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AUTHORS’ NOTE

In researching this book, we conducted over sixty interviews with senior officials from the United States, Europe, Asia, Australia, Israel, and the World Health Organization. Most of these interviews were conducted “on background,” meaning that we could use the information and quote the source directly but not attribute it to them by name without prior approval. Given the politically sensitive nature of many of our conversations, this was necessary to get as full and frank a picture as possible. Throughout the book, wherever we say “an official told us” something or that a specific official said or thought something, and no citation to another work is provided, it came from one of these interviews. In each case where we use information from one of these interviews, the official had direct knowledge of the events being discussed. In most instances, we do not provide endnotes referencing interviews conducted for the book; we only do so when the source of the information is not otherwise clear from the text.



 



Introduction


Donald Trump was a natural unilateralist. He was elected on an “America First” platform that rejected seventy years of U.S. global leadership and viewed alliances, treaties, and trade deals as attempts by the rest of the world to trick the United States out of its money and power. Nevertheless, his core team understood early—in fact, earlier than European governments—that the novel coronavirus that emerged in Wuhan, China, in December 2019 could be a game-changer, a national security challenge that would define his presidency. But it took weeks to get Trump’s attention. After what felt like an eternity, on January 31, 2020, Trump’s national security and health teams convinced him to take action by banning travel from China. It was an important, though insufficient, step—the ban still allowed tens of thousands of Americans and others from China to fly back to the United States, which would require a significant program of testing and contact tracing that was never put in place. Crucially, the virus was already circulating in America.

The next day, Robert O’Brien, the U.S. national security advisor, began asking other countries to follow suit. The virus could be contained only if everyone acted swiftly, but was it already too late? The Australians had barred travel from China and the Japanese were on board. But O’Brien was frustrated with the Europeans. Each capital refused to move individually; they preferred a united response by the whole of the European Union (EU), and that was unlikely, especially since many European governments were wary about alienating Beijing. As the virus took hold in Italy, O’Brien tried to convince European national security advisors to impose travel restrictions within the Schengen Area, a free-travel area encompassing twenty-six countries, but they would have none of it. In Washington, O’Brien and his deputy, Matthew Pottinger, pushed the president to make a case for an international response to the pandemic, but Trump was unpersuaded. “Why aren’t the Europeans doing anything?” he fired back. That was the moment, some administration officials felt, when the opportunity for allies to work multilaterally on an unfolding and potentially unprecedented crisis evaporated.

From the time Trump first heard of the dangers posed by the virus, his instinct was to minimize it. He had just signed a trade pact with China and was eager to portray himself as the dealmaker in chief in advance of his reelection bid in November. His opponents described him as a warmonger, but he hoped to roll out a number of agreements with foreign leaders. It would show that he was a tough operator who was fiery and furious in negotiations but also could close the deal. For example, Trump seemed to push the United States to the brink of nuclear war with North Korea in 2017, only to pull back and hold three made-for-TV meetings in 2018 and 2019 with the country’s dictatorial leader, Kim Jong-un. It was mostly for show—but for Trump that was all that really mattered. In early 2020, the American economy was going strong, and the president worried about any action that would derail its progress. The travel ban was action enough, he believed, and everything was under control. That is what China’s president, Xi Jinping, was telling him in a number of phone calls. But both the emerging pandemic and the economy were about to get much, much worse.

In early March, the markets went into free fall. The contagion—now known as COVID-19, shorthand for coronavirus disease 2019—was spreading across Europe. Trump’s advisors warned that millions could die if he took no further action. So on March 11, Trump reluctantly agreed to shut the economy down for three weeks. It may not have been enough, but it was a start. For more than a month, O’Brien, Pottinger, and the administration’s health advisors had struggled to convince the president that this was serious. But now the dam was breaking, and a national crisis loomed. Trump quickly turned on China (one of his favorite rhetorical targets, despite his warm personal relationship with Xi). His message to his aides was blunt: “These guys have fucked us and they fucked me personally.” He began to call the pandemic “the China virus.” In response, Beijing started to sow rumors that the U.S. Army had brought the virus to Wuhan. Trump had another phone call with Xi on March 26; this one was contentious, as they argued about the origins of COVID-19. For the remainder of Trump’s term, the two men would not speak again.

By late March, all the world’s wealthiest democracies were in lockdown, facing what appeared to be their most severe crisis since World War II. No one knew what the ultimate death toll could be, but a rough back-of-the-envelope calculation was terrifying. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimated that up to 1.7 million Americans could die. German officials worried that they could lose half a million people. Everyone had known some sort of global pandemic was possible; some countries had even planned for it. But now that one had arrived, many leaders were flying blind. To curb the spread, economies were deliberately shut down, but that triggered an unimaginable worldwide recession that rivaled that of the Great Depression of the 1930s (or so it seemed for a while). Each country, in its own way, worried that its population was not prepared, psychologically or materially, for what was about to happen.

International cooperation was effectively at a standstill. The World Health Organization (WHO), stymied by insufficient cooperation from China and overly deferential to Beijing, struggled to understand the evolving nature of the pandemic. As a result, it also found it difficult to offer coherent advice on how to contain it. Around the world, a competitive, self-help logic dominated national responses. Germany closed its borders, stranding thousands of its citizens who were abroad and could not return home. French authorities seized 6 million protective masks from a Swedish-owned distribution center in Lyon to prevent the masks from being exported to other European countries. Italian leaders warned that the crisis could break the European Union. The United States gained a reputation as a big spender, persuading medical suppliers around the world to divert to America shipments that had already been promised to other nations. In Asia, Japan and other nations struggled to comprehend how to care for thousands of passengers on infected cruise ships afloat in the Pacific.

In the United States, where by mid-March much of the country was being roiled by the crisis, Trump suddenly saw his reelection prospects slipping away. Though he generally despised multilateral meetings, he looked ahead to a consequential one planned for June. As chair of the Group of 7 (G7), the United States was scheduled to host a summit of leaders from other advanced democratic economies. The pandemic was forcing most international meetings to be held virtually. But there was reason at the time to believe that the virus might recede by the summer. And Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe, U.K. prime minister Boris Johnson, and French president Emmanuel Macron told Trump that, with adequate preparation, they hoped to attend in person. Trump tweeted,

Now that our Country is “Transitioning back to Greatness,” I am considering rescheduling the G-7, on the same or similar date, in Washington, D.C., at the legendary Camp David. The other members are also beginning their COMEBACK. It would be a great sign to all—normalization!1

Created in 1975 as a response to the oil shock and economic recession, what would become the G7 originally included just four countries: France, the United Kingdom, Germany, and the United States. Japan, Canada, Italy, and the EU joined later, as did Russia for a time (although it was expelled after its annexation of Crimea in 2014). As a club of the world’s wealthiest democracies, it was a forum for leaders to deal with global crises as well as to make long-term improvements to the international order. Now the coronavirus pandemic had fallen on the club’s doorstep.


THE “FUCK THIS” MOMENT

At forty-two years old, Macron was the youngest French leader since Napoleon. Whip-smart, he was extraordinarily ambitious and saw himself as a transformative leader who would push France and the EU to prepare for its twenty-first-century challenges. The COVID-19 crisis would put this ambition to the test.

Macron had a complicated relationship with Trump. After Trump became president, Macron engaged and flattered him, distinguishing himself from other European leaders who held Trump at arm’s length. He invited Trump to be the guest of honor at France’s Bastille Day military parade—an experience that so affected the American president that he began pressing for a similar military-style parade in Washington, DC. Later on, when it became apparent that Macron, despite his fawning, had received little of substance in return, the relationship between them cooled.

Nonetheless, the French president, who had chaired the G7 in 2019, pressed the group to act quickly during the early days of the pandemic. Macron had hoped that Trump would take the lead from there, but he quickly realized that the American president did not care for French input. That was not all that surprising, but what did come as a shock to French officials was that the White House had no ideas of its own. There was no plan. As the crisis worsened, Paris asked the White House for a call among G7 leaders. The White House agreed, but France would have to organize it. Paris took the lead, and the call went ahead on March 18 without incident. However, when a long-scheduled meeting of foreign ministers of the G7 convened virtually on March 26, the group was unable to agree on a joint declaration because of U.S. secretary of state Mike Pompeo’s insistence that it relabel COVID-19 the “Wuhan virus.” The French were astonished. Could the United States really be torpedoing the G7 over semantics? Nevertheless, Macron pushed ahead. These challenges had to be dealt with between leaders, face-to-face. He was encouraged by Trump’s decision to hold the G7 summit in person and declared that he would attend. The French president also retained faith in his own ability to strike a deal with other leaders no matter the challenges.

Boris Johnson, Britain’s prime minister, was also supportive of an in-person G7 summit. With his floppy blond hair, penchant for outrageous but funny statements, and embrace of populism, he was sometimes called Britain’s Trump. It wasn’t entirely fair: Johnson had spent a lifetime in politics, he read widely, and, unlike Trump, he accepted the threat of climate change, endorsed the Iran nuclear deal, and generally valued multilateral institutions (if not the EU). But it was also true that he would happily follow Trump’s lead, in keeping with Britain’s foreign policy tradition of backing American positions. The problem, from Johnson’s point of view, was that there was no U.S. lead to follow. America was entirely absent from any attempt to craft a strategic approach to the pandemic. Nevertheless, Johnson persisted and backed Macron’s push for a G7 summit, which he hoped would spur the world’s major powers to action. He wanted them to collectively engage with Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, a public-private global health partnership funded in part by the Gates Foundation, and COVAX, the COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access initiative created in response to the pandemic. The British prime minister was also eager to coordinate effectively on the economic recovery and on assistance to the developing world, which was being hammered by the pandemic and the global economic shutdown.

When it came to Trump, Macron and Johnson were keen to engage, but the German chancellor, Angela Merkel, had no such desire. A scientist who grew up in East Germany under communist rule, she was empirical, cautious, and deliberate. In power since November 2005, she was set to step down in 2021. Merkel’s relationship with Trump had never been congenial—indeed, at times it had felt downright absurd—but in 2019 she came to a startling realization about the American leader. Their tensions were not only about policy disputes. Nor were they about a clash of styles. Rather, she concluded that she simply embodied everything that Trump opposed: science, humility, intelligence, and multilateralism. That meant that any form of personal engagement with the American president brought out his absolute worst qualities. She was the red cape to his bull. When they spoke, he went off the rails. All she had to do was be in his presence. If Germany and the United States were to find common ground, Merkel believed it would never arise with her on one side and Trump on the other. Armed with this insight, Merkel felt liberated. In May 2019 she gave a commencement address at Harvard University. Every sentence had a double meaning, both articulating her own philosophy of multilateralism and repudiating Trump’s personal brand of politics. She had no reason to be careful in her remarks; Trump already hated her and, in any case, was an unpersuadable force on the world stage.2

Merkel would participate in the G7 conference calls, but when the French president asked her to fly to Washington for the in-person G7 summit in June, she declined. At the time, German officials claimed Merkel’s decision had everything to do with travel restrictions related to the pandemic. There was some truth to this: Merkel was extremely cautious and took the virus very seriously. In April she had received a flu vaccination shot from a doctor who subsequently tested positive for COVID-19, and upon learning this she immediately went into self-isolation for two weeks. She refused most foreign visitors. So it was no surprise that she did not want to travel to the United States, a global epicenter for the pandemic. Incidentally, this decision became public just hours after Trump announced he would break off ongoing talks with the WHO and, doubling down, would pull America out of the organization entirely.

But there was another reason she did not want to attend: Merkel did not want to be in the same room as Trump. It would not just be a waste of time; her oil-and-water relationship with the American president would make matters worse. She also saw the United States as an increasingly irresponsible actor and had no interest in giving Trump a photo op that he could leverage for his reelection bid or use in his cold war with China.

On May 28, 2020, Merkel spoke with Trump on the phone. She told him she would not be attending an in-person G7. Trump was taken aback; he had not expected her to pull out. Trump yelled at Merkel and after a tense exchange, he hung up on her. White House officials were furious with the chancellor. As they saw it, Merkel’s refusal was not just a huge mistake that undermined America’s hosting of the G7; the U.S. president had invited each of the G7 leaders personally. The two leaders had their differences, but he was also a gracious host, they felt, so Merkel’s decision was an insult as well. It was, Trump’s team thought, “a terrible fucking setback; Merkel had killed the G7.” If they had met in person, they would have been able to shape something. Now, even though the Europeans portrayed themselves as the champions of cooperation, nothing would happen.

Trump, meanwhile, was in a rage. The summit now had to be rescheduled for after the U.S. election. “I’m postponing it because I don’t feel as a G7 it probably represents what’s going on in the world. It’s a very outdated group of countries,” he told the press.3 Then he went even further. Trump wanted to include other nations—such as Australia, India, South Korea, and most controversially Russia—and would wait to reconvene the group until preparations were made to bring them on board. Trump had long wanted a way to cooperate with Vladimir Putin. He was fond of the Russian autocrat—expressing admiration for him during the campaign, frequently questioning why Russia was a foe, and taking his side of the narrative at the 2018 Helsinki summit when pressed about Russian interference in the 2016 U.S. presidential election. He had raised the prospect of inviting Russia back to the G7 in the past but had been met with strong objections from other leaders, including Canada’s Justin Trudeau. Now Trump resurrected the proposal to provide an alternative rationale to Merkel’s snub for the cancellation of the G7 summit.

While French officials had always supported the idea of an in-person summit, they were not entirely upset by Trump’s decision to postpone. They already had real reservations about whether the agenda would be at all substantive, and they did not think that the U.S. approach would be very effective in fighting the virus or helping the economy. As they saw it, the United States had little interest in mobilizing an international response to COVID-19; the Americans only seemed interested in blaming China for the original outbreak. The French assessment was not wrong. U.S. officials acknowledged that they saw the pandemic first and foremost as a China problem. The only U.S. response to that point had been a concerted effort to check Chinese power. The French also noted that after Trump canceled the G7 summit, nothing else happened. There were no American initiatives or requests on global public health, no bold thinking on the economic recovery. There was no plan to rally the world to jointly develop a vaccine or provide humanitarian assistance to millions suffering overseas. In other words, there was no leadership. Just silence.

Meanwhile, the British seemed particularly irked by Trump’s play to bring Russia back into the G7. As London saw it, the G7 was supposed to be a grouping of democracies, and in March 2018 the Kremlin had attempted to assassinate a Russian dissident in the United Kingdom using a chemical agent, putting many people at risk. And, in any case, Moscow had little to offer to the COVID response, so what was even the point? It was a “fuck this” moment for Johnson’s team. The American president was not serious, would do nothing, and would not lead an international response. So British officials gave up hope. Under Johnson, Britain would do its own thing—engaging in the COVAX initiative without the United States, hosting the Gavi summit, and becoming the largest bilateral donor to the WHO after the United States pulled back.

With the Europeans now fully estranged from the United States, for all practical purposes the G7 ceased to exist. As COVID-19 swept through every part of the world in 2020, it would be every nation for itself.



THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS

Some years stand out in history: 1914 and 1939 for the outbreak of world wars and 1918 and 1945 for their end; 1929 and 2008 for international financial crises that hurt the livelihoods of hundreds of millions; 1989 and 2001 for the end of one global era and the beginning of another, one out of hope and the other in sadness. Even now, with so little distance from it, there is little doubt that 2020 will join the list. It is not just that the world was hit with the worst pandemic since the 1918–20 influenza a century before, resulting in tens of millions infected, nearly 2 million dead by year’s end, and on track to do over $22 trillion in damage to the global economy by year’s end.4 There is never a good time for a pandemic, but the novel coronavirus hit the world at perhaps the worst possible moment, when international cooperation had largely broken down after a tumultuous decade. The fact that world leaders were hardly on speaking terms and could not even arrange to meet to discuss the pandemic is a stark illustration of this.

This book tells the story of how a highly interconnected world coped with a global contagion in an age of gross inequality, rising populism and nationalism, and escalating geopolitical competition. We argue that nationalistic impulses undermined much-needed collaboration and the U.S.-China rivalry overshadowed nearly everything, further complicating the international response. We show how COVID-19 was a truly global political crisis with repercussions far and wide, from undermining the European Union and locking down the global economy to reversing decades of poverty reduction in the developing world and eroding democracy and civil liberties. And we demonstrate how pandemic politics ultimately dealt the final blow to the old international order. Such a comprehensive look is necessary to understand what we all collectively experienced—and to better prepare for where we are headed in the years to come.

For the three decades prior to 2020, the world tended to work together during times of crisis—whether it was to deal with the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the initial response to the terrorist attacks of 9/11 in 2001, the HIV/AIDS epidemic ravaging sub-Saharan Africa in 2003, the financial crisis of 2008–9, the Ebola outbreak of 2014, or the rise of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria that same year—with the United States leading the way. The cooperation that occurred was often incomplete and imperfect, but it did make a difference. This cooperation had been fraying for several years, and in 2020 it was torn asunder. An international experiment ensued: What would happen in a global crisis if world politics was dominated by nationalist governments that refused, or were unable, to cooperate with one another? On the eve of the COVID-19 pandemic, the United States was led by President Trump, an avowed America Firster who saw international politics as a transactional zero-sum contest. Meanwhile, as the United States turned inward, Xi Jinping shattered hopes that China would become a responsible stakeholder in the global order as he quashed dissent at home and increasingly bullied other nations abroad. Brazil and India, once bastions of democracy and multilateralism, had taken an illiberal turn. Britain and the European Union were engaged in a bitter divorce. And while humanity was more interconnected than ever, a hyperglobalized world was also awash in economic, cultural, and political grievances and besieged by viral disinformation and conspiracy theories, courtesy of new technologies and willing accomplices, including some of the world’s most powerful people.

This was the unforgiving geopolitical context in which COVID-19 unleashed a cascade of interlocking international calamities. Every country had to cope with an unparalleled public health emergency. Most countries failed. Some, such as Germany and Israel, did well at first but struggled once the second wave hit. A few, including Australia, New Zealand, South Korea, and Taiwan, performed consistently well, avoiding the national lockdowns that became commonplace in Europe. Instead, they relied on aggressive contact tracing, isolating the potentially infected, and imposing draconian restrictions on travel. Some of these nations enjoyed geographical advantages that made it easier to keep the virus at bay, but they generally had one other thing in common: they had experience mishandling recent epidemics, pandemics, or other national disasters, and had learned their lessons.

The coronavirus caused the worst economic downturn in modern times, and it also nearly triggered a massive financial crisis in the United States—averted only because of a timely and overwhelming response by the U.S. Federal Reserve. The pandemic exposed the vulnerability of global supply chains as countries experienced shortages of critical medical supplies and other goods. It tore at the fabric of the European Union—a coalition of twenty-seven countries supported by shared economic, social, and security concerns—as national border closings and the scramble for medical supplies unraveled its common purpose and raised questions about its very survival. The EU seemed to get back on track after several months, but then was thrown into crisis once more in the fall and winter of 2020, with new questions raised about its failure to contain the pandemic’s second wave and how it handled the development and distribution of the vaccines.

The lockdown model worked in China and, at least initially, in parts of the West that sought to “flatten the curve” and buy time for other containment measures. But these same interventions proved disastrous in the developing world. Many low- and middle-income nations were not in a position to take advantage of the time afforded by stay-at-home orders and business closures to bolster health care capacity. They also lacked the resources to provide adequate assistance to people already living on the margins. As a result, COVID-19 gravely damaged already vulnerable people and economies. Even developing countries that had enjoyed considerable economic success over the past two decades were hit hard as debt mounted and tens of millions fell back into poverty and were pushed to the brink of starvation. Meanwhile, in fragile states in Africa, Central Asia, and the Middle East already suffering from violent conflict and displacement, the pandemic made conditions even more dire.

