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Getting things 
wrong





Bread and Roses











My name is Kwaboaso

They call me Polly

I painted patterns on my house

Now I keep their woodwork nice

But I have the shadows





- her vote will go toward helping 
forward the time when life’s Bread, 
which is home, shelter and security, 
and the Roses of life—music, 
education, nature and books—shall 
be the heritage of every child that is 
born in the country in the 
government of which she has a 
voice. 4 September 1911

The Evening World (New York, NY)
Daily Magazine, pg. 8, col. 1: 021





Small art and love and beauty
Their drudging spirits knew
Yes, it is bread we fight for
But we fight for roses too.

James Oppenheim
The American Magazine, December 1911





Bread fed the body, roses fed 
something subtler: not just hearts, 
but imaginations, psyches, senses, 
identities.  It was a pretty slogan but 
a fierce argument that more than 
survival and bodily well-being were 
needed and were being demanded 
as a right.  

Rebecca Solnit
Orwell’s Roses, 2021



It was equally an argument against 
the idea that everything that human 
beings need can be reduced to 
quantifiable, tangible goods and 
conditions.  Roses in these 
declarations stood for the way that 
human beings are complex, desires 
are irreducible, that what sustains 
us is often subtle and elusive.

Rebecca Solnit
Orwell’s Roses, 2021



“Bread and roses” are what the humans 
involved in care—the patient and the 
clinician—want from healthcare. Bread 
is sustenance and therefore life; roses 
are courage and hope, curiosity and joy, 
and all that makes a life worth living. 
Bread is biology; roses are biography. 
Bread is transactional and technocratic; 
roses are relational. Bread is science; 
roses are care, kindness and love.

Heath I, Montori V M. Responding to the crisis of 
care BMJ 2023; 380: p464 





- trivial, irrelevant, 
indulgent, pointless, 
distracted, or any of those 
other pejoratives with 
which the quantifiable 
beats down the 
unquantifiable.

Rebecca Solnit
Orwell’s Roses, 2021



The terrible 
legacy of 

neoliberal 
economics





Most remarkably of all, the 
neoliberal project would take hold 
through the 1970s, just as the Soviet 
planning system was demonstrating 
beyond a shadow of a doubt that 
governance systems based on closed-
system reasoning were a recipe for 
quite staggering political and 
economic dysfunction.

Abby Innes
Late Soviet Britain, 2023



The shattering of the British 
state over the last forty years 
was driven by the idea that 
markets are always more 
efficient than the state: the 
private sector morally and 
functionally superior to the 
public sector.

Abby Innes
Late Soviet Britain, 2023



When it comes to the 
mechanics of government, 
both systems justify a near 
identical methodology of 
quantification, forecasting, 
target setting and output-
planning …

Abby Innes
Late Soviet Britain, 2023



Since the world in practice is dynamic 
and synergistic, … it follows that the 
state’s increasing reliance on methods 
that presume rational calculation within 
an unvarying underlying universal 
order can only lead to a continuous 
misfit between governmental theory 
and reality.  These techniques will tend 
to fail around any task characterised by 
uncertainty, intricacy, interdependence 
and evolution … Abby Innes

Late Soviet Britain, 2023



Neoliberal economics 
have made doctors 
into little more than 

drug-pushers



“Well, the people, I would 
say. There is no patent. 

Could you patent the sun?”







… the avarice of 
science, its conflation 
of knowledge and 
control …

Anne Michaels
Held, 2023



Standing on the 
shoulders of giants







Map/Territory



Alfred Korzybski (1879-1950)



A map is not the territory 
it represents, but, if 
correct, it has a similar 
structure to the territory, 
which accounts for its 
usefulness.

Alfred Korzybski  
Science and Sanity: an introduction to non-

Aristotelian systems and general semantics. 1933.



We cannot experience the beauty 
or the terror of a landscape by 
reading the map. … If we are to 
be healers as well as technicians, 
we have at some point to set 
aside our maps and walk hand-
in-hand with our patients 
through the territory.

Ian R McWhinney
The importance of being different.  Br J Gen Pract 

1996;46:433–6. 



