
 

TED talks seek to inject optimism into
pandemic gloom
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A TED conference under the theme "The Case for Optimism" on
Monday threw down the gauntlet for a return to face-to-face gatherings,
despite the daunting challenges of the coronavirus pandemic, climate
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change and deep political divides.

Even with those dark clouds, speakers ranging from scientists and
academics to artists and entrepreneurs took to the TED stage for the four-
day event.

"We are trying to juggle it and do it right," TED curator Chris Anderson
told the gathering while stressing pandemic precautions.

"We are living through a piece of history. Even though what we've heard
is alarming, we can find optimism."

The event at the heart of what has become a global platform for mind-
bending concepts aimed at making the world a better place returned to
its roots with a scaled-down event on the edge of Silicon Valley.

Proof of vaccination was required, and badges were only given to those
who passed COVID-19 tests on arrival.

A welcome kit included masks, wipes and sanitizers.

And the annual gathering that had grown to some 1,800 attendees at its
venue in Vancouver was limited to about 600 attendees at a Monterey 
conference center.

Despite none of the attendees testing positive for COVID-19, Anderson
urged everyone to wear masks given the highly-transmissible Delta
variant.

"I felt the weirdest combination of intense excitement and intense
nervousness," Anderson said of the weeks leading up to the conference.

"I want to salute the courage and commitment of each of you to come
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here; I know it wasn't necessarily easy to come."

The annual TED conference was among a slew of events that went
virtual last year due to the pandemic, which prompted lockdowns to
reduce the spread of COVID-19.

TED attendee Betul Kacar, an astrobiologist who is a professor at the
University of Arizona, took solace in the turmoil roiling society.

"Chaos is needed for change to occur, and the world is definitely
changing," Kacar said during a break in the talks.

"When things go smoothly, evolution doesn't happen."

TED talks tackled hot-button topics from capturing the carbon that is
damaging the climate to researchers developing vaccines, and people
dealing with shutdowns caused by the pandemic.

"I'm a cynic by nature," said Akash Bhatia, a managing director at
Boston Consulting Group who specializes in disruptive technologies.

"It's early in this, but some of the talks nudge a bit to the other side to be
a little more optimistic."

Conference talks are crafted into videos shared free online for what has
grown into a global following since its founding in 1984.

"We are living through a cynicism epidemic," said speaker Jamil Zaki, a
psychology professor who heads a neuroscience lab at Stanford
University.

"It is not a system upgrade; it's mental malware. We can take control of
our stories to escape the cynicism trap."
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