Illiberal leaders and autocrats also took advantage of the health crisis to consolidate power, game elections, further erode their citizens’ freedoms, and crack down on dissent. In this they were aided by new digital technologies, including surveillance apps developed to stop the spread of the virus. In country after country the political arena was roiled by clashes between those who wanted to control the outbreak and populists who denied its severity, preferring an end to restrictions on economic activity and everyday life. Across the globe, in response to governments doing too much or too little to combat COVID-19 and its political and economic fallout, millions of people took to the streets to demand change.



THE SHADOW OF THE U.S.-CHINA COMPETITION

The coronavirus pandemic ushered in a global crisis with seismic effects that will have a long geopolitical tail. The story of what began in 2020 involves not just the struggling individuals and countries that will get left even further behind, the crushing fiscal effects on rich and poor nations alike, or the lingering health impact. At the heart of the 2020 story is a rivalry between two superpowers—China and the United States—that manifestly failed in their responsibilities.

China’s slow response to the early signs was perhaps understandable. Many other governments were also slow to realize the threat that COVID-19 posed both at home and abroad. But what was inexcusable was Beijing’s consistent refusal to cooperate with the international community once the magnitude of what was happening became apparent. The Chinese government prevented the World Health Organization from gaining access to the site of the outbreak, failed to share samples from the early cases of COVID-19 (something they were still refusing to do as of this writing), and actively repressed doctors and journalists who tried to alert the public. China had made significant reforms after the severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) crisis in 2002–3, aiming to improve transparency and effectiveness in combating future outbreaks. But the reforms inspired by SARS were largely swept aside as the country’s medical authorities were sidelined and Xi Jinping took control of managing the crisis. This was the inevitable consequence of a regime that had become more dictatorial since Xi took power in 2012–13. Beijing did not want to tell its rivals more than it absolutely had to.

Domestically, this was not seen as a failure. On the contrary, after early talk on Chinese social media of a “Chernobyl moment,” the regime turned 2020 to its advantage at home. It contrasted China’s early success in containing the virus with the West’s apparent inability to do so. This, they claimed, demonstrated the superiority of their governance model. The pandemic was also a geopolitical event that materially benefited China relative to the United States. By some estimates, China will now surpass the United States as the world’s largest economy by 2027, arriving at the crossover point five years earlier than previously predicted because of China’s ability to better weather the economic fallout from the virus. For the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), this was the second global crisis in the span of a dozen years (along with the global financial crisis) that allowed it to gain on the United States.

Overseas, China flexed its muscles almost as soon as the virus took root in Wuhan. Beijing waged a massive disinformation campaign against the West, alleging that the virus had come to China from the United States and casting doubt on American-made vaccines. Beijing capitalized on the pandemic to crush the protest movement in Hong Kong, effectively dissolving the “one country, two systems” model that had provided Hong Kongers with autonomy and freedom since the end of British rule in 1997. Employing “wolf warrior” diplomacy, China bullied countries that questioned Beijing’s response to COVID-19, while using the offer of pandemic assistance to advance its geopolitical interests in Europe, Africa, and Latin America. This assertiveness would backfire, though, generating a counterreaction that left many countries looking for a different partner. Unfortunately, under Trump, the United States did not step up to play its traditional role and failed to seize this opportunity.

Contrary to the account that is most often given, some senior Trump administration officials, already suspicious of China, realized the magnitude of what was happening in Wuhan faster than any other government except Taiwan. However, throughout 2020 the administration largely viewed the pandemic through the prism of its rivalry with China, seeing it as emblematic of the threat that China’s regime posed to the world, rather than as a global public health challenge requiring international collaboration, at the very least among like-minded countries. This put the United States at odds with other advanced democracies, especially in Europe, who shared some of the administration’s skepticism of China but worried that public health could become collateral damage in an intensifying cold war. Beyond the Trump administration’s attempts to target the world’s collective ire at Beijing, it largely ignored the broader imperative to rally international cooperation to contain the pandemic and address the economic and humanitarian wreckage the disease was leaving in its wake. Instead of supporting the WHO’s efforts around the globe and working from inside the organization to press for needed reforms, as some of his top officials wanted, Trump turned the WHO into a political football, which he used to wage his ongoing battle with China. Meanwhile, zero-sum competition between the United States and China paralyzed multilateral efforts in other forums as well, including the G7 and the United Nations Security Council.

In Geneva, the director-general of the WHO, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, knew that great-power rivalry would hugely complicate his job, and he was determined to avoid becoming embroiled in it. He would privately push China but offer public support and encouragement. It was the only way, he believed, that the WHO could get anything from Beijing at a time when they desperately needed China’s cooperation. He had the same attitude toward the United States, but it put him on a collision course with Washington. U.S. officials wanted him to acknowledge that China was covering up the pandemic and refusing to cooperate adequately with the international community. They believed it was only through public pressure that Beijing would be persuaded to share vital information. But Tedros would not do this, setting the stage for the U.S. decision to withdraw from the WHO later in the spring. Tedros would later criticize China—in the spring of 2021—for a lack of transparency and cooperation on the investigation into the origins of the virus, this time angering Beijing.

Meanwhile, in the “competition of systems” with China, the Trump administration’s efforts also fell short, largely because of its shambolic response to the pandemic at home. By the end of 2020, the United States had recorded 352,000 deaths from the coronavirus (compared to 4,800 reported in China). That stunning figure represented 20 percent of the world’s COVID death toll despite the United States having only 4 percent of the global population. There simply was no excuse for one of the world’s most powerful nations to be ranked the fourteenth-worst among all countries for deaths as a percentage of the population.5

Trump had failed to heed the advice of several senior officials in February 2020 to follow up on the travel ban on China with a series of measures to prepare for a 1918-style pandemic, including additional travel restrictions on hotspots like Italy and requesting funds for diagnostics, medical supplies, and therapeutics. Instead, the views of those who wanted to tread cautiously for fear of disrupting the economy had prevailed. February was a lost month. Medical and scientific expertise was sidelined. The Trump administration displaced most of the responsibility—and the blame—for handling COVID-19 to states and localities without providing adequate support or guidance. Studies showed that President Trump was the world’s top purveyor of misinformation about the virus and public health, hawking unproven drugs and downplaying the pandemic’s importance. And even basic precautions, such as whether to wear a mask or avoid mass gatherings, became heavily politicized. The Trump administration deserves credit for accelerating the development of vaccines through its Operation Warp Speed initiative, as well as for timely action to avert a total economic collapse. But these victories were overshadowed by its broader failure to manage the multiple catastrophes produced by the pandemic.

The election of Joe Biden as president of the United States was, of course, a profoundly important change. Since the new administration came into power in January 2021, the United States has reengaged international institutions and is taking COVID-19 seriously, both domestically and globally. But make no mistake: many of the aftershocks from 2020 have staying power and will likely define our world for the next decade if not longer. The pandemic marks the end of an old American-led international order where the United States and its democratic allies automatically had the upper hand in international institutions and where cooperation on transnational challenges, such as pandemics and climate change, were insulated from great-power rivalry. Looking ahead, America must prepare for a world in which we are hit more regularly by global shocks against a backdrop of deeply rooted major-power rivalry, particularly with China. The United States should certainly seek to cooperate with rivals on shared threats, but we must also acknowledge the real limitations on such cooperation, amply demonstrated by Beijing’s behavior in response to the coronavirus. And America must prepare accordingly—by working more closely with other free societies and like-minded countries.



WRITING A FIRST DRAFT OF HISTORY

The two of us—Colin Kahl and Tom Wright—have been friends for over fifteen years. We were both trained as academics studying international relations, but we approached the subject from different angles. In the 1990s and early 2000s, Colin worked on how demographic and environmental stress can exacerbate civil and ethnic wars in the developing world.6 After opposing the U.S. war in Iraq, he spent the better part of a decade working on it as an academic, as a political advisor, and then as a government official. He served in the Obama administration, first in the Pentagon as the top official focused on the Middle East and later at the White House as national security advisor to then–Vice President Biden. At the time of this writing, Colin is once again headed back to the Pentagon. Meanwhile, Tom has worked on U.S. relations with major powers and European politics at the Brookings Institution in Washington, DC. In 2017, he wrote the book All Measures Short of War, about how hopes for a cooperative international order were giving way to great-power rivalry.7 We have worked together on a number of occasions—on political campaigns and in think tank and academic settings—trying to figure out some of the big changes under way and how the United States must adjust to deal with them.

Shortly after the coronavirus pandemic emerged, both of us penned long essays about its potential geopolitical impact.8 One thing that struck us in the debate that began in the spring of 2020 was that it was often heavy on broad predictions about the implications for grand strategy and the international system but light on what the world was actually doing—and not doing—to address COVID-19. We decided to write this book because we wanted to uncover the empirical detail of what was transpiring in front of our eyes—the pandemic politics that were gripping the globe, its aftershocks, and the world’s failure to come to grips with both. Only then, we thought, would we be in a position to draw larger conclusions. Despite the development of promising vaccines, COVID-19 continues to plague much of the globe as we type these words. The events we analyze in these pages continue to unfold. But we cannot afford to wait five or ten years to start drawing lessons from the greatest international crisis in our lifetimes. Some understanding is required now, not least because urgent action is required to address the grave challenges barreling toward us.

We know that in 2020 billions of people around the world were focused on how this crisis affected them directly. Will the supermarkets be fully stocked? When can schools and businesses reopen? How can we protect our elderly relatives? How can we pay our rent or mortgage? How can we get vaccinated? Many also experienced the pandemic firsthand, either getting sick or knowing someone who fell ill. Countless others had friends or family who died from the disease.

In America, the news in 2020 was dominated by Trump and what COVID-19 was doing inside the United States. But this was a global event, and it must be understood as one. Thus, in our discussion of U.S. policy we focus much more on the international aspect of the Trump administration’s thinking rather than revisit every outrageous moment of Trump’s behavior, which was heavily covered by the press at the time. We also explore the varied responses to the pandemic (and its consequences) around the globe, discussing the dynamics at work in Europe, Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America and sketching the struggles playing out in multilateral organizations ostensibly designed to address the crisis across borders. Many of these stories have flown under the radar but are crucial to understanding the impact COVID-19 will continue to have on our world for years to come.

The book is divided into four parts. Part I zooms back in time to look at the last great pandemic and its effects on world affairs. It tells the story of the underappreciated impact the 1918–20 influenza pandemic had on the end of World War I, President Woodrow Wilson’s dreams for building a liberal international order, and the cascading instability that followed during the interwar years. We recount this dark history because of its eerie parallels to our current predicament—and the warnings it carries for contemporary policy makers. Part I concludes with an examination of the state of the world on the eve of COVID-19. We argue that today’s once-in-a-century pandemic may prove even more consequential for international order than the last one because the coronavirus hit a world already teetering on the brink.

Part II examines national responses to the early phase of the pandemic. We describe the origins of COVID-19 in China and Beijing’s efforts to pivot from its initial struggles to a position of strength on the world stage. We also discuss the Trump administration’s response to the growing crisis at home and abroad. Part II then concludes with an assessment of how governments in Europe, East Asia, and elsewhere grappled with the contagion.

Part III dives deeply into the cascading crises that flowed from the pandemic. We describe the unprecedented global economic crisis set in motion by COVID-19. We examine the enormous stresses placed on the developing world and existing conflict zones. We analyze the impact of the pandemic on democracy and civil liberties around the world. And, as we do, we analyze how these aftershocks unfolded against a backdrop of accelerating geopolitical competition and floundering international cooperation.

Part IV looks at the global response to the second wave of the pandemic— a time when escalating infections around the world intersected with growing hopes that vaccines would finally bring the pandemic to an end. We conclude the book by drawing lessons from the experience of 2020, offering recommendations for American foreign policy in the post-COVID era.

The COVID crisis and the collapse of international cooperation coincided with the Trump presidency—but the old order will not be restored simply because Trump is no longer in the White House. Nationalism and geopolitical rivalry constrained and shaped the responses of governments and international organizations during the pandemic and they will continue to do so as the world moves beyond it. We have a very limited ability to change that. We can no longer assume the interests of major powers are broadly aligned, and we should not expect them to automatically work in concert with the United States to confront common challenges. Moreover, the lingering aftershocks of the pandemic will weaken key states and regions for years to come, producing new problems that will likely fragment the world further instead of unifying it.

For all these reasons, the old international order, already battered and bruised before COVID-19, is now gone. We must chart a new course that accepts the hard realities the current crisis has laid bare. America must re-engage the world and international institutions to address pandemics and other shared dangers, but it cannot invest all of its energy in responses that require unanimity. Even as we seek to reform critical organizations like the WHO, countries that have a shared commitment to transparency, accountability, and international cooperation must be willing to pool their resources and influence and move ahead on their own when they face resistance from China and other nations. Free societies must define their interests broadly enough to provide an affirmative and inclusive vision for the future—and they must stand together to fight for it.




 



PART I

THE LAST PANDEMIC AND THE COLLAPSE OF INTERNATIONAL ORDER
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The Great War, the Great Influenza, and Great Ambitions for World Order


AS MARCH TURNED to April in 1919, an unseasonable snow fell over Paris and a chill descended over the prospects for a just and lasting peace.

On April 3, the American president, Woodrow Wilson, became deathly ill, confined to his bed at the Hôtel Murat. His convulsive coughing fits, difficulty breathing, fever, and diarrhea were so severe that he was unable to move for several days. Even as the worst of Wilson’s symptoms began to subside, those around the president observed notable differences in his demeanor. He tired more easily. His wits and memory faltered. He became increasingly irritated and prone to outbursts. He struggled with the ability to reason and seemed to suffer from delusions. His chief usher, Irwin “Ike” Hoover, remarked, “One thing was certain: he was never the same after this little spell of sickness.”1

Precisely what befell Wilson remains a matter of dispute. But he was most likely stricken by the “Spanish flu,” which had ravaged humanity the year before and was still rampaging through Paris in the spring of 1919. The timing of Wilson’s illness—which arrived during a critical moment of negotiations aimed at building an enduring peace agreement following the devastation of World War I—could not have been worse. “The president was suddenly taken violently sick with the influenza,” his personal doctor, Cary T. Grayson, wrote, “at a time when the whole of civilization seemed to be in the balance.”2

Eleven weeks earlier, on January 18, delegations from every corner of the globe had gathered at the French Foreign Ministry at the Quai d’Orsay to open the Paris Peace Conference. Their charge was nothing less than to transform international politics—to build something better out of the ashes of the Great War, as World War I was then known. “You are assembled in order to repair the evil that it has done and to prevent a recurrence of it,” French president Raymond Poincaré said in his welcoming remarks. “You hold in your hands the future of the world.”3 Harold Nicolson, a junior member of the British delegation whose treatise on the conference (Peacemaking 1919) remains a classic exposition on diplomacy, expressed the aspirations of many in attendance. “We were journeying to Paris, not merely to liquidate the war, but to found a new order in Europe,” he wrote. “We were preparing not Peace only, but Eternal Peace.”4

Many of these hopes and dreams were poured into the vessel of Wilson. The U.S. president was the world’s most popular leader, and after years of unfathomable bloodshed he was seen by many across Europe as a savior. After a nine-day voyage on the USS George Washington, Wilson had arrived in the French port city of Brest on December 14, 1918. In Paris, and during brief visits to London and Rome, he was greeted by large and adoring crowds grateful for America’s late but crucial entry into the war. Among the onlookers who crowded the streets to catch a glimpse of Wilson, some were still sick from influenza or were recovering from it. One such person was Private Harry Pressley, a military police officer in the American Expeditionary Forces, who had come to witness the president’s arrival in Brest. He had contracted influenza in the fall, and his symptoms lingered for several months. “As my chest has remained sore, since I had the flu, it was quite hard on me,” he remarked in a letter at the time. “I can hardly breathe this evening.”5 Pressley was not alone. “The war was over,” the historian Alfred Crosby observes, “but Spanish influenza was not.”6 In Paris, the virus hung over the peace proceedings like Death’s scythe. “There seems to be millions of throat germs going around, and a number of diplomats have lost their voices altogether,” one of Wilson’s aides commented. “This old world is badly germ-ridden. It is soaked with disease.”7

Our world, too, is soaked with disease. As we grapple with the fallout from COVID-19, it is worth recalling that today’s “once in a century” pandemic is not the first time that a contagion has touched people in every corner of the globe and shaken the very foundations of international order. The 1918–20 influenza pandemic—or what the historian John Barry dubbed “the Great Influenza”—affected the planet in profound and often underappreciated ways. It not only killed tens of millions—it altered the course of history. It changed the material fortunes and fates of great powers, sickened key leaders at inopportune moments, and sharpened the underlying inequalities and grievances roiling many nations. By examining the geopolitical implications of the Great Influenza, we not only glean insights into our past—we also gain a glimpse into our possible future.


THE GREAT WAR AND WILSON’S VISION FOR WORLD ORDER

World War I began on June 28, 1914, as a local crisis in the Balkans, following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo. It quickly spiraled out of control: just thirty-seven days later, the Triple Entente (France, Great Britain, and the Russian Empire) was at war with the Central Powers (initially Germany and Austria-Hungary, and later the Ottoman Empire and Bulgaria). Eventually, other world powers (Italy, Japan, China, and the United States) were pulled into the vortex, joining the Entente as Allies (or, in America’s case, as an “Associate”). The conflict was expected to be short, sharp, and decisive. It was not. Instead, the world witnessed four grinding years of trench warfare, poison gas, and blockades—resulting in the greatest concentration of suffering and geopolitical upheaval to that point in human history. By the end, tsarist Russia had been overthrown by the Bolshevik Revolution and flung into civil war, the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires lay in ruins, and the German Empire was defeated and dismembered.8

When the war first erupted in Europe, Wilson was reluctant to enter. Although he had come close in 1915 after the infamous sinking of the Lusitania by a German U-boat, he ultimately decided to keep the United States neutral. During his reelection bid in 1916, Wilson even campaigned on a platform of keeping America out of the conflict. Instead, as combatants slaughtered each other across the trenches of Europe, Wilson offered to mediate a settlement, calling for “peace without victory.” His primary objective “was not to ensure that the ‘right’ side won in World War I, but that no side did,” the historian Adam Tooze notes. It was a matter of self-interest. “Only a peace without victory … could ensure that the United States emerged as the truly undisputed arbiter of world affairs.”9 Wilson also believed that any resolution to the war would prove unsustainable unless it was accepted by all sides. Any victory forced upon the loser, Wilson told the U.S. Senate in January 1917, “would be accepted in humiliation, under duress, at an intolerable sacrifice, and would leave a sting, a resentment, a bitter memory upon which terms of peace would rest, not permanently, but only as upon quicksand.”10

Escalating German hostilities eventually posed a direct threat to U.S. interests, making it impossible for America to stay out. In early 1917, the interception of the Zimmermann telegram (a German offer to Mexico to help return territory lost in the Mexican-American War in exchange for assisting Germany against the United States) and Berlin’s resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare (which threatened U.S. shipping) pushed Wilson and the U.S. Congress over the edge.