We all recognize certain injuries that 
almost invariably cause suffering: the 
death or suffering of loved ones, 
powerlessness, helplessness, 
hopelessness, torture, the loss of a life’s 
work, deep betrayal, physical agony, 
isolation, homelessness, memory failure, 
and unremitting fear.  Each touches 
features common to us all, yet each 
contains features that must be defined in 
terms of a specific person at a specific 
time. Eric Cassell

The Nature of Suffering and the goals of medicine, 1991





… introduces a systematic 
analytical bias that leads 
governments to increasingly 
mistake the closed-system 
map for the open-system 
terrain over which they 
govern.

Abby Innes
Late Soviet Britain, 2023





The irreducible uncertainty inherent in GPs’ 
work extends to hidden care work just as it 
characterises direct patient care.  Direct and 
hidden care work often fold into each other 
in practices such as diagnostic decision-
making which require GPs to interpret and 
synthesise fragments of information relating 
to unique individuals. Good practice in 
primary care requires GPs to switch between 
speed-work and deliberative-work.

Barnard R, Spooner S, Hubmann M, Checkland K, Campbell J, 
Swinglehurst D.  The hidden work of general practitioners: An 

ethnography.  Social Science & Medicine 350 (2024) 116922.





Moral injury



When institutional architectures are 
misconceived but enforced as 
‘scientific’ doctrine, then rational 
people are incentivised to do 
damaging things, and conscientious 
people are forced to spend huge 
additional effort to limit the harm 
inflicted by the systems within 
which they work.

Abby Innes
Late Soviet Britain, 2023



Words/Numbers



Transactional/
relational



Physicians must become 
enchanted by the wonders of 
those persons who are 
patients, rather than 
bewitched by the marvels of 
science.

Fuks A, Brawer J, Boudreau JD.  
The Foundation of Physicianship.  

Perspectives in Biology and Medicine 2012; 55 (1):114-126.





I have always felt that a human 
being could only be saved by 
another human being.  I am 
aware that we do not save each 
other very often. But I am also 
aware that we save each other 
some of the time.

Avedon R, Baldwin J.  Nothing Personal. 1964.



Sandvik H, Hetlevik Ø, Blinkenberg J, Hunskaar S. 
Continuity in general practice as predictor of mortality, 

acute hospitalisation, and use of out-of-hours care: a 
registry-based observational study in Norway. 

Br J Gen Pract. 2022;72(715):e84–e90.



This study provides strong evidence that 
continuity of care by an RGP is 
associated with reduced need for OOH 
services and acute hospital admission 
and decreased mortality in a dose-
dependent way. If the RGP–patient 
relationship has lasted >15 years, the 
probability of these occurrences is 
reduced by 25–30%. 

Sandvik H, Hetlevik Ø, Blinkenberg J, Hunskaar S.

 Continuity in general practice as predictor of mortality, acute hospitalisation, 
and use of out-of-hours care: a registry-based observational study in 

Norway. Br J Gen Pract. 2022;72(715):e84–e90.



The Way Forward



A society must assume that it is stable, 
but the artist must know, and he must 
let us know, that there is nothing stable 
under heaven. One cannot possibly 
build a school, teach a child, or drive a 
car without taking some things for 
granted. The artist cannot and must not 
take anything for granted, but must 
drive to the heart of every answer and 
expose the question the answer hides.

Baldwin J.  The Creative Process (1962) 
In: Baldwin J.  The Price of the Ticket: Collected nonfiction 1948-1985, 1985.



Hope locates itself in the premises that we 
don’t know what will happen and that in 
the spaciousness of uncertainty is room to 
act. When you recognize uncertainty, you 
recognize that you may be able to 
influence the outcomes — you alone or 
you in concert with a few dozen or several 
million others. Hope is an embrace of the 
unknown and the unknowable, an 
alternative to the certainty of both 
optimists and pessimists.

Solnit R.  Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities.  2016.



Yes, it is bread we fight for
But we fight for roses too

James Oppenheim
The American Magazine, December 1911
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