy and times are strange

I’m locked in tight, I’m out of range
Bob Dylan, Times Are Strange (2000)

EVERY YEAR, THE LORDS OF 
lexicography at Merriam-Webster and 
Collins Dictionaries select a ‘Word of the 
Year’ in order to attract media attention to 
their increasingly irrelevant publications. 
   For 2020, Merriam-Webster chose 
pandemic—a word which had been around 
since the mid-17th century—while Collins 
opted for the more contemporary lockdown, 
which first appeared only in 1973.
   (Perhaps regretting their rather innocuous 
2020 pick, Merriam-Webster attracted plenty 
of attention and controversy the following 
year by selecting vaccine, notably changing 
the definition to include the new mRNA 
gene therapy treatments being deployed 
globally to combat the ongoing pandemic.)

   Curiously, the use of the term lockdown—
in reference to anything other than simply 
the confinement of prisoners to their cells—
went back only 15 years. More oddly still, 
the policy that spurred that usage could be 
directly traced to a 14-year old schoolgirl.
   In late 2005, Dr. Rajeev Venkayya, former 
director of pandemic policy for the Gates 
Foundation, was heading a study group 
charged by President George W. Bush with 
creating a federal plan to respond to a 
potential bioterrorist attack on the U.S.
   Bush wanted something that would justify 
imposing draconian measures, like the 
border closures and grounding of air travel 
he had briefly mandated in the wake of the 
9/11 terrorist attacks. Venkayya dutifully 
asked around, and eventually found a 
sympathetic ear in Robert Glass, a computer 
scientist at Sandia National Laboratories. 



   Glass had no formal medical training, but 
he had something he apparently considered 
an ample substitute: a daughter named Laura, 
who just happened to be working on a high 
school science fair project about pandemics. 
   Invoking the perennial grade school game 
of ‘cooties’, Laura theorized that if kids 
were required to stay a safe distance away 
from each other—or better yet, not attend 
school at all—they would stop infecting 
each other in the event of a pandemic.
Glass hastily put together a ‘kitchen sink’ 
computer model of disease control based on 
social distancing, lockdowns, harsh travel 

restrictions, and sweeping business closures.    
   His model later came to the attention of 
White House advisor Carter Mecher, who 
tried, unsuccessfully, to sell it to the CDC. 
But by the time the first Americans were 
diagnosed with Covid in early 2020, Glass’s 
model—backed by Mecher’s back-of-the-
envelope projections of 1.8 million U.S. 
pandemic deaths—began to get traction.
   Meanwhile in the UK, an Imperial College 
team led by epidemiologist Neil Ferguson 
recycled a decades-old computer model for 
influenza based on suspect data, which 
predicted ‘catastrophic’ casualties without 
similar harsh measures. (In 2001, Ferguson 
had predicted 136,000 UK deaths due to 
Mad Cow Disease. The actual toll was 178.)
   In March 2020, ignoring widespread 
concern about potential unintended 
consequences, politicians worldwide began 
imposing increasingly draconian lockdown 
policies, and “two weeks to flatten the 
curve” quickly morphed into recurring, 
seemingly interminable lockdowns. 
At the policy’s peak in April, more than half 
the world’s population were confined to 
their homes, and almost 90% of the world’s 
children had experienced school closures.

   No comprehensive cost-benefit analysis 
was ever conducted on the lockdown policy, 
despite governments routinely performing 
them for things as minor as adjusting speed 
limits. Instead, policy makers focused their 
models entirely on how lockdowns would 
limit the spread of the virus, with little or no 
thought for collateral damage to the public.
  As was predicted by many experts, we now 
know that that ‘collateral damage’—both 
human and economic—was monumental: 
a massive spike in substance abuse, obesity, 
suicide, domestic violence, and other social 
ills, while forced business closures and the 
resulting unemployment and loss of income 
led to huge increases in hunger and poverty. 
   Developed countries reported record 
drops in economic output, while billionaires 
watched their wealth skyrocket. (As usual, 
the poor and economically deprived bore 
the brunt of the deprivations, as people with 
white collar jobs could work from home.)
   As for the benefits: The most thorough 
study yet undertaken—incorporating data 
from 43 countries and all 50 U.S. states—
failed to find evidence that lockdowns led to 
any reduction at all in the Covid death rate. 
In fact, research showed that most viral 
transmission occurred within homes, making 
the lockdowns even more absurd and deadly.
   By October 2020, even the World Health 
Organization was calling the lockdowns a 
“terrible, ghastly, global catastrophe.” And 
yet, inexplicably, they continued in many 
countries, driven by inertia—and perhaps, 
political opportunism, as many governments 
used the pandemic to curtail civil liberties 
and to justify their greatly increased powers.
   In mid-2021, one outspoken professor of 
medicine at Stanford would call the lock-
downs “possibly the single biggest public 
health mistake in of all of history.” ◾