As Wilson pivoted away from neutrality, he faced the challenge of mobilizing a reluctant nation for war. In doing so, the president, a devoutly religious man, embraced a crusading tone. In his April 2, 1917, address to Congress requesting a declaration of war against Germany, Wilson told his countrymen that “the world must be made safe for democracy.” He continued:


It is a fearful thing to lead this great peaceful people into war, into the most terrible and disastrous of all wars, civilization itself seeming to be in the balance. But the right is more precious than peace, and we shall fight for the things which we have always carried nearest our hearts—for democracy, for the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own governments, for the rights and liberties of small nations, for a universal dominion of right by such a concert of free peoples as shall bring peace and safety to all nations and make the world itself at last free.11



Once America entered the conflict, Wilson used a series of speeches to flesh out his ambitious agenda for winning the peace. He envisioned nothing less than sweeping away the old international order, dominated by multiple great powers jockeying for supremacy. After all, it was unending balance-of-power machinations that had produced the Great War and countless conflicts before it. On January 8, 1918, Wilson presented his famous “Fourteen Points,” a mix of specific conditions placed on the Central Powers and broad ideals that all states needed to embrace to secure an enduring world peace. He then clarified and supplemented this initial framework with “Four Principles” (presented to Congress on February 11), “Four Ends” (delivered during an address at Mount Vernon on July 4), and “Five Particulars” (outlined in a speech in New York on September 27). Despite the apparent proliferation of objectives, Wilson’s speeches embodied a set of common themes. These included the imperatives for free trade, freedom of the seas, and disarmament. He called for an end to secret pacts, imperialism, and territorial annexation. He insisted on the realization of universal aspirations for self-determination and democratic government. And, as it related to Germany, he made clear that he was not out for revenge. His quarrel was with the atavistic militarism and autocracy embodied by Kaiser Wilhelm II’s regime, not the German people, who deserved to be free from it.12

At the core of Wilson’s vision for peace was the fourteenth of his Fourteen Points: the creation of a League of Nations, a new international mechanism for ensuring the territorial integrity and independence of all nations and for ending the threat of great-power war once and for all. The League would be designed to nurture a growing community of democracies, manage great-power relations, peacefully resolve disputes, and, through collective security commitments, deter armed aggression. Wilson’s plan for transforming the world was breathtaking in its ambition. He sought nothing less than to overturn the deeply ingrained system of European realpolitik—rooted in centuries of mercantilism, authoritarianism, imperial conquest, and balance-of-power politics—and replace it with a new liberal international order.13 He also sought to preserve some distance from the Allies, insisting on a more detached status as an Associate that would, in Tooze’s words, “give him the freedom he needed to throw his weight on the scales, not behind London or Paris, but so as to restore America’s role as the arbiter of global power.”14

For Wilson, the grandness of this vision was necessary given the unprecedented destruction and human suffering unleashed by the war. Estimates suggest that around 10 million combatants were killed. Tens of millions of civilians also perished from the hostilities and, most especially, from the starvation and disease that stalked in the wake of the bloodletting.15 Most devastating, however, was the influenza pandemic, which struck like a thunderclap in the final year of the conflict.



THE GREAT INFLUENZA

The origins of the influenza pandemic of 1918–20 remain murky, although on some things there is consensus. It is widely accepted that the particular virus—an H1N1 subtype of influenza A that passed from birds to people—was probably around for years before it spread across the globe in 1918. There is also agreement that the “Spanish flu,” as the virus was known at the time, did not originate in Spain. (The disconnect between the name and its origins appears to have been a byproduct of the fact that Spain, neutral in World War I, did not censor news of its influenza outbreak, creating the misimpression that the virus had originated there.) Beyond that, however, there remain competing views over where and how the pandemic started. One theory posits that patient zero lived in Shansi, China—a scenario eerily similar to the emergence of COVID-19 a century later. The virus then spread to Europe in 1918 as 100,000 Chinese laborers traveled to France to dig trenches and free up Allied forces for combat. Other researchers have suggested the possibility that the pandemic originated at a major Allied troop staging and hospital camp in Étaples, France. But the most widely accepted account is that the virus emerged in rural Kansas and then spread to Camp Funston in Fort Riley—a huge cantonment for U.S. troops preparing to deploy to Europe—in March 1918. From there, American soldiers brought the contagion with them to the Western Front.16

Whatever the flu’s precise origins, the massive mobilization of U.S. workers and troops triggered by Wilson’s decision to enter the war played a major role in its spreading. Millions of workers flocked to factories and cities, where inadequate housing forced them into tight quarters. Under these conditions, social distancing was an impossibility. Meanwhile, millions of other young men were crammed into military training camps, barracks, and trains, spreading the virus in their ranks and to neighboring civilian populations across North America. By May 1918, hundreds of thousands of U.S. soldiers were making their way in tightly packed troopships across the Atlantic each month, taking the flu with them to staging bases and the front lines in Europe.17

The pandemic swept the world in three waves. The first, comparatively mild wave spread from North America and Europe onward to Russia, North Africa, India, and China during the spring. The second, most deadly wave radiated outward from places as diverse as Freetown (Sierra Leone), Boston (United States), and Brest (France). From there, the virus again hopscotched across the planet, peaking in October and November, just as the Great War was winding down. As soldiers demobilized and returned home, superspreader events erupted around the globe as massive, packed crowds gathered to celebrate the end of the war. A third wave followed, running its course during the first half of 1919. While the disease eventually subsided in many regions, it did not completely disappear until late 1920.18

Unlike COVID-19, which left the very young largely unscathed while devastating older people, the influenza pandemic was indiscriminate. It did not just fell the very old; it also sickened and killed many of the very young and large numbers of people between twenty and forty years old.19 The majority of those infected had typical flu symptoms. But for others, the virus was particularly nasty and deadly. In some people with robust immune systems (often young adults), the virus triggered an overly vigorous immune response. This could cause viral pneumonia and what we today call acute respiratory distress syndrome, visible signs of which are bluish discolorations of the skin stemming from a lack of oxygen. In other individuals, the virus created an opening for bacterial pneumonia.20 Symptoms were sometimes so unusual and severe that the virus was misdiagnosed as dengue, cholera, or typhoid.21

All told, perhaps 500 million people—more than a quarter of the world’s 1.8 billion people at the time—were infected during this period, with many becoming seriously ill. There were no effective therapeutic drugs or vaccines (the first influenza vaccine was not developed and authorized for use until the 1940s). Hospitals were inundated. Of those who became sick, estimates suggest that between 21 and 100 million people died, with the most widely accepted figure being 50 million fatalities—approximately 2.8 percent of the global population.

The United States was hit hard. The pandemic killed an estimated 675,000 Americans (out of a total population of around 103 million at the time). Notably, among those caught up in the first wave was Frederick Trump, the grandfather of future U.S. president Donald J. Trump, who died from the flu in New York in May 1918 at the age of forty-nine. As the second wave hit in the fall, the U.S. health system—already stretched thin by the deployment of medical personnel for the war effort—was overwhelmed. In October 1918 alone, 195,000 Americans died of the virus. The effect was so grim that average American life expectancy in 1918 was reduced by twelve years (the average for men fell from forty-eight years to thirty-six; for women it fell from fifty-four to forty-two).22 As communities sought to contain the outbreak, schools, churches, and theaters were closed, mass gatherings were banned, and measures were taken to encourage hygiene and isolate sick individuals. Masks were mandated too, with newspapers providing instruction on how to make them at home, and organizations such as the Red Cross distributing them.23 But, as with the U.S. response to COVID-19 a century later, almost all these public health measures were initiated at the state and city levels, and there was tremendous variation in how quickly and aggressively localities acted to contain the virus.24

Meanwhile, even more so than Trump in 2020, President Wilson in 1918 pretended that the pandemic did not exist. As the virus picked up steam across America, “Wilson took no public notice of the disease, and the thrust of the government was not diverted [from the war],” Barry writes. “From neither the White House nor any other senior administration post would there come any leadership, any attempt to set priorities, any attempt to deliver resources.”25 Like other warring parties, the United States suppressed information on the toll the virus was taking on soldiers out of fear of undermining morale and support for the war effort.26 “So … the government lied,” Barry notes. “National public health leaders said things like, ‘This is ordinary influenza by another name.’ … As a result, more people died than would have otherwise.”27



THE VIRUS IN THE TRENCHES

It is indisputable that World War I helped to spread the virus. Less widely recognized, however, was how crucial the pandemic would prove to be in shaping the endgame of the war—creating aftershocks that would impact the future of world politics for decades to come. In the conflict’s final year, death and debilitating sickness from influenza affected hundreds of thousands of soldiers along the Western Front, undermining morale and unit cohesion, disrupting logistics, and diverting precious attention and resources.28 None of the warring parties was spared. But as the war reached its critical phase, the contagion fell hardest on the German army.

Beginning in March 1918, Germany’s first quartermaster general, Erich von Ludendorff, launched a series of all-out offensives along the Western Front. After years of attrition, Ludendorff hoped to take advantage of Russia’s withdrawal from the war following the February 1918 signing of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Germany shifted more than forty divisions—roughly 1 million men and 3,000 guns—from the east to the west. By the spring, Germany outnumbered Allied divisions 191 to 178. It was a risky gamble. But Ludendorff saw it as Germany’s best shot to deal a decisive blow against exhausted British and French troops before the United States could fully deploy its forces in the field.29

The aggressive tactics initially showed significant progress. In a war where military progress was often measured in feet, the Germans gained dozens of miles as they pushed west against British and French forces. At one point they came within artillery range, and a three days’ march, of Paris. But by June the German offensives had stalled. Then a final make-or-break German push in July failed. Although the fighting would continue until November, July was the moment when the once-formidable German army cracked and the tide of the war irrevocably turned. American reinforcements were arriving en masse and the Allies counterattacked, driving back overstretched and increasingly demoralized German forces. In early August, as the Allies kicked off what was later known as the “Hundred Days Offensive,” Ludendorff admitted to himself that the war was lost and the end near.30 When asked by the kaiser what had happened, Ludendorff told him that German troops had lost their will to fight. They were too exhausted. And they were too sick.31

In his memoir of the war, Ludendorff pointed to the influenza pandemic as a major factor in Germany’s reversal of fortunes. “Our army had suffered. Influenza was rampant,” he later wrote about the summer offensives. “It was grievous business having to listen every morning to the chiefs of staffs’ recital of the numbers of influenza cases, and their complaints about the weakness of their troops.” Indeed, in Ludendorff’s estimation, the effects extended beyond the immediate death toll or temporary removal of sickened forces from the battlefield. Even after the number of German influenza cases began to decline, “it often left a greater weakness in its wake than the doctors realized.” He complained about the morale of his troops, “already weakened by influenza and depressed by the uniform diet.” And in assessing the failure of the July offensive, Germany’s last shot at winning the war, Ludendorff pointed to the “diminished strength of the divisions, the result partly of influenza.”32

It would be easy to dismiss these claims as an excuse for Ludendorff’s own considerable failures. Moreover, since the pandemic affected all sides, even some historians who take the flu seriously have downplayed its importance in shaping the final outcome of the war.33 But a close look at the available evidence reveals that influenza did not affect all the combatants equally or at the same time. The German army suffered more and, crucially, bore the brunt of the contagion earlier. As the American military historian David Zabecki observes, the pandemic, which initially spread among Allied forces, “hit the Germans [in June]—except much harder because of the inferior German diet and their strained medical system.”34 The political scientist Andrew Price-Smith notes that “the pathogen-induced destruction was so profound, and the German physicians and nurses so overwhelmed by the dead and dying, that they were unable to keep track of the mortality as the first wave of the pandemic struck.”35 Thousands of men in each army division were afflicted during this period, and the trench strength of companies was significantly reduced.36 In June and July, at least half a million soldiers—approximately a third of the total fighting force Germany had at the beginning of the spring offensive—were affected by influenza.37 Given how overstretched their forces were across the Western Front at this critical juncture, the army could not afford that level of sickness in its ranks. All told, estimates suggest that between 700,000 and 1.75 million German soldiers were affected by influenza in 1918. Morbidity rates ranged from 16 to 80 percent of troops, depending on the unit, and the overall morbidity rate among German forces in 1918 was 683 percent higher than it was during the first year of the war. The army’s medical service simply could not cope, and many less seriously injured or afflicted soldiers took the opportunity to go home. Demoralization, desertions, and shirking of duties mounted, and discipline collapsed.38

The impact was felt far beyond the trenches. Influenza also devastated German civilians, especially during the deadly second wave in the fall of 1918. The population had been primed for a public health disaster by the Allied blockade of foodstuffs, which left the average person with a poorer diet than even their underfed countrymen on the front lines.39 As a consequence, in October and November, the country experienced its highest levels of civilian mortality of the entire war.40 Mounting misery and the army’s defeat created a social tipping point. Mutinies and mass unrest left the kaiser’s abdication and the transition to a republic as the only means of restoring political stability.

The other Central Powers were unraveling as well. With the stunning failure of Ludendorff’s offensives, the writing was on the wall. Meanwhile, pressures were growing at home to give up the fight. Here too, the pandemic may have played a role. Austria-Hungary was slammed by the Great Influenza in October and November 1918. The multinational empire was already under considerable strain after years of war and mounting demands from labor movements and ethnic minorities—demands exacerbated by the 1917 Russian Revolution and Wilson’s support for national self-determination—and within two weeks of the final wave of influenza hitting Vienna, the empire collapsed. “It is quite certain that influenza was not the sole agent responsible for the dissolution of the empire,” Price-Smith writes. “However, the influenza pandemic undoubtedly functioned as a powerful stressor to shatter the rotten and tottering foundations of the institutions of the empire, which had been successfully eroded by years of war.”41

Of course, the flu affected the Allied war effort as well. One U.S. War Department report, for example, calculated that 340,000 members of the American Expeditionary Forces were hospitalized for influenza during 1918, roughly equal to the number of those wounded in combat on the Western Front that year. During the climax of the U.S. military surge into Europe in September, October, and November, 25 to 40 percent of soldiers in American training camps were hospitalized and 30,000 died before they ever made it to France.42 The spread of the flu among U.S. troops was so pernicious by the fall that the draft was temporarily suspended in October as training bases were quarantined.43 The British reported a similar number of sickened forces (around 313,000) in 1918. The total number of sickened French troops is less clear, but it was certainly greater than 100,000 and perhaps considerably so. In terms of deaths among Allied troops, Price-Smith estimates that the ratio of influenza fatalities to combat deaths was 1:1 for the Americans, 1:10 for the British, and 1:6 for the French during this period.44

In terms of the war’s outcome, however, timing was everything. Available data suggests that influenza affected only tens of thousands of Allied troops during the critical May–July 1918 timeframe, compared with the hundreds of thousands of German soldiers stricken with the virus during that period. The brunt of the contagion’s impact on British, French, and American forces occurred in the fall of 1918.45 But by then the war was already won.

On September 29, 1918, the German Supreme Army Command informed the kaiser that the military situation on the Western Front was hopeless and that Germany needed to sue for peace. Ludendorff recommended the acceptance of Wilson’s Fourteen Points as the starting point for negotiations. On October 5, the German government sent a message to Wilson to negotiate terms on those grounds. Wilson responded with a series of conditions, including the retreat of German forces from occupied territories, the end of submarine attacks, and—most critically—democratic regime change. Wilson made clear that he would be accommodating if the kaiser abdicated and Germany transitioned to a constitutional democracy. If not, he “must demand not peace negotiations, but surrender.”46

Ludendorff bristled and contemplated a return to war. But it was too late. The kaiser fled to exile in the Netherlands on November 9, and Germany transitioned to a de facto democracy under a new civilian government. (What came to be known as the Weimar Republic was formally created the following year.) The new German government agreed to an armistice on November 11. By then, the other Central Powers had all separately sued for peace: Bulgaria in September, the Ottomans at the end of October, and Austria-Hungary at the beginning of November.

The Allies were shocked by this turn of events. Many had assumed the war would drag on until the summer of 1919, when American forces flowing to Europe were expected to reach their peak. Even as the Central Powers signaled their willingness to stop, there were voices on the Allied side pushing to continue the fight to ensure total surrender, including U.S. general John J. Pershing. But there were compelling factors pushing in the opposite direction, not the least of which was the impact of the influenza pandemic, which Hew Strachan, a professor of international relations at the University of St. Andrews, notes “was a material factor in the [Allied] armies’ fitness to fight.”47

Celebrations rang out across the globe as the armistices came into effect. The mass gatherings served to worsen the second wave of the influenza pandemic, but it was impossible to contain the outpouring of joy at the apparent end of a calamitous war. The arrangements with the Central Powers, however, were essentially fragile cease-fires. Crafting something more durable would be the mission Wilson and other world leaders would turn to in Paris.



WILSON AND THE GERMAN QUESTION

Influenza was still burning through the City of Light as foreign delegations arrived, with a few thousand Parisians dying each month as talks got under way. And as the virus crept into the inner sanctum of the negotiations, it would end up having a crucial impact on the outcome.

Invitations to the Paris Peace Conference had been sent to every country that could plausibly claim to be on the Allied side. More than thirty countries and nationalities showed up, although some major players were left out. Russia, an original member of the Triple Entente, was not invited because the new Soviet government had signed a separate peace deal with Germany a year earlier. There were no German representatives present either, largely due to concerns that they might exploit competing aims among the Allies.

Initially, the Council of Ten (so named because there were two delegates each from France, Great Britain, Italy, Japan, and the United States) met to shape the terms of the peace. But the most consequential deliberations happened between the “big four”: French prime minister Georges Clemenceau, British prime minister David Lloyd George, Italian prime minister Vittorio Emanuele Orlando, and Woodrow Wilson. These four men met 145 times over the course of six months to decide the peace terms that were later presented to the assembled delegations from the “minor powers.”

During the first three months of the conference, Wilson proved effective in advancing his agenda, most notably in getting agreement on his number one priority: the terms for the new League of Nations. Things became more contentious, however, as the Allies turned to the thorniest issue: what to do with German territory and colonies, and what to demand in terms of reparations and acceptance of responsibility for the war.

Wilson and Clemenceau were at loggerheads over the specific conditions to impose on Germany, clashing over Germany’s borders and its responsibility to pay reparations to the Allies for war damages. Wilson had promised “peace without victory,” but Clemenceau’s primary objective was to ensure France’s security by leaving Germany permanently weakened, both militarily and economically. Lloyd George, meanwhile, sought compromises between the two that would protect Britain’s imperial interests and its desires for a continental balance of power. In pushing back against French and British demands on reparations, Wilson emphasized the importance of standing on principle. He told Lloyd George that “nothing would be finer than to be put out of office during a crisis of this kind for doing what was right.” Wilson continued: “I could not wish a more magnificent place in history.”48

On March 27, Wilson’s physician, Dr. Grayson, recorded observations of the negotiations in his diary: “The situation continued [to be] extremely complicated because of the fact that the French were maintaining an attitude of bitter obstruction on the program suggested by the President.” Asked by Grayson how the talks were going, Wilson expressed great frustration, saying, “After arguing with Clemenceau for two hours and pushing him along, he practically agreed to everything, and just as he was leaving he swung back to where he had begun.” Grayson noted that Wilson had warned his colleagues that an unjust peace would “simply sow the seed for a further war and engender bitterness that would be hard to overcome later on.”49 By the end of March, talks were at an impasse and Wilson was fed up with the French premier’s maximalism.50 On April 2, Wilson told his press secretary, Ray Stannard Baker, that “we’ve got to make peace on the principles laid down and accepted, or not make it at all.”51

The next evening, Wilson fell ill.

In a series of events that seemed to foreshadow the coronavirus outbreak in the Trump White House in 2020, Wilson was just one of many in his inner circle who were stricken. Wilson’s closest advisor, “Colonel” Edward House, had contracted influenza three times, most recently in January as the peace conference got under way. Wilson’s daughter Margaret contracted the flu in February, and in March, Wilson’s wife, Edith, and a number of his staff were ill. Now the American president too was sick.52

Clemenceau, who barely survived an assassination attempt in February, had also been suffering from “colds” (perhaps the flu) ever since. In his case, it left the prime minister no less stubborn in pushing for French demands.53 Wilson’s condition, however, was much graver and its effects on the negotiations more profound. He was stuck in his sickbed for four and a half days. “In his absence,” the historian Margaret MacMillan writes, “much of the groundwork had been laid for the subsequent agreements.”54 On April 6, Wilson told Dr. Grayson from his sickbed that he feared the consequences for the world if the French were “allowed to have their way and secure all that they claim France is entitled to.”55 He considered departing the conference early and sailing home rather than caving to French demands, but he remained. When Wilson finally returned to negotiations on April 8 (conducted at his bedside), he was notably depleted. The illness appeared to have weakened his faculties and softened his resolve.56

Over the coming days, an agreement on the basic German questions was reached. Wilson acceded to the imposition of onerous reparations on Germany without specifying a maximum amount. He agreed that the Rhineland would be demilitarized and occupied by Allied troops for fifteen years. The industrialized Saar Basin would be administered by the League of Nations—an organization Germany would initially be excluded from—and the valuable Saar coal mines would be awarded to France. All told, under the terms Wilson agreed to, Germany would lose 13 percent of its European territory and one-tenth of its population. It would also be stripped of its colonial possessions. Meanwhile, the German army and navy were reduced to rump forces, and the country was forbidden to have an air force, tanks, poison gas, and a general staff. The language in the Treaty of Versailles, which codified these agreements, also included what came to be known as the “war guilt clause,” which read: “The Allied and Associated Governments affirm and Germany accepts the responsibility of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage … as a consequence of the war imposed upon them by the aggression of Germany and her allies.”57

“The terms of the peace appear immeasurably harsh and humiliating, while many of them are incapable of performance,” Robert Lansing, the U.S. secretary of state—who was sidelined for much of the negotiations in Paris—wrote in a memorandum at the time.58 The famous economist John Maynard Keynes, who attended the Paris Peace Conference as senior British treasury advisor, argued in a 1919 assessment of the negotiations that Wilson wilted—that his vision of a just end to the war had been overtaken by Clemenceau’s “Carthaginian Peace.”59 This may be a bit unfair to Wilson. All sides, including France, compromised. Nevertheless, Wilson bent considerably further and, as Barry observes, “suddenly abandoned principles he had previously insisted on.”60 About a dozen junior members of the American delegation resigned in protest. Among them was William C. Bullitt. In an open letter explaining his resignation, Bullitt rebuked Wilson directly. “That you personally opposed most of the unjust settlements, and that you accepted them only under great pressure, is well known,” Bullitt wrote. “I am sorry that you did not fight our fight to the finish.”61

Why did Wilson fold? It impossible to know for sure, but his deteriorating health appears to have been an important factor. By the end of the negotiations on the German issue, Wilson was a shadow of his former self. “I have never seen the President look so worn & tired,” his press secretary, Baker, wrote. “He could not remember without an effort what the council had done in the forenoon.”62 Lloyd George noted the American president’s “nervous and spiritual breakdown in the middle of the Conference.”63 And Wilson himself admitted to his wife during this period, “If I have lost the fight, which I would not have done had I been on my feet, I will retire in good order.”64

The ripple effects from Wilson’s compromises would be felt for decades. Nicolson, the young British diplomat, called the president’s “collapse” at the Paris Peace Conference “one of the major tragedies of modern history.”65 The Germans had quit the war under the assumption that the peace would be guided by Wilson’s Fourteen Points. They put a lot of faith (perhaps too much) in Wilson’s ability to ensure that the peace terms would be mild and fair. And they especially believed themselves worthy of lesser penalties since they willingly acceded to the American president’s demand for democratic regime change. In this context, Wilson’s apparent capitulation was seen as a betrayal. “Where Wilson had been seen to this point as Germany’s savior,” MacMillan writes, “he overnight became the wicked hypocrite.”66 Indeed, Crosby concludes, more was done during the period immediately following the president’s bout of influenza “to convince Wilson’s most fervent admirers, in general, and Germans, in particular, that he was a traitor to his own principles … than in all the rest of the peace conference.”67

The Paris Peace Conference changed the world. In addition to establishing the League of Nations, the Allies redrew the maps of Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and Asia. New national boundaries were created. Newly independent countries emerged from the wreckage of collapsed empires. And German and Ottoman overseas colonies were divvied up (mostly to Britain and France, but also, in the important case of China’s Shandong Peninsula, to Japan). The conference also resulted in five treaties with the defeated Central Powers. The most consequential was the Treaty of Versailles, which was presented to Germany as a fait accompli and ultimately signed on June 28, 1919. In retrospect, historians now argue that the actual costs imposed on Berlin by the treaty were lower than many Germans believed. But perception, not reality, proved decisive.68 The greatest legacy of the effort to forge a lasting peace would be a litany of German grievances and a deep reservoir of humiliation that would come back to haunt Europe and the world over the next twenty years.

The Germans were not the only ones disillusioned. Coming full circle on his idealistic hopes at the outset of the peace negotiations, Nicolson reflected:


We came to Paris confident that the new order was about to be established; we left it convinced that the new order had merely fouled the old. We arrived as fervent apprentices in the school of President Wilson: we left as renegades.… We arrived determined that a Peace of justice and wisdom should be negotiated: we left it, conscious that the Treaties imposed on our enemies were neither just nor wise.69





BITTERNESS AND REVENGE

In the aftermath of the Weimar Republic’s acquiescence to the Treaty of Versailles, an insidious conspiracy theory took hold in Germany, especially in military circles, to explain the country’s shocking defeat. Germany had not been bested in battle, the theory went, but rather “stabbed in the back” by traitors at home. General Ludendorff, a champion of this myth, argued that Marxists, democrats, Jews, and other internal enemies had shattered the resolve of the German people, robbing the army of the victory it (and he) had fought so hard to achieve. Of course, this was all a convenient and particularly vile lie. An influenza-ravaged German army had been vanquished in the field. Military defeat, in turn, had contributed to revolution and democratic regime change at home—not the other way around.70

Among the most ardent subscribers to (and eventual peddlers of) the stab-in-the-back narrative was Corporal Adolf Hitler. The Austrian-born Hitler had enlisted in the German army in August 1914, enthusiastically taking part in some of the most ferocious fighting on the Western Front. In the final month of the war, he was wounded by a British mustard gas shell in Belgium. As the future Führer recovered in the Pasewalk military hospital, he learned of Germany’s surrender. He later described his sense of betrayal as a formative moment. “I brought back home with me my experience at the front,” Hitler recalled, and “out of them I built my National Socialist community.”71 As Ian Kershaw, perhaps the most authoritative biographer of Hitler, notes, “From the following year onwards, his entire political activity was driven by the trauma of 1918—aimed at expunging the defeat and revolution which had betrayed all that he believed in, and eliminating those he held responsible.”72

Soon Hitler rose from obscurity to infamy. After the Great War, he became an increasingly prominent propagandist and beer-hall agitator in extreme right-wing circles. In 1921, he was chosen as the leader of the National Socialist German Workers’ (Nazi) Party, which had been founded the previous year. In 1923, he took his first gamble for power. Against the backdrop of French and Belgian troops occupying the industrial Ruhr Valley in response to a dispute over German reparations payments and hyperinflation sweeping the country, Hitler joined with Ludendorff and other right-wing officers in a failed coup attempt in Munich. The “Beer Hall Putsch,” as the revolt came to be known, was quashed. Ludendorff was acquitted, but Hitler was convicted of treason and sent to Landsberg Prison, where he dictated his autobiography and manifesto, Mein Kampf (“My Struggle”), outlining his genocidal views and expansionist ambitions.

Upon Hitler’s release a mere nine months later, he reasserted his leadership over the Nazi Party and went to work to grow it into a mass movement. The 1930 federal election, coming a year after Germany’s economy was devastated by the shock of the Great Depression, made the Nazis the second-largest party in the Reichstag, the German parliament. Two years later, the Nazis became the largest party, although they still lacked a majority. In January 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg named Hitler chancellor. Shortly after assuming the chancellorship, Hitler exploited the February 1933 burning of the Reichstag to dismantle what was left of German democracy. By the following summer, the Weimar Republic was dead, replaced by the Third Reich: a fascist, one-party dictatorship with Hitler as Führer.

As Hitler rose to prominence and power, he stirred the passions of an increasingly desperate German populace by weaving together themes of national victimization and racial superiority. The country’s defeat, revolution, and rapid democratization had created space after World War I for these ideas to grow. Germany’s economic troubles in the 1920s and the disaster of the Great Depression accelerated their appeal as the German people looked for scapegoats to understand their predicaments.73 Hitler also rode to power on the backs of German industrialists, the press, aristocrats, and disgruntled army officers who hoped to use him as a vehicle to unshackle Germany from the Treaty of Versailles.74

In Hitler’s mind, Jews, communists, and the “November Criminals” (the civilians who led the democratic revolution against the kaiser and then signed the November 1918 armistice) were responsible for Germany’s plight. So too were the harsh terms of the Treaty of Versailles, which he portrayed as falsely pinning the Great War on Germany, extracting unjust reparations, stealing German land, and emasculating the country’s patriotic armed forces. And in presenting this stream of injustices, he made no secret of his willingness to take Germany to war again to rectify them. “The day must come when the German government shall summon up the courage to declare to foreign powers: ‘The Treaty of Versailles is founded on a monstrous lie,’” Hitler told an audience in Munich in 1923. “We fulfill nothing more. Do what you will! If you want battle, look for it!”75 As chancellor, he blamed the treaty, especially its demand for onerous reparations, for the country’s economic hardships. “All the problems which are causing such unrest today,” he declared to the Reichstag on May 17, 1933, “lie in the deficiencies of the treaty of peace.”76 Eight years later, with the world once again at war and Hitler the self-proclaimed Führer, he told 20,000 onlookers in Berlin: “No human being has declared or recorded what he wanted more than I. Again and again I wrote these words: ‘The abolition of the Treaty of Versailles.’”77

There were many causes of Germany’s descent into fascism, and one would be hard pressed to find historical accounts that would list the Great Influenza among them. Yet key effects of the influenza pandemic—from its role in Germany’s defeat in World War I to the humiliating terms of the Treaty of Versailles agreed to by a sickened Woodrow Wilson in Paris—helped set in motion a chain of events that made the country more susceptible to Hitler’s twisted vision. “Without the unique conditions in which he came to prominence, Hitler would have been nothing,” his biographer Kershaw writes. “It is hard to imagine him bestriding the stage of history at any other time.”78

What was true in Germany was true elsewhere. As we will see in the next chapter, the consequences of the 1918–20 influenza pandemic would continue to be felt for years to come.
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Ripples Through Time


HISTORY UNFOLDS AT the intersection of underlying conditions, contingent moments, and human choices. This was apparent in the two decades following the Great War and the Great Influenza, commonly referred to as the “interwar years”—one of the most turbulent and consequential periods in modern times. The events of the interwar period are worth reflecting upon. As we saw in Chapter 1, the Great Influenza demonstrated the potential for global pandemics to shape international order by undermining the material capabilities of key states and by producing contingent historical events, such as the illness of Woodrow Wilson, that ripple through time. In the immediate postwar period, the hangover from the pandemic was not the sole—or in many cases the primary—driver of world events. But the contagion continued to produce important consequences across the international system. In particular, it laid bare, accelerated, and magnified the impact of underlying forces between and within countries, straining economies, worsening inequality, and contributing to social and political unrest. In so doing, the aftershocks of the influenza pandemic made an already tumultuous and conflict-prone world even more unstable.

As the 1920s and 1930s marched on, the geopolitical impact of the Great Influenza became harder to discern. And yet this history is no less important to consider in our current moment, because many of the factors that made the world so volatile, crisis-prone, and dangerous during the interwar period—mounting inequality, widespread civil strife, rising populism and xenophobia, growing economic nationalism and pressures to deglobalize, resurgent authoritarianism, backsliding democracy, escalating great-power rivalry, American retreat, brittle international institutions, and a free world in disarray—were already reemerging in our time during the years immediately before the coronavirus pandemic struck. And, as we detail in Parts II and III of this book, COVID-19 and the shock waves flowing from it have made all these problems worse.

As the coronavirus accelerates these preexisting conditions for global disarray, the interwar years offer a cautionary tale of just how bad things could get—and highlight the urgent need to change course. In particular, we see how easily international order can break down, with disastrous implications, when the world’s leading democracies—and the United States in particular—fail to stand together in managing crises and confronting common challenges before it is too late.


WILSON AND THE DEFEAT OF THE LEAGUE

On June 29, 1919, Woodrow Wilson departed for his final Atlantic voyage, arriving in Hoboken, New Jersey, on July 8. Large, cheering crowds greeted him as his motorcade journeyed through New York City, and when Wilson’s train arrived at Union Station in Washington, DC, at midnight that evening, an estimated 100,000 people were there to witness his return.

On July 10, Wilson held a press conference in the East Room of the White House, assuring the assembled media that he could secure the two-thirds majority of the Senate needed to ratify the Treaty of Versailles and the covenant for the League of Nations it contained. Wilson then formally delivered the treaty to the Senate. The world expected the United States to “make the triumph of freedom and right a lasting triumph,” he told the senators. He then asked: “Dare we reject it and break the heart of the world?”1 Wilson’s rhetoric was no exaggeration, as the economic historian Adam Tooze writes, for “both the victors and the vanquished looked to the United States as the pivot of the new order.”2

The president’s confidence in ratification proved unfounded. Three factions within the Senate quickly emerged. At one end were internationalists, including most of Wilson’s fellow Democrats, who favored deeper U.S. engagement with the world and therefore supported the treaty. At the other end of the spectrum were the “irreconcilables,” a modest-sized isolationist group composed mostly of Republicans plus a few Democrats, who opposed the treaty. The largest faction included strong and mild “reservationists” positioned somewhere in the middle. Led by the chair of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Henry Cabot Lodge, these were mostly Republicans, plus a handful of Democrats; they would consider ratification, but only with caveats clarifying America’s interpretations and obligations under the treaty. Laced through the debate among these factions were strong disagreements over several issues: national sovereignty; the implications of America’s long-standing foreign policy traditions of exceptionalism, unilateralism, and aloofness from great-power matters; and the appropriate balance of executive and legislative power. Deep partisanship and bitter personal rivalries were also at work.

Among the major reservations to the Treaty of Versailles and the League covenant, three stood out. One involved the ceding of China’s Shandong Peninsula (controlled by Germany) to Japan. In Paris, Japan had pushed for the inclusion of a statement of racial equality in the League covenant, but, as the historian John Cooper notes, “Wilson had bowed to his own country’s and British white supremacist sentiments and vetoed the proposal.”3 Fearing that this decision might prompt Japan to refuse to join the League altogether, Wilson, who was still recovering from the flu, caved to Tokyo’s demand to take possession of Shandong.4 But given his stated opposition to imperialism and his defense of self-determination, the move opened the president up to scathing charges of hypocrisy at home. A second criticism centered on the fact that the League covenant allowed for separate votes for five of Britain’s dominions (Australia, Canada, India, New Zealand, and South Africa), which gave the British Empire six votes in the League Assembly (although not in the League’s decision-making body, the Council).

The strongest reservation, however, concerned the collective security obligations under Article X of the League covenant. These committed the United States, like all other members, to preserve the territorial independence and political autonomy of other countries, including through the possible use of military force. Irreconcilables saw this not only as an egregious violation of American sovereignty but as firmly at odds with the country’s long-standing tradition, first articulated in George Washington’s Farewell Address, of staying out of foreign entanglements. Among those reservationists who could support the notion of collective security, the main concern was that Article X seemed to bypass Congress’s sole authority under the U.S. Constitution to declare war.

Frustrated by opposition and the insistence of many senators on significant reservations, Wilson decided to take his case directly to the American people by arranging a cross-country tour.5 In doing so, he overruled the advice of his personal physician, Dr. Grayson, who worried about the president’s fragile disposition.6 Wilson’s health had failed him in Paris, and it would soon put his entire presidency in jeopardy. But he was insistent that he must present his case for the League to the public.

Wilson’s train departed from Washington on September 3. Over the next three weeks, he crisscrossed the nation, giving forty speeches. His orations provided a passionate defense of the League and the liberal international order it represented, a point-by-point rebuttal to the main criticisms emerging in the Senate, and stark warnings of what would happen if America abandoned its commitment. Throughout, Wilson frequently invoked the dark specter of another global conflagration. Five days into his journey, in Omaha, Wilson made what would turn out to be a tragically accurate prediction. He told his audience that while there was “no absolute guarantee” against war if the United States joined the League, “I can predict with absolute certainty that, within another generation, there will be another world war if the nations of the world—if the League of Nations—does not prevent it by concerted effort.”7

From the outset of the trip, Wilson’s health was an issue. He suffered constantly from headaches and periodically from breathing troubles and extreme coughing fits, which his doctor described as “asthma attacks.” By September 25, Wilson’s health had deteriorated to the point that Grayson recommended canceling the remaining five stops of the trip. “The Doctor is right,” Wilson told a close aide; “I have never been in a condition like this, and I just feel as if I am going to pieces.”8 Back in Washington a week later, in the early hours of October 2, Wilson suffered a massive stroke. It left him partially paralyzed down his left side and partially blind in his right eye, and he would end up disabled for the rest of his life. Looking back, it appears Wilson had an underlying neurological condition and may have suffered a series of mini-strokes over the course of several years. His case of influenza in Paris, in turn, may have triggered additional mini-strokes in the spring and summer, and the flu certainly made him more susceptible to the massive stroke that befell him in October.9 “Although he would make a limited recovery over time,” the historian Margaret MacMillan concludes, “he was not physically or mentally the man he had been. And while he continued to influence the debate in the Senate from his sickroom, Wilson never effectively functioned as president again.”10

In Wilson’s absence, the Senate debated numerous amendments and reservations. A vote on treaty ratification was eventually scheduled, including a package of fourteen reservations put forward by Lodge and the Foreign Relations Committee. (The number fourteen was somewhat ironic given Wilson’s famous Fourteen Points.) Wilson issued a written statement from his sickbed arguing that the reservations essentially reflected a “nullification” of the treaty, and asked Democrats in the Senate to oppose them. The vote on ratification with reservations occurred on November 19. It was decisively defeated 39–55, with irreconcilables joining all but four Democrats in voting against. A vote on ratification without reservations then followed—and it too was defeated, 38–53, with only one Republican joining the majority of Democrats in support of unconditional approval.11

The issue was not yet settled, however. Four weeks after Wilson’s initial defeat, he won the Nobel Peace Prize. Meanwhile, on Capitol Hill, the Senate continued to negotiate over the treaty. Strong reservations persisted, especially over the League’s collective security provisions. Among those voicing concerns was Senator Warren G. Harding, who would go on to be elected U.S. president in November 1920. “Let us hesitate before we surrender the nationality which is the very soul of highest Americanism,” Harding told his audience at the Ohio Society of New York on January 20. In doing so, he weaponized a phrase—“America First”—that Wilson himself had pioneered as a slogan in 1916 to claim credit for keeping the United States out of World War I. Harding insisted on the imperative to “safeguard America first, to stabilize America first, to prosper America first, to think of America first, to exalt America first, to live for and revere America first.”12 (“America First” would also be embraced by the isolationist movement in 1940, as we will see, and much later by the Republican U.S. presidential candidate Pat Buchanan in the 1990s and Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential campaign.)

At the same time, the opportunity for a possible compromise arose. A growing number of Democrats contemplated breaking ranks with Wilson, increasing the prospect for bipartisan agreement on softening the reservations somewhat, and potentially paving the way for ratification. Wilson’s wife, Edith, his closest personal aides, and his secretary of state, Robert Lansing, all urged the president to accept some form of the deal as the last, best chance of salvaging American participation in the League. Meanwhile, Sir Edward Grey, who had served as British foreign secretary from 1905 to 1916, suggested that the Allies would understand U.S. reservations, even if they did not like them. If Wilson had followed this collective advice and compromised, Cooper writes, “he could have brokered a settlement that would have resolved the conflict differently.”13 But he would not.

In Paris the previous spring, influenza had taken Wilson away from negotiations for several days at a critical moment and, thereafter, appeared to have weakened his resolve to stand by his principles on the German question in the face of French demands. His stroke had a different effect. It was more debilitating, leaving him unable to engage in negotiations with the Senate for a month and, then, removing him from physical contact with all but a handful of participants in the talks. Physiologically, the stroke left Wilson incapable of adapting to changing circumstances and making sound political judgments. As his physical condition gradually improved, Wilson became increasingly prone to a kind of “euphoria” common among recovering stroke patients, which left him delusional about the prospects of achieving his objectives without the need for any accommodation. At other times, he suffered from mood swings and depression, often triggered by recurring bouts of the flu in January and February 1920. Ultimately, as Cooper concludes, “his condition rendered him incapable of compromise.”14

In the absence of any presidential accommodation, another Senate vote was held on March 19, 2020, to ratify the treaty with essentially the same fourteen reservations as the previous fall. This time, in a sign of how far Wilson’s fellow Democrats were willing to move, the vote was 49 in favor and 35 against (the official tally was 57–39, which accounted for the announced positions of a dozen absentees). There was now majority support for ratification with reservations—but it fell seven votes short of the two-thirds majority required. With his options in the Senate exhausted, Wilson was forced to concede defeat, though he was convinced he would be vindicated by history. The United States would not be joining the League.



AMERICA ON FIRE

As Wilson debated the future of world order with the Senate, the rest of the nation roiled. The U.S. economy experienced back-to-back recessions, a shock in 1918–19 that the country rapidly rebounded from in the second half of 1919, and then another in 1920–21, which stands as one of the deepest U.S. recessions on record (comparable in some ways to the severity of the Great Depression, albeit much shorter, and considerably sharper than the contraction experienced by Americans during the 2008–9 financial crisis). The pandemic played a role in the first recession, perhaps reducing U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) by about 1.5 percent, but not in the second.15 Compared to the economic dislocation produced by COVID-19 a century later, the Great Influenza appears to have had a lesser impact on the U.S. economy, in part because a century ago far fewer Americans worked in jobs that required close social contact. The absence of widespread sick leave and unemployment insurance also meant that even workers who were ill could not afford to stay home, and many nonessential businesses stayed open.16 Despite these important differences, there were also some similarities. One recent study found that in 1918–19, the contagion depressed the American economy through both supply-side and demand-side effects in the form of reduced productivity, labor shortages, and falling demand for retail goods. Contemporary newspaper accounts suggested that numerous sectors of the economy were adversely affected by the influenza pandemic, including coal and copper mining, shipbuilding, textile production, wholesale and (to a lesser extent) retail trade, and entertainment. It is also noteworthy, given controversies over COVID-19 lockdowns, that U.S. cities that took more aggressive public health interventions to contain the pandemic, such as Oakland, California, and Omaha, Nebraska, appear to have performed better economically than those that did not, including Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and St. Paul, Minnesota.17

In 1919, the postwar, post-flu economic downturn unleashed a remarkable year of labor and racial unrest. Organized labor had grown in strength over the course of World War I, and afterward many unions demanded recognition, shorter hours, and wage increases to compensate for high food prices and inflation. In 1919, there were 3,300 strikes involving coal miners, textile workers, steelworkers, and others. All told, 4 million Americans—approximately one-fifth of the workforce—went on strike that year, one of the largest waves of labor agitation the country had ever experienced.18

Racial tensions also burned bright. Wartime production needs had sparked a boom in manufacturing, and those new jobs needed new workers. This contributed to the Great Migration of half a million African Americans from the rural South to cities in the North and Midwest during World War I (all told, around 1 million migrated between 1910 and 1920). The Black population in cities such as Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, New York, and Philadelphia grew dramatically. When the war ended, many white servicemen came home to a recession, and many of the jobs they had left in factories, warehouses, and mills had been filled by newly arrived African Americans. Business owners also found it useful to employ Black laborers, who were willing to work for lower pay, to break strikes, undercut wages, and sow tensions within unions. Competition for jobs and housing mixed with deeply ingrained racist attitudes to create flashpoints for violence.19

The pandemic became intertwined with racial stereotypes and grievance as well. Historically, African Americans had been more susceptible to getting sick and dying from respiratory diseases. This was certainly true during the COVID-19 pandemic, in which Black Americans were much more likely to become infected and twice as likely to die as whites from the disease. But the picture was somewhat different during the influenza pandemic. Available data from the time suggests that African Americans were less likely to get sick during the pandemic, and consequently fewer Blacks died as a percentage of the population than whites. The cause for this disparity remains uncertain. But whatever the reason, case fatality rates (the proportion of deaths compared to the total number of people diagnosed with the disease) were still higher for Blacks. In other words, African Americans were generally less likely to get the flu, but those individuals who did were more likely to die from it (and associated pneumonia) than whites. This was likely a consequence of poorer living conditions and inadequate, highly segregated health care systems—systems that were quickly overwhelmed even by the lower levels of influenza emerging in Black communities.20

The lower overall rate of influenza among African Americans was observed and reported upon at the time, although more often by prominent Black newspapers such as the Chicago Defender and Baltimore Afro-American than by the mainstream press. This did nothing to derail widely held racist theories about the biological inferiority of Black people or overturn racist stereotypes that African American communities represented disease threats to whites.21 In places such as Chicago, where some of the worst racial violence in 1919 transpired, Black migrants from the South had for years been portrayed as carriers of contagious disease. In that context, reported disparities in cases of the flu perversely exacerbated racial tension and added to the argument for segregation as a public health measure. “Even though African Americans were not carrying the deadly influenza virus,” the historian Elizabeth Schlabach writes, “their bodies became the metaphorical vessels of transmission, and, therefore, in the eyes of whites African Americans were worthy of punishment and physical acts of violence.”22

Beginning on April 13, lynchings and anti-Black mob violence in Jenkins County, Georgia, kicked off a rolling wave of anti-Black violence across the South, the Midwest, and the North, as well as in the nation’s capital. Over eight intense months, targeted killings surged, at least fifty-two Blacks were lynched, and there were more than two dozen race riots and mob actions across the country. Small towns, entire counties, and large urban areas alike were swept up in the vortex. Cities as diverse as Washington, DC, Chicago, Knoxville, Omaha, and Elaine, Arkansas, were immobilized by race riots for days. All told, hundreds of people—most of them Black—were killed, while countless others were injured and tens of thousands were forced to flee their homes or workplaces. Similar events had happened before and would occur again (most notoriously the massacres targeting Blacks in East St. Louis, Illinois, in 1917 and Tulsa, Oklahoma, in 1921). But the scope and duration of what came to be known as the “Red Summer” of 1919 stand out as the worst period of nationwide violent racial unrest since the American Civil War.23

Also notable during the Red Summer was the fact that African Americans fought back with a determination rarely seen before. This was part of a broader postwar trend, led by organizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), founded in 1909, to assertively push for Black equality. These efforts produced struggles for justice in courtrooms and legislatures—but also self-defense measures in the streets to fight back against white mobs.24 Black veterans, hundreds of thousands of whom were returning from Europe, played a key role. In a May 1919 essay, “Returning Soldiers,” the prominent Black scholar and NAACP co-founder W. E. B. Du Bois argued that these veterans had an opportunity to serve as champions of a broader civil rights movement: “Make way for Democracy! We saved it in France, and by the Great Jehovah, we will save it in the United States of America, or know the reason why.”25 This charge resonated with many returning from the war. Having bravely served their country, Black soldiers justifiably believed they had earned the basic rights promised to them since emancipation. Yet they returned to an America that continued to deny them the very ideals they had supposedly bled for in Europe. Lacking adequate housing and jobs, facing segregation, mistreated by law enforcement, denied basic rights, and besieged by anti-Black violence, many African American veterans chose to resist and defend their communities.

By mid-July, the Red Summer reached Washington, DC, barely a week after Wilson had returned from the Paris Peace Conference. A white supporter of the NAACP wrote to Du Bois about his horror that a race riot should take place “in the very heart of our capital, where sits our illustrious and humane President, Mr. Woodrow Wilson, who only a few months ago … said America stood for justice and democracy.… Today he sits silent while mob rule sweeps the streets of our capital.”26

The growing racial crisis laid bare a fundamental contradiction in Wilson’s worldview. Despite the president’s promotion of the rights of self-determination abroad, he held deeply racist views. The Virginia-born Wilson was the descendant of Confederate soldiers, and he favored a southern-oriented view of U.S. history. He saw slavery as relatively benign, was sympathetic toward the Ku Klux Klan, and saw Reconstruction as having been a disaster for the South. When Wilson ran for president, he courted Black leaders, but once in office he oversaw the resegregation of multiple federal agencies.27

As racial violence seized multiple cities in 1919, the president was mostly silent. In one of the rare instances where Wilson did comment, however, he acknowledged that whites were the primary instigators. During his tour to defend the League of Nations, he told an audience in Helena, Montana, on September 11, 1919, “I hope you won’t think it inappropriate if I stop here to express my shame as an American citizen at the race riots that have occurred in some places in this country, where men have forgot humanity and justice and orderly society and have run amuck.”28 Still, Wilson took no federal action to quell the violence gripping the country, seeing it as a problem local authorities should handle. And as a series of anarchist bombings sparked a postwar “Red Scare” among federal law enforcement agencies and the media, Wilson seemed inclined to buy the false narrative that African Americans involved in racial unrest—particularly Black veterans returning from Europe—were susceptible to Bolshevism.29

In his provocative essay “The Souls of White Folk,” written during the Red Summer and published a year later, Du Bois pointed out the deep hypocrisy at the heart of Wilson’s progressive agenda, which held up an ideal for the world to follow but failed to augur change at home. He wrote:


Conceive this nation, of all human peoples, engaged in a crusade to make the “World Safe for Democracy”! Can you imagine the United States protesting against Turkish atrocities in Armenia, while the Turks are silent about mobs in Chicago and St. Louis; what is Louvain compared with Memphis, Waco, Washington, Dyersburg, and Estill Springs? In short, what is the black man but America’s Belgium, and how could America condemn in Germany that which she commits, just as brutally, within her own borders?30



All this turmoil served to reinforce long-held American instincts to remain at arm’s length from the rest of the world. The lives lost in Europe, a wrenching pandemic, economic recession, and widespread labor and racial unrest all contributed to a growing feeling of regret among Americans about the country’s participation in World War I. An exhausted nation wanted to return its focus to the home front. Americans had long sought to remain aloof from overseas entanglements, and “widespread disillusionment with the war … reinforced that conviction,” the historians Norman Graebner and Edward Bennett write. “Not without reason, [Americans] concluded that the United States had gained little more from its trans-Atlantic experience than Prohibition and the Spanish flu.”31



“A LIGHTNING BOLT ACROSS THE GLOBE”

The world was no calmer beyond America’s shores, and the pressures plaguing nations and driving them apart seemed to grow by the day.

In the decades prior to World War I, there had been a tremendous expansion in economic growth, commerce, and interdependence—what we would now describe as globalization—among nations. But the Great War and the Great Influenza were part of a complex chain of events—some connected, others distinct—that reversed these trends.32 One recent analysis notes that, prior to COVID-19, the four most important negative macroeconomic shocks since 1870 were, in order of severity, World War II, the Great Depression, World War I, and the 1918–20 influenza pandemic. Of course, disentangling the independent effects of World War I and the influenza pandemic is extremely difficult since they overlapped. But the same study found that between 1919 and 1929, the Great War reduced GDP by 8.4 percent in the typical country, while the pandemic reduced GDP by 6 percent.33

In the immediate postwar period, the economies most directly affected by the conflict stagnated. Then, as industry bounced back, global overproduction became a problem, encouraging countries to resort to tariffs to protect their national industries. This initiated a protectionist trend that would come to characterize the interwar period. The enormous costs incurred by the combatants during World War I also produced huge debt obligations in Britain, France, and Germany—much of it owed to the United States. These burdens worsened in the conflict’s aftermath as Allied countries attempted to recover and Germany was forced to pay reparations. Finding capital to finance these debts became harder. The gold standard was abandoned and then reinstated in a haphazard fashion. Inflation increased, with hyperinflation and currency crises hitting Germany and other central and eastern European countries in the 1920s.34

The postwar period was also a time of rising popular anxiety and accumulating grievances across Europe. This stemmed partly from ongoing changes in the structures of economies and societies. Rapid urbanization, industrialization, revolutionary advances in technology and mechanization, and assembly-line efficiencies during the interwar years continued to produce enormous concentrations of wealth in the world’s most advanced economies. But these forces of modernization uprooted many traditional segments of society—including rural communities, small shopkeepers, artisans, the landed gentry, and portions of the old conservative elite—and created significant economic inequalities.35 The influenza pandemic, in turn, accentuated these challenges. Class differences were reinforced by the perception that the rich and the poor had experienced the hardships of both the war and the pandemic differently, leaving an entire generation of Europeans deeply scarred.36

For similar reasons, anticolonial sentiment grew around the world. The sense of exploitation and relative deprivation was worsened by the fact that in many locations the Great Influenza disproportionately affected the colonized relative to the colonizers. As the science journalist Laura Spinney observes, the flu “hurled a lightning bolt across the globe, illuminating the injustice of colonialism.”37 In Korea under Japanese rule, for example, ethnic Koreans and Japanese were sickened by influenza at roughly the same rate, but disparate living conditions and health care meant that Koreans were twice as likely to perish. A Korean independence movement against the Japanese ensued in March 1919, which Japan violently crushed.38

Elsewhere, an expanding web of cracks emerged in imperial structures just as the British and French Empires reached their zenith. For imperial powers, colonial possessions increasingly went from assets to liabilities. In the 1920s and 1930s, France faced rising opposition, unrest, and nationalist movements in Algeria, French Indochina, Morocco, Syria, and Tunisia. Great Britain confronted agitation for independence in places as diverse as Egypt, Iraq, Ireland, and India.39

Across the British Empire, the pandemic played an important, albeit often ignored, role in highlighting the fundamental inequalities intrinsic to imperial rule. In Egypt, then a British protectorate, the death rate from influenza was twice as high as it was in Great Britain itself. As many as 170,000 Egyptians (more than 1 percent of the population) may have died, with most of those deaths occurring in the last two months of 1918. The pandemic fell hardest on rural areas, and the hardships were one of the factors contributing to the Egyptian revolt against the British in 1919. (Egypt would gain independence three years later.)40 In Ireland, where the pandemic killed at least 23,000 people, the influenza crisis “seemed to fester every sore exacerbating already difficult relationships or situations” during a critical moment in the push for Irish independence.41

No place on earth suffered more from the influenza pandemic, however, than India, at the time the crown jewel of Britain’s empire. British and Indian troops fighting Ottoman forces during the Mesopotamian campaign are thought to have brought the contagion from Basra, Iraq, to Bombay in the spring of 1918. From there it spread throughout India in waves. Of the more than 250 million people in India at the time, an estimated 12–17 million (that is, at least 5 percent of the population) perished. The sheer volume of sickness and death overwhelmed India’s poor health care infrastructure, which was already understaffed due to the diversion of the Indian Medical Service to the war effort in Europe. Although the virus itself did not discriminate between British authorities and the Indians they lorded over, the disparate impact was stark. Among sickened British troops in India, for example, 9.61 percent died; in contrast, the case mortality rate for Indian troops was 21.69 percent.42

The unfathomable human toll caused by the virus was compounded by a failed monsoon—an annual weather event that usually strikes the subcontinent between June and September and is essential to India’s agricultural yields—and the resulting drought in 1918, which left millions of malnourished Indians more susceptible to getting sick. India was, and remains, predominantly rural. The pandemic forced many out of the fields and into densely populated cities, where the virus spread more easily. Yet the colonial regime continued to send Indian-grown food to Europe to feed Allied troops. The pandemic, in turn, made food insecurity even direr as agricultural laborers became ill and died. Food prices soared.43

Among those stricken by the second wave of the pandemic in the fall of 1918 was Mahatma Gandhi, the man who would lead India’s independence movement. Just three years earlier, he had returned to India from South Africa, where he had first employed strategies of nonviolent civil resistance. As Gandhi recovered from the flu, the cascading misery and revealed injustices exposed by the virus helped produce a wave of anticolonial sentiment and momentum for his cause. Local and caste organizations mobilized to provide relief, filling a vacuum left by the British authorities’ indifference to the crisis and their inability to handle it. While such organizations had existed before, the pandemic helped unify them across the country around a single cause, ultimately providing Gandhi with the grassroots support he had previously lacked.44

To head off the possibility of revolution, the Imperial Legislative Council in Delhi imposed the Rowlatt Act in March 1919, indefinitely extending wide-ranging wartime powers to crack down on the press, detain activists without trial, and arrest individuals suspected of sedition or treason. The act provoked protests, which in turn led to attacks on demonstrators, culminating in the April 13, 1919, Amritsar Massacre in Punjab (which occurred on the same day as the beginning of the Red Summer in America). Even though India would not gain independence until 1947, historians look back at this period of immense popular discontent following the pandemic as the point of no return for British rule.45



CRASH AND BURN

Once the U.S. economy recovered from the deep 1920–21 recession, it boomed for the remainder of the Roaring Twenties. Then, as the decade came to a close, the bottom fell out again. On October 29, 1929, Wall Street crashed, setting off a massive international financial crisis. The world had become dependent on the United States to absorb imports and prop up international lending. Consequently, the international economy was in no position to weather the storm unleashed in New York. Across the globe, investments dried up, industrial output fell, and demand cratered. Protectionist impulses deepened in America and elsewhere. Even Britain abandoned its commitment to free trade. Between 1929 and 1932, the value of trade fell by 70 percent worldwide, and (to borrow a contemporary term) the world economy deglobalized. Unemployment skyrocketed to between one-fifth and one-third of the industrial workforce in advanced economies, and rates of poverty and acute food insecurity sharply increased. In the United States, GDP fell by nearly 26 percent from 1929 to 1932, while the total GDP of the world’s eleven advanced economies fell by almost 17 percent over the same period.46

Economic conditions were now ripe for political and geopolitical upheaval. For years in the wake of the 1917 Russian Revolution, the specter of Bolshevism hung over European affairs, with constant fears that economic conditions would incite communist uprisings. Yet the biggest dangers ended up coming from the right. Escalating economic anxiety mixed with theories of racial supremacy and fears of demographic decline and cultural degeneracy. The result was a toxic brew of right-wing nationalism, populism, anti-Semitism, and xenophobia. Spain descended into civil war as reactionary nationalist forces took on the left-leaning Republic, drawing in foreign powers on each side and culminating in the establishment of Francisco Franco’s right-wing dictatorship in 1939. And in Germany, as we saw in Chapter 1, the fragile Weimar Republic gave way to a fascist dictatorship when Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party seized control in 1933.

Elsewhere, one weak and divided democracy after another fell to dictators and one-party rule during this period. In Europe, only Britain, France, and a handful of northern European democracies survived until the outbreak of World War II. Outside Europe, with the exception of the United States and Britain’s settler dominions such as Canada and Australia, free societies were rare. Democracy remained out of reach in British and French colonies, and important powers such as Turkey and China consolidated under new authoritarian rulers. In the Soviet Union, led by Stalin, politics turned increasingly totalitarian. And in Japan, an experiment with parliamentary democracy in the 1920s was overtaken by nationalism and militarism in the 1930s.47

Economic calamity, political instability, and democratic backsliding, in turn, translated directly into geopolitical turmoil. The Great Depression seemed to discredit the liberal order represented by Britain, France, and the United States. The distribution of power continued to shift, and challenges grew from revisionist states. The ideological struggle between democracy, communism, and fascism intensified and internationalized. And the foreign policies of the world’s most powerful democracies were plagued by indecision and isolationism.

Soon, embittered and opportunistic authoritarian states were on the move. Imperial Japan seized Manchuria in 1931, followed by a more general war in China in 1937. Fascist Italy invaded Ethiopia in 1935 and joined with Nazi Germany to support nationalist forces in the Spanish Civil War. Hitler’s Germany reoccupied the Rhineland in 1936, absorbed Austria and portions of Czechoslovakia in 1938, and invaded Poland in 1939. With these gambits, Japan, Italy, and Germany aimed to carve out spheres of influence in the Asia-Pacific, the Mediterranean and North Africa, and Europe, hoping to establish a new international architecture better aligned with their security and economic imperatives and their ideological ambitions. Accompanying these territorial moves was a massive rearmament campaign—and an ensuing great-power arms race in ships, tanks, guns, and aircraft—that further contributed to spiraling international instability.48



THE FAILURE OF THE FREE WORLD

In no small measure, the slide toward another world war was a consequence of the failure of democratic nations—what would later be called the “free world”—to stick together. Britain and France remained powerful in the interwar years, but they were incapable of standing shoulder to shoulder until 1939. They were distracted by growing challenges across their empires, and in the aftermath of the Great Depression they faced profound public pressure to focus on the home front. As authoritarian states pressed in Asia, the Mediterranean, North Africa, and eastern and central Europe, Britain and France were overwhelmed by the sheer number of international crises that needed managing. They also had incompatible national goals. France desired firm alliances to restrain Germany, while Britain sought to avoid being entrapped in the kinds of ironclad security commitments thought to have produced World War I. These diametrically opposed strategies ensured a divided front, with each democratic nation trying to deal with the challenge Germany posed through a mix of denial, buck-passing, and appeasement.49

Even more important was America’s failure to assume a leadership role in the interwar years. At the end of World War I, the United States was the most powerful country in the international system. America had one of the world’s largest populations (more than 100 million, compared to 44 million in Britain, 39 million in France, 62 million in Germany, and 138 million in the Soviet Union). The U.S. economy—which combined unparalleled natural resources, agricultural and industrial production, and capital—was triple the size of Britain’s, and it had overtaken the onetime liberal hegemon as the hub of global finance and commerce. While America’s armed forces had been relatively modest before World War I and shrank in size after the conflict, the war had revealed the immense latent potential of the United States to mobilize and project military might. Moreover, befitting America’s status as a global maritime power, the U.S. Navy rivaled Great Britain’s Royal Navy during the interwar years. Overall, the disparity between the United States and other great powers was not as wide as it would be at the end of World War II or the end of the Cold War. But America’s growing preeminence after World War I meant that only the United States was capable of anchoring a new order.50 However, it chose not to.

American foreign policy during the early interwar period was not, as often described, strictly isolationist. The United States did indeed pull back—but not completely and not right away. During the 1920s, many U.S. policymakers hoped to continue the international transformation and democratization set in motion by the Paris Peace Conference, but to do so in a manner that minimized foreign entanglements. The United States remained diplomatically engaged in managing great-power relations, taking advantage of America’s considerable political clout and growing economic centrality in the interwar years. The country sought diplomatic progress toward disarmament, most notably in the form of the 1922 Washington Naval Treaty. And it worked to reduce economic burdens on Germany and relieve intra-European tensions over reparations payments via the 1924 Dawes Plan and the (never implemented) 1929 Young Plan, using America’s privileged position in the world’s financial system as leverage.51

Yet despite all these efforts, the United States proved unwilling to make the types of firm security guarantees required to actually sustain the international order it had helped birth, instead seeking to maintain what Tooze describes as a “privileged detachment.” Republican administrations in the 1920s resisted being pulled into efforts to contain resurgent revisionist states, either through the League of Nations—which America remained apart from following Wilson’s failure to secure Senate ratification—or via direct security commitments to France and Great Britain in support of the European Peace Pact signed at Locarno in 1925. Instead, all Washington could muster was the 1928 Kellogg-Briand Pact, a multilateral political commitment to eschew armed aggression that was disconnected from the League and had no enforcement mechanism.52

As a consequence of America’s half-in, half-out approach, the postwar order did not implode right away, but rather limped along until it was toppled by the Great Depression. The economic shock waves reverberating from New York turned America’s privileged financial status into a global liability. Rising U.S. tariffs then set off a spiral of beggar-thy-neighbor policies across the international system. And it was at this point that the United States truly became isolationist.

As the 1930s unfolded, the liberal international order Woodrow Wilson had dreamed of collapsed as one multilateral agreement and institution after another proved impotent. The Washington Naval Treaty failed to constrain Japan’s military buildup; the Locarno Treaties could not preserve territorial integrity in Europe against German designs; the Kellogg-Briand Pact failed to outlaw war. Meanwhile, the League of Nations, absent an American commitment, proved incapable of resolving international conflicts or deterring aggression in Manchuria or anywhere else, and by the mid-1930s it essentially stopped functioning altogether.53

The net result was the worst of all possible worlds—to invert the phrase coined by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and popularized by Voltaire. The liberal international order had come to represent a threat to revisionist authoritarian powers, encouraging them to challenge and overturn the system. Yet the community of democracies meant to defend this order was too distracted and divided, and too bereft of American leadership, to marshal a coordinated response and the requisite preponderance of power needed to ward off the threat.54 “World War I had seen the first effort to construct a coalition of liberal powers to manage the vast unwieldy dynamic of the modern world,” Tooze writes. Yet that coalition disintegrated. “The failure of the democratic powers opened a strategic window of opportunity in the early 1930s. We know what nightmarish forces would tear through that window.”55



THE WORLD BECAME TOO SMALL

In his 2004 novel The Plot Against America, Philip Roth envisioned an alternative history in which the famed aviator, Medal of Honor recipient, and noted anti-Semite Charles Lindbergh defeated incumbent president Franklin Delano Roosevelt in the 1940 election. In the book, Lindbergh campaigned on an isolationist, antiwar platform, and then, once in office, signed a treaty with Nazi Germany promising not to oppose German ambitions in Europe. The novel’s main protagonists are the Roths, an all-American Jewish family in Newark, New Jersey, forced to contend with rising, and increasingly institutionalized, anti-Semitism and violence.56 The book was made into a critically acclaimed HBO limited series in 2020, where many of its themes of a celebrity-turned-politician winning election on an isolationist, fearmongering, and xenophobic platform took on new resonance: a warning about the types of forces growing in the United States and beyond in the Trump era.

In reality, Lindbergh never became president. But he did leverage his notoriety to become a chief spokesperson for the America First Committee, a prominent anti-interventionist organization formed in 1940. At its height, the America First Committee claimed 800,000 members, including many prominent U.S. politicians and celebrities. Lindbergh was chosen as its face due to his status as a wildly popular hero. He had also garnered considerable public sympathy after the kidnapping and death of his twenty-month-old son Charles in 1932 (known at the time as “The Crime of the Century”). But he was also a deeply problematic figure. Lindbergh was a white supremacist with a record of making anti-Semitic statements. He visited Germany several times and had expressed admiration for what Hitler had achieved in the mid-1930s. Once the war began, he declared that the Nazis would inevitably win.

Nevertheless, Lindbergh’s fame made him a prominent figure in the debate about possible American involvement in the war. “Now that we have become one of the world’s greatest nations,… [s]hall we submerge our future in the endless wars of the old world? Or shall we build our own defenses and leave European war to European countries?” he asked his listeners during an infamous June 1940 radio address. “Shall we continue this suicidal conflict between western nations and white races, or shall we learn from history … that a civilization cannot be preserved by conflict among its own peoples, regardless of how different their ideologies may be?”57 As Lindbergh toured the country for the America First Committee, he portrayed the United States as impregnable from foreign threats so long as the country remained vigilant in defending its hemisphere and stayed out of European affairs. The Axis powers, therefore, did not represent a danger worth risking war over. The United States would remain safe as long as it remained free of foreign involvements. “There is a policy open to this nation that will lead to success—a policy that leaves us free to follow our own way of life, and to develop our own civilization,” he argued in an April 1941 address. “It demands faith in an independent American destiny. This is the policy of the America First Committee today.”58

On the other side of the debate was President Roosevelt, who confided to his treasury secretary, Henry Morgenthau, in June 1940 that he was “absolutely convinced that Lindbergh is a Nazi.”59 In making the case that the United States needed to take on an internationalist role commensurate with its great-power status, however, FDR had to tread lightly. The Great Depression had, understandably, reinforced America’s long-held impulse to remain aloof from affairs outside the Western Hemisphere. As FDR sought to rebuild the U.S. economy, he was also hesitant to get involved overseas lest it mobilize the isolationist lobby at home against his New Deal program.60 He was sensitive to the fact that the majority of Americans wanted to stay out of foreign conflicts. During his 1936 reelection campaign, Roosevelt spoke to this sentiment. As he told an audience in Chautauqua, New York, in August: “We are not isolationists except insofar as we seek to isolate ourselves completely from war.” But then he added: “Yet we must remember that so long as war exists on earth there will be some danger that even the nation which most ardently desires peace may be drawn into war.”61

As the storm clouds gathered in Europe, Roosevelt knew U.S. isolation was unsustainable. Therefore, he pivoted to a renewed effort to internationalize American conceptions of national security. Key to FDR’s argument to the American people was the claim that interdependence among nations meant the country’s fate was inextricably linked to foreign events. “It is easy for you and for me to shrug our shoulders and to say that conflicts taking place thousands of miles from the continental United States … do not seriously affect the Americas—and that all the United States has to do is to ignore them,” he said during a September 3, 1939, fireside chat. “Passionately though we may desire detachment, we are forced to realize that every word that comes through the air, every ship that sails the sea, every battle that is fought does affect the American future.”62 On June 10, 1940, shortly after getting word that Mussolini’s Italy was set to declare war on France (and four days before Paris would fall to the Nazis), Roosevelt spoke to graduating students at the University of Virginia Law School and gave up any pretense of American neutrality. “Some indeed still hold to the now somewhat obvious delusion that we … can safely permit the United States to become … a lone island in a world dominated by the philosophy of force. Such an island may be the dream of those who still talk and vote as isolationists,” but it “represents to me and the overwhelming majority of Americans today a helpless nightmare of people without freedom—the nightmare of a people lodged in prison, hungry, and fed through the bars from day to day by the contemptuous unpitying masters of other continents.”63

When Japanese planes bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, it settled the debate. The United States declared war on the Axis powers. The America First Committee was disbanded. The world had demonstrably become too small, and the country—as powerful and seemingly distant as it was—could not wall itself off from the dangers of a collapsing international order beyond its shores.
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Primed for Peril


THE MOMENT WHEN a shock hits matters as much as the shock itself. The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in 1914 set off a global war because Europe was a geopolitical tinderbox. The assassination of John F. Kennedy in 1963 did not, perhaps because the United States and the Soviet Union had already been to the brink and back over the Cuban missile crisis a year earlier. The great crash and banking crisis of 1929–33 occurred at a time when economists and political leaders fundamentally misunderstood financial crises and favored policy responses that made matters worse. In 2008–9, the policymakers at the helm had studied the Great Depression and drawn the right lessons from it. In other words, context is everything.

The Great Influenza occurred at a time when the public was familiar with suffering and brutalized by the mass death of World War I. The misery, hardship, and isolation of the pandemic were widespread and painful, but its effects were often submerged in a world besieged. In America and elsewhere, it became a “forgotten pandemic,” as the historian Alfred Crosby described it.1 Few books about the collapse of world order in the interwar period say much about the Great Influenza, though, as we have argued, it did play a role. The virus may have hastened the defeat of Germany in World War I. And Wilson, sick with the flu at an inopportune moment, failed to deliver completely on his vision for a new liberal international order and struggled to build unified support for it at home. More generally, the pandemic wounded already battered economies, heightened inequalities across the globe, and contributed to social unrest. The consequences of these developments, often ignored by historians, reverberated through time, in big and small ways, contributing to international disorder. That said, the influenza pandemic was not the principal catalyst for the events that culminated in a second world war. Other factors were in play. And to the extent that the pandemic played a distant role, it did so because it occurred in an international context that was already primed—for so many other reasons—for domestic instability, nationalist rivalry, and military conflict.

The international response to World War I and the last great pandemic failed to create a functioning global order. It took the intersecting economic, political, and geopolitical crises of the interwar years, culminating in the even more devastating World War II, to finally do so. But even then, the opportunity to think and act anew had to be seized. It required big ideas. And it took bold and sustained American leadership, working in concert with the rest of the free world.

As early as 1941, U.S. president Franklin Delano Roosevelt and British prime minister Winston Churchill signed the Atlantic Charter, which outlined the creation of a politically and economically open, stable, and managed postwar international system with the United States and other liberal democracies at its core. This new order took shape after the defeat of the Axis powers with the creation of a set of multilateral institutions and democratic alliances: the United Nations, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (which would later become the World Trade Organization), the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and the U.S.-Japan alliance. It also involved ambitious nation-building efforts to reconstruct European economies via the Marshall Plan and use the occupations of West Germany and Japan to refashion fascist and imperialist powers into modern democracies. The nations of Europe initiated a decades-long process of integration, culiminating in the European Union. Tucked under an umbrella of American protection, the world’s leading democracies transcended centuries of military rivalry and, as the Cold War unfolded, found common cause against the Soviet Union.2

Nested within this web of multilateral institutions and agreements was a new global public health regime designed to manage and coordinate responses to public health emergencies. This was not a completely novel development. During the mid-nineteenth century, as railways and steamships connected more and more of the world, European countries began holding periodic International Sanitary Conferences. The first treaty on cholera was finalized in 1892, followed by a consolidated treaty covering cholera, plague, and yellow fever in 1903. New organizations were eventually established, most notably the International Sanitary Bureau, which eventually became the Pan-American Health Organization, in 1902, and the Office International d’Hygiène Publique (OIHP) in 1907. After World War I, the League of Nations Health Organization came into being, with the OIHP given an advisory capacity. Yet despite all these efforts, international coordination to combat infectious disease remained limited.

At the United Nations Conference on International Organization held in San Francisco in 1945 to draw up the UN charter, a recommendation was made by China and Brazil to hold additional meetings to set up a new global health entity. It was approved. In April 1948, the League’s Health Organization and OIHP were folded into the new World Health Organization as a specialized agency of the UN. Two months later, the first World Health Assembly, the decision-making body of the WHO, was convened in Geneva. In 1951, the WHO combined a dozen existing treaties and conventions from the international sanitary conferences into binding International Sanitary Regulations (renamed the International Health Regulations in 1969), which were strengthened in 1995 and again in 2005. Numerous new global health organizations and initiatives emerged alongside the WHO, including the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) in 1994, Unitaid (which invests in innovation focused on HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria) in 2006, and the Global Health Security Agenda in 2014. Important public-private partnerships were also established, most notably Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance (formerly the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization) in 2000 and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria (the Global Fund) in 2002.3

In the late 1990s, pressure increased on the WHO to take a more prominent role and to adapt to the rapidly accelerating pace of globalization. The United States in particular urged the agency to place greater emphasis on emerging infectious diseases. This move paid off. In the first two decades of the twenty-first century, the WHO played an important role in managing the international response to the 2002–4 SARS epidemic, the 2009 H1N1 flu pandemic, and the 2015–16 Zika epidemic, although it largely failed to effectively deal with the 2014-16 Ebola epidemic.4 However, as we’ll see in Part II, this preparation fell short when disaster struck in 2020.


ON THE EVE OF COVID-19

By the beginning of May 2021, when we completed writing this book, 152 million people worldwide had been infected by COVID-19 and the global death toll had risen to at least 3.2 million.5 As we write these pages, it is impossible to know how many people will ultimately be sickened or die from the virus before the pandemic runs its course. Nevertheless, in all likelihood the grim tally will be much lower in absolute and relative terms than the direct human costs produced by the Great Influenza, which killed an estimated 50 million people. Yet, paradoxically, the impact of COVID-19 on human and world affairs might prove greater. As we detail throughout this book, the virus and its aftershocks seem likely to accelerate and magnify instability within countries—including economic marginalization, state fragility, and democratic backsliding—and contribute to greater frictions among nations for years to come.

The counterintuitive notion that COVID-19 could be more impactful on international order than the Great Influenza even if it kills fewer people derives from the specific context in which the current “once-in-a-century” pandemic occurred. Most people alive in today’s Western democracies, for example, have never experienced total war or other great calamities that kill hundreds of thousands or millions of their fellow citizens. The weight of the dead from the coronavirus pandemic therefore seems heavier than it did a century ago.6

More broadly, four key factors compromised the international community’s geopolitical immune system on the eve of COVID-19: hyperglobalization, inequality, the rise of populist nationalism, and growing U.S.-China rivalry. As a consequence of these trends, the world was especially vulnerable to precisely the type of transnational crisis set in motion by the pandemic. The novel coronavirus emerged against the backdrop of a world increasingly in disarray, with the old international order already teetering on the brink of collapse.7



A HYPERGLOBALIZED WORLD

Globalization is a fuzzy concept, but it typically refers to the volume and velocity of cross-border flows of trade, investment, technology, information, and people (workers, migrants, travelers, and tourists). Economically, globalization is not a new phenomenon. In some respects, it can be traced back centuries to the Silk Road, which brought luxury goods from China to customers throughout Eurasia, and later to the spice trade emanating from the Islamic world. It expanded further from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries as European states set up supply chains between their imperial homelands and the far-flung colonies they ruthlessly controlled. The first modern wave of globalization, however, is usually linked to the nineteenth century, and in particular the time between 1870 and World War I, when the industrial revolution and British hegemony on the seas significantly expanded global trade. On the eve of the Great War, the “trade openness index” (the sum of world exports and imports divided by GDP) stood at 18 percent. But as a consequence of the economic dislocations from World War I, the influenza pandemic, monetary policy in the 1920s, new immigration restrictions, the Great Depression, spiraling protectionism, and another world war, the international system deglobalized, producing a trade openness index of 10.1 percent in 1945.8

In the post–World War II era, from the mid-1940s on, the process of globalization gradually resumed, spurred by the second industrial revolution and America’s postwar efforts to champion an open, rule-based international economic system. By 1980, the trade openness index had reached 39.5 percent. The liberalization of China’s and India’s economies, followed by the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, then triggered a massive acceleration of globalization. Free markets, free trade, and free flows of information took off like a rocket, increasingly fueled by the internet and other emerging digital technologies. In 2008, the trade openness index stood at 61.1 percent. Then the subprime mortgage crisis hit, and the ensuing global financial crash created the first reversal in globalization in more than seven decades. The ratio of trade flows to global output began to decline, and by the time Donald Trump walked into the Oval Office in 2017, the trade openness index was down to 53.5 percent.9

Of course, trade is only one metric of globalization. But other measures tell a similar story. In 2018, three scholars at New York University’s Stern School of Business compiled a composite “global connectedness index” derived from 3 million data points on trade, capital, information, and people flows. Taken as a whole, the study found that globalization had reached an all-time high in 2017 (although an update to the study showed a modest reduction the following year).10

When it comes to pandemics, globalization contributes to a double-edged vulnerability. Its associated trends—including rapid urbanization in developing countries, wide-scale human encroachment on natural habitats, industrial farming, global wildlife trade, and climate change—have increased the prospects of disease transmission from animals to human populations. Meanwhile, unprecedented interconnectedness means that the potential for contagions to rapidly spread around the globe is now much greater than it was at any previous time in human history. The 1918–20 influenza pandemic spread around a planet with 1.8 billion people on it, largely driven by the immense mobilizations and demobilizations of troops involved in World War I. Today, any one of the planet’s 7.8 billion people can board an airplane and fly anywhere on the globe in less than a day (often in just a few hours), and there are more than 1 billion international border crossings each year. For many people, the rise of budget airlines over the past two decades means these flights are cheap and more affordable than ever before. The world has been fundamentally rewired; an intercontinental war is no longer required to accelerate a global contagion.11

But the relationship between globalization and pandemics goes in the other direction as well. Due to growing interdependence, pandemics and other major transnational shocks are now much more capable of disrupting the underpinnings of modern economies, societies, and international relations. For that reason, neither COVID-19 nor any future pandemic needs to be as deadly as the Great Influenza to have an outsized effect—a new reality that is both significant and troubling.

This prospect has long been recognized by the U.S. intelligence community. In 1979, the United States government established the National Intelligence Council (NIC) to serve as the intelligence community’s center for long-term strategic analysis. Since 1997, the NIC has periodically released reports identifying key trends likely to shape world affairs in the decades ahead. In December 2004, it released a report written by its 2020 Project, which had as its aim “mapping the global future” of the year we just experienced. The project involved extensive consultations with governmental and outside academic experts from the United States and around the world, including conferences on five continents. Among the report’s prescient predictions was that China would emerge as a major global power “similar to the advent of a united Germany in the 19th century and a powerful United States in the early 20th century.” It also identified globalization “as an overarching ‘mega trend,’ a force so ubiquitous that it will substantially shape all the other major trends in the world of 2020.”12 The study made clear, however, that progress toward greater international integration was reversible, and that globalization could be made vulnerable. In a section called “What Could Derail Globalization?” the report concluded: “Short of a major global conflict, which we regard as improbable, another large-scale development that we believe could stop globalization would be a pandemic.”13 It is notable that the report was written two years after the outbreak of a disease now known as severe acute respiratory syndrome, caused by a novel coronavirus, SARS-CoV, which emerged in and spread from China.

In its next global trends report, published in 2008, the NIC reiterated this warning, noting that a pandemic could cause “economic loss on a global scale.”14 The NIC’s 2012 study described “an easily transmissible novel respiratory pathogen” as a potential “black swan” event, warning that a severe pandemic of this sort could be “among the most disruptive events possible” in a globalized world.15 And the 2017 NIC global trends report, released just as Trump was taking office, envisioned a scenario in which a long period of slow or no global economic growth was set in motion by, among other things, a pandemic that dramatically reduced global trade and productivity, resulting in a more fractured and volatile world.16

The NIC was far from an isolated voice. In a speech to the National Institutes of Health (NIH) in November 2005, President George W. Bush warned that a devastating national security threat could arise from a new strain of influenza that spread easily and to which there was little or no natural immunity. Although nothing as deadly was sweeping the globe at the time of the president’s remarks, “if we wait for a pandemic to appear,” Bush said, “it will be too late to prepare.”17 Bush’s successor was similarly concerned. In 2014, during the Ebola outbreak, President Barack Obama said, “We were lucky with [the 2009–10] H1N1 [swine flu]—that it did not prove to be more deadly. We can’t say we’re lucky with Ebola because obviously it’s having a devastating effect in West Africa but it is not airborne in its transmission.” He then added: “There may and likely will come a time in which we have both an airborne disease that is deadly.”18 The growing concern even seeped into popular culture, as illustrated by the 2011 Hollywood movie Contagion. And prior to COVID-19, Trump administration officials, including the director of national intelligence, the secretary for health and human services, and a senior official on the National Security Council, all spoke publicly about the threat of pandemics.19 The NIC’s analysis, however, highlighted not just the profound potential of a novel virus such as SARS-CoV-2 (which causes the disease COVID-19) to unleash massive human suffering, but also the possibility that such a contagion could break the highly globalized international system.



INEQUALITY

While hyperglobalization made the world more susceptible to mass disruption from a transnational shock, a second trend—the enormous inequality that has arisen alongside globalization—ensured that hundreds of millions of people would be particularly vulnerable if and when the shock arrived.

According to the World Bank, the combined gross domestic product of all countries in the world increased from around $1.4 trillion in 1960 (in current U.S. dollars) to nearly $88 trillion in 2019, far outpacing population growth and contributing to rising average per capita incomes across the planet.20 But globalization-fueled economic growth also produced clear winners and losers. Among those that have done extremely well are the top 1 percent of earners—the world’s wealthy. Additionally, many of the world’s poor have benefited, as hundreds of millions of people were lifted out of poverty and into the burgeoning middle classes of large emerging economies such as China, India, Indonesia, Brazil, and Mexico. In 1990, 36 percent of the global population, or 2 billion people, lived in extreme poverty. By 2015, the number of individuals living in extreme poverty had been reduced to 10 percent of the world’s people, or 736 million people.21 For this reason, income inequality between countries has declined somewhat in recent decades.

Nevertheless, all this apparent progress obscured lingering vulnerabilities. Yes, there were tremendous worldwide economic gains. But many around the globe were left behind or continued to live on thin margins prone to disruption. In advanced industrial countries, the economic growth seen in recent decades has not redounded to the benefit of many in the working and middle classes, who have seen their wages stagnate and face the prospect of their children faring even less well than they have. Millions have been left behind as creative destruction (such as incessant product and process innovation), market efficiencies, automation, digitization, and trade accompanying globalization have displaced jobs, disrupted communities, and produced stagnant wages.22 Meanwhile, in low- and middle-income economies, hundreds of millions of people were still living in extreme poverty on the eve of the coronavirus pandemic. In addition, an estimated 70 percent of workers earned their livelihoods in the informal sector, laboring in agriculture, construction, street vending, and other jobs with low daily wages, no employment protections, and few if any social safety nets. By the nature of these jobs, informal workers are at greater risk of poverty, with little protection against the type of public health and economic shocks unleashed by COVID-19.23 As a consequence, significant inequality has remained or worsened in many countries despite average incomes increasing in recent decades.24 Globally, the gap between those at the very top and those at the very bottom was particularly striking—and getting worse—prior to the pandemic.

Every January for the past half century, the world’s financial, technological, and political elite have converged at the Alpine village of Davos, Switzerland, for the World Economic Forum. In recent years, the international development charity Oxfam has been shaming them with startling statistics on inequality. During the lead-up to the 2017 Davos session, Oxfam reported that the sixty-one richest people in the world in 2016 had the same net worth as the poorest half of humanity (around 3.7 billion people); in 2017 that number was forty-three people, and in 2018 it was twenty-six.25 In its final Davos-timed report before the coronavirus spread, Oxfam found that the world’s richest 1 percent in 2019 had more than twice as much wealth as the other 6.9 billion people on earth put together; the world’s 2,153 billionaires had more wealth than 4.6 billion people (60 percent of the global population); and the twenty-two richest men in the world had more wealth than all the women living on the continent of Africa.26 As we shall see in Part III of this book, the COVID-19 crisis laid bare all these vulnerabilities and inequalities.



POPULIST NATIONALISM

What do America, Brazil, India, Hungary, Mexico, the Philippines, Poland, Turkey, and the United Kingdom all have in common? Prior to COVID-19, their leaders all exhibited a third important trend: a dramatic growth in populist nationalism around the globe. While each leader was responsive to local conditions, and some became full-blown authoritarians while others remained democrats, populist nationalists all have their own version of Donald Trump’s “America First”—the creed that one’s own country has lost out due to the machinations of other countries, a global elite, and their domestic fifth columns. In Brazil, President Jair Bolsonaro’s creed is “Brazil Above Everything, God Above Everyone”; in the United Kingdom, Brexiteers demanded that their country “Take Back Control”; in Hungary, the ruling party, Fidesz, uses “For Us Hungary Comes First”; and in Poland, the Law and Justice Party has the rather unoriginal “Make Poland Great Again.” They prioritize national sovereignty above all. They are highly skeptical of multilateral organizations abroad and established institutions at home (what Trump called the “deep state”). They see the mainstream media as especially nefarious. They claim to speak for the common person and usually oppose immigration and multiculturalism. When in power, the populist nationalists tend to be more interested in the symbolism of governance and hot-button cultural issues than the rather mundane and complex task of delivering public services.

Analysts disagree on the precise cause of resurgent populist nationalism. One explanation is that it is a cultural backlash against modernity—particularly mass migration, multiculturalism, and the spread of progressive values such as same-sex marriage. Political scientists Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart have argued that “the orthogonal pull of cultural politics generates tensions and divisions within mainstream parties, as well as allowing new opportunities for populist leaders on the left and right to mobilize electoral support.”27

A second explanation is economic. For Stanford University’s Francis Fukuyama, populist nationalism is a reaction to the capture of democratic political systems by powerful interest groups that worsened inequality and economic stagnation, particularly for the working and middle classes in the United States and other advanced industrial economies.28 In his book The Retreat of Western Liberalism, the Financial Times columnist Edward Luce argues that it is a combination of a loss of middle-class incomes and the disdain with which elites can treat those voters who have concerns about the modernization of society.29 Outside the West, inequality, inadequate service delivery, the perception of widespread corruption, and fragile institutions have also provided openings for populist nationalists on the right and the left.30

Cultural and economic forces are not necessarily mutually exclusive explanations. Indeed, both could have contributed to the growth of populist nationalism as a political force in the decade following the 2008–9 global financial crisis. Consider a number of other factors as well. Social media has allowed groups of like-minded people to circumvent traditional gatekeepers to political activity (editors, producers, and political parties) and create their own movements. Meanwhile, some foreign actors—most consequentially Vladimir Putin’s Russia—have deliberately stoked preexisting divisions within democracies by undermining the notion that there is a shared objective truth and by spreading disinformation online or through new media outlets.

In the West, the first successful populist political movement of the post–Cold War era occurred in June 2016 when a majority of the British electorate voted to leave the European Union. This was significant in several respects. It represented a rejection of the establishment in both the Conservative and Labour Parties, of the media, and of national institutions—such as the Treasury and the Central Bank—that had warned of the consequences of leaving the EU. When the economic sky did not immediately fall, many Brexit advocates asked why they had been listening to the experts at all. As Michael Gove, then the United Kingdom’s justice secretary, memorably put it in 2016: “The people in this country have had enough of experts.… People from organizations with acronyms saying that they know what is best and getting it consistently wrong.”31 It also represented a nationalist rejection of the United Kingdom’s European partners. The British people decided that Europe was holding their country back. They had little to learn or gain from the European Union, so they would disengage from it. Britain could be more self-reliant and look to the rest of the world, including those places where populism was on the rise. Finally, Brexit was an all-consuming task that would take a generation or more to fully implement. It needed to have priority over all other issues. Yes, it was disruptive, but the short-term pain would be worth it, or so the argument went. These factors were embodied in the rise of Boris Johnson, who became prime minister in July 2019 and won a general election in December of that year. In his appearance and mannerisms, Johnson bore more than a passing resemblance to Trump—a comparison he embraced, although Johnson had more mainstream views on international cooperation and climate change.32

The second shock, of course, was Trump’s victory in the November 2016 U.S. presidential election. Even more than Brexit, Trump represented a rejection of the establishment and the mainstream media. He came to power with a core set of visceral beliefs that amounted to a grievance that other countries were using American alliances, free trade, and international agreements to take advantage of the United States. He would address this by standing up to America’s so-called friends and to “deep state” bureaucrats in Washington. As a consequence, he hollowed out America’s capacity to tackle shared problems (such as a pandemic) at home and to lead in crisis response overseas. Trump’s relentless assault on the media and expertise, as well as the constant flow of disinformation emanating from his White House and Twitter feed, brought into question the very idea that truth itself existed outside the “alternative facts” he himself promoted.33 The result: his supporters lacked confidence in science and trust in government at the very moment the country needed both the most. However, more pointedly, the country itself was submerged in chaos, as the administration failed to offer the American public clarity on what was happening or to provide a clear national plan as the COVID-19 crisis unfolded.

Other similar shocks occurred around the world. In 2018, Bolsonaro, known as the “Trump of the Tropics,” became president of Brazil. A former army captain, Bolsonaro lacked the backing of a major party, was an apologist for the country’s history of military dictatorship and torture, espoused racist views, attacked “gender ideology,” and had radical policy positions, including stopping Brazil’s efforts to combat climate change and liberalizing gun ownership to fight crime.34 Bolsonaro’s political fortunes and populist message benefited from a corruption scandal that engulfed the established parties and a severe recession that saw 13 million people out of work. And he took advantage of the growth of evangelical Christianity and a lingering respect in some quarters for Brazil’s days as an authoritarian regime. Bolsonaro routinely clashed with the courts and other domestic institutions. When European governments harshly criticized Bolsonaro over devastating fires burning through the Amazon in 2019, he responded by insulting the French president’s wife and rejecting the paltry assistance offered by the G7.35



U.S.-CHINA RIVALRY

A fourth key pre-COVID trend was the resurgence of great-power rivalry, particularly between the United States and China. In the 1990s and 2000s, American leaders believed that China and Russia were converging with the West on basic questions of international order. In a seminal speech to the National Committee on U.S.-China Relations in September 2005, deputy secretary of state Robert Zoellick reflected that, “while not yet democratic,” China “does not see itself in a twilight conflict against democracy around the globe” and it “does not believe that its future depends on overturning the fundamental order of the international system.” Zoellick expressed the hope shared by many in Washington that China would become “a responsible stakeholder” in the international order.36 Successive administrations understood that both sides would have a far from easy path. But there was optimism that common ground could be found to address shared challenges, while the old-style geopolitical rivalries of the past could be avoided. Over time, integration into the U.S.-led liberal order might even lead to gradual political reform within China and other autocratic countries.37

As the past decade has shown, these expectations were shattered by what actually took place. Under Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin, China and Russia diverged from American and European concepts of international order. China sought territorial revisions in the South China Sea and East China Sea, while Russia intervened in Ukraine, as part of broader efforts to carve out zones of military, political, and economic dominance. Beijing and Moscow also became more vocal and assertive in articulating an alternative order organized around the sovereign right of leaders to act as they wish within their borders and spheres of influence. Yet, even as they were promoting sovereignty for themselves, Beijing and Moscow began to actively intervene in the politics of other nations, albeit in different ways. China tended to be more subtle, illicitly manipulating the politics of democracies to promote policies to its liking and using its economic leverage to coerce political and business leaders. In one case, an Australian member of Parliament had to resign because of his ties to a Hong Kong donor with connections to the Chinese Communist Party. This incident and others saw a major crackdown by the Australian government on Chinese political interference.38 Russia favored the blunt instruments of hacking and disinformation, culminating in the unprecedented interference in the U.S. presidential election of 2016. Both China and Russia shared the same goal, however, of creating a world safe for authoritarianism.

Meanwhile, Xi’s regime became much more repressive at home. He weaponized a campaign against corruption to take out his political opponents within the CCP. Xi also expanded the CCP’s tools for social control, marrying millions of security cameras with new technological innovations in the field of facial recognition and artificial intelligence to build a domestic surveillance system of astonishing scope and ambition. Beijing’s new methods of digital authoritarianism were used to monitor the Muslim Uighur population in Xinjiang province, where as many as 1 million Uighurs were sent to internment camps (officially dubbed “Vocational Education and Training Centers” by the government). Nationalist rhetoric toward Taiwan was also dialed up, while aggressive steps were taken to gut the freedoms and autonomy underlying the “one country, two systems” model in Hong Kong.39

Part of this divergence was driven by Xi and Putin’s belief that, left to its own devices, a liberal international order posed an existential threat to their model of authoritarianism. They were not necessarily wrong. Many Western policymakers saw political liberalization as a possible—and desirable—side effect of Chinese and Russian integration into the U.S.-led international system. The free flow of information through social media and other parts of the web, a free press that was highly capable and willing to investigate sensitive stories inside China and Russia, energetic nongovernmental organizations wanting to hold governments to account, and the enduring appeal of democracy all piled pressure on the autocrats.

On top of all this was China’s meteoric economic rise, which seemed to position it for eventual superpower status, and Russia’s military modernization, which in conjunction with the country’s vast energy resources allowed Putin to become more assertive despite Russia’s demographic and economic stagnation. Mixing economic, political, and military coercion with more ambiguous “gray zone” tactics, Beijing and Moscow were able to put the United States and its democratic allies under increasing pressure in Asia and Europe. Further afield, China’s massive Belt and Road Initiative—which provided hundreds of billions of dollars in (often predatory) loans for infrastructure projects in Asia, the Middle East, Africa, Europe, and Latin America in a bid to make Beijing the center of a vast new economic network—and Russia’s interventions in the Middle East added to the heat. Western officials increasingly worried about technological innovations that could upset the military balance, as well as the risks of dependency on Chinese technologies, such as 5G mobile networks in telecommunications.

This was all bubbling to the surface around 2015 and 2016. Had Hillary Clinton been elected president, she too very likely would have taken the United States in a more competitive direction with respect to China. But the rivalry was turbocharged under Trump. He was much closer to a nineteenth-century or interwar nationalist than to America’s post–World War II internationalist tradition. Skeptical of alliances and an open global economy, he preferred a mercantilist mindset whereby the United States saw international economics in zero-sum terms and used its power to impose economic terms favorable to itself on other, less powerful nations. Trump saw free trade deals and multilateral financial institutions as constraining America’s freedom of action.40 He obsessed over the trade deficit with China and pursued that grievance relentlessly. Upon taking office, Trump targeted allies and adversaries alike with tariffs, economic threats, and unilateral sanctions.

Very few members of Trump’s national security team shared his opposition to America’s alliances and global leadership role, but they were worried about China. So they used Trump’s worldview as a license to pursue a much tougher line toward Beijing, not just on trade but geopolitically too. In December 2017, national security advisor H. R. McMaster produced a National Security Strategy that made great-power competition the organizing principle of U.S. foreign policy doctrine; the Pentagon followed up with a revised National Defense Strategy in 2018 emphasizing similar themes. The administration deepened relations with Taiwan, sending serving U.S. officials there for the first time since 1979 and organizing a significant arms sale to the Taiwanese military. The United States and China competed over game-changing technologies such as artificial intelligence and biotechnology, as well as in conventional arms and outer space. The Trump administration pushed to “decouple” critical technology sectors from China, particularly on 5G, and pressed U.S. allies to do the same, with the goal of undermining and gaining greater independence from Beijing. It identified Chinese espionage as a major threat and began deporting Chinese officials and civilians who were believed to be involved in covert activities. Ideological competition escalated too. Senior cabinet members, particularly secretary of state Mike Pompeo, began to routinely denounce the Chinese Communist Party and highlight its abuses of the Uighur population in Xinjiang.41

There were complications and twists and turns. On a personal level, Trump admired Xi’s authoritarianism and showed little concern for abuses in Hong Kong or internment camps in Xinjiang, reportedly even going so far as to tell Xi the camps were the right thing to do.42 There were lingering doubts about whether he would really stand by U.S. allies in a time of crisis. But on the eve of the coronavirus pandemic, the United States and China were already on the brink of a spiraling confrontation. In many respects, the U.S.-China competition had become a contest of systems: free societies standing against resurgent authoritarianism. And this had profound implications for everything from technology policy and the economy to human rights, global health, the environment, and national security. The COVID-19 pandemic would enter this centrifuge of spinning rivalry at dizzying speed.

It was not just the United States. By the end of 2019, Europe remained committed to a policy of engagement with China, but it was also taking steps to reduce Chinese influence, protect itself against Beijing’s economic practices, and to speak with one voice. The EU’s 2019 document “The EU and China: A Strategy Outlook” described this shift in approach, stating: “China is, simultaneously, in different policy areas, a cooperation partner with whom the EU has closely aligned objectives, a negotiating partner with whom the EU needs to find a balance of interests, an economic competitor in the pursuit of technological leadership, and a systemic rival promoting alternative models of governance.”43



ON THE THRESHOLD

As a consequence of all these dynamics, the post–World War II international order was careening toward a cliff, and the COVID-19 pandemic pushed it over the edge. Hyperglobalization meant the interdependent international system as a whole was more susceptible to a major transnational shock than ever before. Profound inequality meant that hundreds of millions of people around the world were extremely vulnerable not only to the virus but to the economic disruptions flowing from it. The rise of populist nationalism sweeping the globe meant that key countries were inclined to downplay the virus, ignore expertise, slow-roll responses, and shun cooperation with other nations. And the worsening U.S.-China rivalry meant that the world’s two leading power centers were more intent on jockeying for relative advantage than on finding ways to foster international cooperation.

Unlike in every other major crisis of the post–Cold War period, when the COVID-19 pandemic hit, the United States failed to lead or seek to mobilize global action. With Trump breaking with tradition, a provocative question emerged: would other nations coalesce around a common purpose and self-organize to combat a shared existential threat in the absence of American leadership? For the most part, this did not happen. Instead, the void was filled with an every-nation-for-itself approach that left everyone worse off. As Princeton University’s G. John Ikenberry, one of the leading U.S. theorists of the modern international system, observed: “Not since the 1930s has the world been this bereft of even the most rudimentary forms of cooperation.”44

The 1930s reference is telling. The shadow of the interwar years—the last time the international order collapsed into chaos—hung over the world even before the contagion struck in December 2019.45 And, as a consequence of COVID-19 and the pandemic politics it unleashed, the gathering storm clouds grew darker still.

But must it be so?

In his famous study The Twenty Years’ Crisis, the historian E. H. Carr offered a withering critique of the utopian faith in liberal internationalism prominent in some British and American circles during the interwar years. Carr outlined the realist view that “history is a sequence of cause and effect, whose course can be analyzed and understood by intellectual effort, but not … directed by ‘imagination.’”46 Through this fatalistic lens, the coronavirus pandemic would seem to represent an insurmountable challenge to international order and an irresistible accelerant to grim historical forces.47

Yet Carr was also careful to caution against “pure realism” because it “fails to provide any ground for purposive or meaningful action” and because it “offer[s] nothing but a naked struggle for power which makes any kind of international society impossible.”48 Even with compelling structural conditions pushing in one direction, people retain agency—and moments of profound crisis are precisely the times when opportunities can emerge to change course.49 We can choose to make a bad situation worse, or we can push against seemingly intractable realities and make things better.

The liberal international order that emerged after the calamities of the interwar years and World War II—of which the global health regime became a part—was always highly imperfect. But it also produced unprecedented levels of economic growth, dramatic reductions in poverty, expanding freedom, declining levels of armed conflict, and transformative improvements in human health.

Yet, as we document throughout this book, the global response to COVID-19 revealed just how much the old order had broken down, how ill-equipped it was to handle the types of crises likely to be with us for the remainder of this century—and just how much work lies ahead to repair it. When the novel coronavirus emerged in Wuhan, the international community failed to come together, and the institutions created to protect public health were not up to the task. The Chinese Communist Party’s lack of transparency hid the initial outbreak from the world, while China’s growing influence in the WHO undermined the organization’s initial response and credibility. Hyperglobalization ensured the virus would spread rapidly, and enormous inequalities within and between countries meant that responses aimed at containing the virus, and resources available to deal with its knock-on effects, would vary greatly across the international community. The WHO struggled to provide coherent guidance to rich and poor countries alike. Meanwhile, the rise of Trumpism and populist nationalism elsewhere generated a scenario no one had contemplated: the possibility that world leaders would actively attempt to sabotage pandemic response. And the escalating rivalry between Washington and Beijing warped the national responses of the world’s two most consequential nations while paralyzing international efforts to collectively address the pandemic and its aftershocks. It is possible that a uniquely talented American president could have defied these trends and fashioned a cooperative response out of the chaos. It is surely true that a normal president would have avoided many of Trump’s unforced errors. But it is also the case that the challenge in 2020 was not just Trump, as problematic as he was. All told, a system that was primed for peril failed at the worst possible time.
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Secrets and Lies


IN JULY 2019, the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CCDC) held a training exercise for 8,200 officials. The scenario: a traveler arrives in China with a highly contagious virus. The officials’ task: raise the alarm and locate the other passengers before the contagion spreads. It was the largest CCDC operation since the response to the SARS outbreak.

SARS, a disease produced by a novel coronavirus that emerged in southern China in November 2002, is believed to have originated in bats. Its symptoms resemble influenza and include cough, fever, and headache; in some cases, however, the disease can lead to severe respiratory problems.1 The response to SARS was also a textbook example of how not to respond to a pandemic. The outbreak started in Guangdong province; the authorities knew they had a problem but kept it under wraps, because they did not want to disrupt the tourist season during the Lunar New Year in January 2003. As residents exchanged information by text message, the authorities accused a hundred people of rumormongering. The Chinese media, which back then still existed as a relatively independent entity, was banned from reporting on the outbreak. The Southern Metropolis Daily, a newspaper in Guangdong, ignored the censor and blew the whistle.2

When the virus arrived in a People’s Liberation Army (PLA) base in Beijing, the military offered no public acknowledgment. However, Jiang Yanyong, a seventy-three-year-old army doctor stationed there, was suspicious of a cover-up and wrote a letter accusing the government of underestimating the number of fatalities from the virus. He sent it first to Chinese media outlets and then to U.S. media, including a young reporter at the Wall Street Journal named Matthew Pottinger, who would play a significant role in the American response to the COVID-19 crisis seventeen years later. As the Journal was checking its facts, Pottinger was scooped by Time magazine. The story was now out worldwide, but China still refused to cooperate with the international community.3

At the time, the director of the World Health Organization was a medical doctor and a former prime minister of Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland. When news of SARS became public, she used her position to very vocally demand that the Chinese government operate more transparently and cooperatively. She had no legal authority to speak out; she just did. Interviewed during the COVID-19 pandemic, Brundtland reflected on that time: “What China did then was, for days and then weeks, to refuse to take my call to the health minister of China.… I then spoke out because there was no alternative and I had no response so I had to speak out publicly against China to ask them to answer my calls and then they did.”4 She was willing to push back in other ways as well. In 2018, she told a Taiwanese audience that during SARS “I had the responsibility to work with the health authorities of Taiwan to help prevent spreading in Taiwan or from Taiwan or into Taiwan. In that way,” she said, referring to China, “the governments that were most against Taiwan becoming part of the UN system had to shut up.”5

Brundtland’s actions made a difference. After weeks of indecision, Beijing came clean, acknowledging the scale of the problem and beginning to cooperate with the WHO. Before the WHO would declare that the virus was under control in July 2003, SARS would spread internationally, infect 8,098 people, and claim 774 lives. Shortly afterward, China introduced new regulations to promote openness in dealing with viruses. It established the Contagious Disease National Direct Reporting System, which was meant to be independent and protected from political interference. Doctors would report cases directly to a team in Beijing tasked with tackling outbreaks early on, before they could truly wreak havoc.6 As Dali Yang, a professor at the University of Chicago, later put it: “In a country known for its bureaucratic hierarchy, this information system is designed for attention escalation—and rapid response.”7

The new system was used with considerable success during the H1N1 influenza outbreak of 2009 and the spike in avian flu cases in 2017. In a speech in 2019, George Gao, the director of the CCDC, who had been trained at Oxford and was persuaded to return to China after SARS to help with the reforms, confidently declared that while infectious diseases can emerge at any time, China was now better prepared. “I am confident to say that there will be no ‘SARS incident’ [like 2003],” he said. “This is due to the fact that our country’s infectious disease surveillance network is very well established. When the virus comes, we can stop it.”8 The improved system was on full display in the July 2019 training exercise.

China has not historically been a particularly big player in global public health, but in the 2010s it began to look for opportunities to make contributions consistent with its expertise. For instance, China became involved in malaria prevention programs because a Chinese scientist, Tu Youyou, received a Nobel Prize in Medicine for developing the drugs artemisinin and dihydroartemisinin to treat the disease. The Ebola outbreak of 2014–15 was the first time China sent a high-powered team (led by George Gao) abroad as part of an international effort. Yet its contribution remained marginal compared to other countries. China was only a small financial contributor to the WHO—ranking sixteenth in 2018, behind several private foundations and countries such as Kuwait and Sweden.9

What really seemed to matter, though, was its national system, which appeared highly capable of managing a crisis of this sort. On the surface, China seemed prepared—but there were troubling signs for those who looked closely. A comprehensive health security assessment by Johns Hopkins University, the Nuclear Threat Initiative, and the Economist Intelligence Unit released in 2019 highlighted gaps in China’s health emergency response system, especially in the realm of communication between the government and the public, and between public health professionals and hospitals.10 Moreover, in a crisis, China’s national health system was only one part of the puzzle. The provinces and localities play a key role and there was considerable variation between them.

American health experts in Beijing had a long history of cooperation with their Chinese counterparts on wide-ranging topics, from training Chinese public health officials on field epidemiology, to collaborating on cancer research, to establishing protocols for the safety of the food and medical products bound for the United States—but even these previously positive collaborations began to fray in the years leading up to the SARS-CoV-2 outbreak. Adrienne Parrish Fuentes was the health attaché at the U.S. embassy in Beijing. Employed by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, she led a team of dozens of CDC, FDA, and NIH officials in China, all based at the U.S. embassy. She had been hired to her position in October 2016, shortly before the U.S. election that elevated Trump to the presidency. Before COVID-19, one of the policy issues she was most focused on was engaging China on sharing samples of a strain of bird flu known as H7N9. Public health experts believed that this form of influenza (or some variant) could be the most likely source of the next global pandemic. One of the tools in place to prevent this from happening was a small network of labs called WHO Collaborating Centers for Influenza (six in total: two in the United States, and one each in the United Kingdom, Australia, Japan, and China) that are responsible for conducting research and sharing samples of influenza strains of concern. Such sharing across national borders is a complex task that involves international agreements and many levels of country-specific bureaucracy. Health ministries typically make commitments to share these viruses “in a timely manner” as a matter of global public health importance, but at the country level the approvals to release these potentially deadly viruses must be executed by multiple government ministries. For the first two years of her tour, at the direction of the National Security Council, Parrish Fuentes was engaged with her Chinese counterparts to share H7N9 samples requested by the WHO Collaborating Center in Atlanta at a faster pace. Officials at the White House and the Biomedical Advanced Research and Development Authority at the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) were frustrated with the slow pace of Chinese approvals to share virus strains with the WHO network. Senior U.S. officials raised the issue with their Chinese counterparts multiple times, in Beijing and on the sidelines of the World Health Assembly. The U.S. ambassador to China, Terry Branstad, even went to the research facility housing the strains of flu to make the case personally. U.S. officials did not know if the delay was because of bureaucratic inertia or deliberate secrecy, but whatever the reason, China continued to withhold some of the samples.

In the spring of 2019, the U.S. embassy had hosted an event to mark forty years of U.S.-China relations. One of the key topics highlighted during the commemoration was public health cooperation because it was widely regarded as a success story in a sometimes tumultuous bilateral relationship. The HHS team had planned to have speakers from the CCDC and an NIH grantee at the event. China’s National Health Commission (NHC) was also to attend. Trade tensions had also been building, and twenty-four hours before the event all the health counterparts canceled, leaving the team to scramble to bring on other speakers. It was a harbinger of things to come.


THE COVER-UP

The first person who is known to have become sick with COVID-19 developed symptoms in Wuhan, China, on December 1, 2019. We still know very little about the origins of SARS-CoV-2, the novel coronavirus responsible for the respiratory disease COVID-19 that would upend the whole world in short order, but it is believed to have originally come from bats. Early on, the Huanan Seafood Wholesale Market, a “wet market” selling a variety of live animals in Wuhan, was suspected of being the original source of the outbreak because a number of those infected in December had some connection to it. It was not clear how the novel coronavirus had made its way to Wuhan, but many scientists speculated that it may have jumped from bats in southern China to another animal that was then transported to the Huanan market, where it made an additional jump to humans.

Within the U.S. government, however, the suspicions of some national security analysts and officials centered on the Wuhan Institute of Virology (WIV). The WIV studied bat coronaviruses and researchers there were known to have engaged in so-called gain-of-function experiments in which the genome of a virus is deliberately modified to give it new properties, such as enabling it to infect a new species or spread more easily. The goal of such research need not be nefarious; indeed, American universities and institutions had partnered with Chinese counterparts at the WIV on gain-of-function experiments to predict how deadly viruses might evolve in order to develop countermeasures. It was therefore conceivable that SARS-CoV-2 had accidentally “leaked” from the Wuhan lab to the nearby community.11 The Chinese government and the scientists who worked at the WIV vehemently denied that this laboratory facility was the source of the contagion. Beijing later floated its own theories, including the unfounded notion that the contagion had made its way to China through frozen food imported from abroad.12 Without a thorough international investigation with full access and cooperation from Chinese authorities, the truth regarding the origins of SARS-CoV-2 would remain impossible to discern.

What is not in dispute is that by mid-December, the novel coronavirus was circulating in Wuhan. Cases began to trickle in, with patients displaying similar symptoms (a persistent cough, shortness of breath, and fatigue), but doctors were slow to notice a pattern. On Christmas Day, medical staff began to fall ill with pneumonia. Doctors at Wuhan Central Hospital took a sample from a patient’s lungs and sent it to the private company Vision Medicals, which specializes in pathogenic gene diagnostic services. The report came back on December 26: a short genetic sequence of the virus suggested it was “bat SARS-like coronavirus.” The company informed the Wuhan office of the CCDC.13 Although local government officials began to privately warn of a pneumonia of unknown origin in Wuhan, no one told the headquarters of the CCDC in Beijing, possibly because they did not want to acknowledge to Beijing that they had a problem. CCDC director Gao learned of the outbreak from leaked reports by Wuhan officials on December 30. Stunned, he called them, only to find that the virus had been circulating for almost a month. He had been cut out of the loop. The surveillance system that had been put in place after SARS had failed.14 By this time, social media was rife with rumors of a new SARS.

December 30 was also the day that a Wuhan doctor named Ai Fen got the results back from a patient’s laboratory test: the mysterious disease appeared to be like SARS. She sent a video of the affected patient’s lungs to a colleague and informed her bosses. The report ended up with Li Wenliang, a doctor at Wuhan Central, who told a hundred colleagues in a WeChat posting: “7 SARS cases confirmed at Huanan Seafood Market.” He later updated his post to say: “Coronavirus confirmed, and type being determined … Don’t leak it. Tell your family and relatives to take care.”15

On December 31, the WHO office in Beijing informed the organization’s headquarters in Geneva of the Wuhan pneumonia cases, which officially became the moment the world discovered the outbreak. At that point Wuhan health officials issued a statement saying that twenty-seven people had contracted pneumonia connected to the seafood market. The statement went on: “The investigation so far has not found any obvious human-to-human transmission or infection of medical staff.… The disease is preventable and controllable.”16 In Taipei, officials from the Taiwan Centers for Disease Control began to receive reports of a SARS-like virus in Wuhan. Alarmed, they sent an email to the WHO warning of an “atypical pneumonia” in the city, a phrase understood to mean human-to-human transmission. But they never received a response.17 That evening Gao called Ian Lipkin, a professor of epidemiology at Columbia University, and told him that he had identified the virus as a new coronavirus, but it was “not highly transmissible.”18

The outbreak in Wuhan quickly became the embassy team’s top priority; within a week, it was the only thing they were working on. U.S. officials got in touch with their contacts at China’s National Health Commission, and the U.S. CDC was in contact with the CCDC, but the information provided was never more than what was in the official reports. The decades-old track record of U.S.-China cooperation on public health seemed to be of little use during this burgeoning crisis. Back channels where more sensitive information could be conveyed did not materialize. In fact, on the Chinese side, all such means of communication went dark. No one was talking. The HHS team pushed their Chinese counterparts to gain access to critical information about human-to-human transmission or cases of infected health care workers or evidence of asymptomatic transmission, but the National Health Commission was adamant through most of January that there was no evidence of human-to-human transmission. Chinese authorities were clearly worried though, as it soon became clear to staff across the U.S. embassy that the entire Chinese government was seized with managing the growing Wuhan crisis. One U.S. embassy official told us they had never seen Chinese officials as “unconfident, terrified, and nervous” as they were during this period.

Dozens of new patients were now arriving in Wuhan’s hospitals, all displaying similar symptoms. Samples from six of the original seven patients were sent to the WIV and a number of other Chinese laboratories around January 2. The next day, China’s National Health Commission issued a secret order prohibiting the labs from publishing their results. They also required them to destroy or hand over the samples of the virus. Even though the scientists had the full genetic sequence of the virus, they could not do anything with the information. On January 8, the Wall Street Journal reported that Chinese scientists had discovered a novel coronavirus, naming it SARS-CoV-2. Two days later, Chinese authorities acknowledged that the Journal’s report was correct. Still, they would not release the genetic sequence of the virus.

Zhang Yongzhen was one of the Chinese scientists who mapped the genetic sequence of the virus. He did so in collaboration with an Australia-based virologist, Edward Holmes. Holmes grew increasingly anxious that they were prohibited from sharing this vital information with the world. After the Wall Street Journal story and confirmation from the Chinese government, Holmes pressed Zhang again. Zhang was conflicted but agreed: the world needed to know. On January 11, Holmes emailed the information to Virological.org, a website based in Scotland, and he quickly posted a link on Twitter to their story. The next day, January 12, with the cat out of the bag, the Chinese government finally released their own findings on the virus’s genome.

The WHO was privately alarmed, according to the Associated Press, whose reporters gained access to a trove of internal documents months after the outbreak had become a pandemic. The week of January 6, Maria Van Kerkhove, an American epidemiologist working for the WHO, said in an internal meeting, “We’re going on very minimal information.… It’s clearly not enough for you to do proper planning.” Dr. Gauden Galea, the WHO’s top official in China, said in another meeting, “We’re currently at the stage where yes, they’re giving it to us 15 minutes before it appears on [China Central Television].” There was deep frustration that WHO officials were being denied access to the raw data. “This would not happen in Congo and did not happen in Congo and other places,” Michael Ryan, executive director of the WHO Health Emergencies Programme, said, apparently referring to the Ebola outbreak that had emerged in that country in 2018. “We need to see the data.… It’s absolutely important at this point.” WHO officials debated among themselves how to persuade China to release detailed patient data. Ryan argued it was time to “shift gears” and apply more pressure. Reflecting on the WHO’s struggles with China during SARS, he told colleagues: “This is exactly the same scenario, endlessly trying to get updates from China about what was going on.… WHO barely got out of that one with its neck intact given the issues that arose around transparency in southern China.” He wanted to be as aggressive as Brundtland had been during SARS and call out Beijing.19

WHO officials also believed that Washington was fully aware of their private deliberations. Approximately two dozen Americans from the U.S. CDC and NIH were posted inside the WHO, just as other countries had their own representatives. It was widely assumed that some of these individuals would share information with their home governments and even the press, as someone did to the Associated Press. As one WHO official put it to us, “The Americans knew everything we knew.”

All these frustrations would remain strictly private. Shortly after Ryan warned his colleagues about China’s secrecy, the WHO’s Galea went on Chinese state television and said:


It appears that the cases have stopped, new cases have stopped after the market was temporarily closed. And we can see that there is no clear evidence of sustained human-to-human transmission. The sheer speed of the response in China, the quality of the closure of the hospital—the market, the extremely rapid investigation, shows the increase in capacity that China has acquired.20



Unlike in 2003, the current director general of the WHO had no intention of calling China out. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus had served as health minister and subsequently as foreign affairs minister for Ethiopia before being elected WHO’s director general in 2017. He believed that it was only by working constructively with China that its government could be persuaded to cooperate. They were facing an immense crisis, and in his view, the international community should show some empathy and patience. Senior WHO officials also believed that Xi Jinping was a different type of Chinese leader—more dictatorial and less susceptible to outside pressure than his predecessors. If they tried to call him out, Xi was likely to shut them out completely and nothing would get done; he would not tolerate a Brundtland-like strategy. Working with China was the last, best hope of stopping the virus, they believed, and if that meant publicly flattering the regime, then that was the price that would have to be paid. Organization officials saw Tedros as a consummate politician, in the best sense of that term—someone who was constantly consulting with stakeholders and adopting a very “organic approach” to a problem, feeling his way through and persuading leaders about why they needed to come on board. Confrontation was not his default stance; conciliation was how he got things done.

Some public health experts also believed that Tedros’s personal background shaped his worldview in ways that would have significant implications for his leadership of the WHO. Given their experience of colonialism, many African nations (including Ethiopia, which was not formally colonized but had been occupied for several years after a war with Italy in the 1930s) are more skeptical of Western interventionism than Americans or Europeans. In international organizations, African member states tend to be protective of sovereignty for precisely this reason: to protect against overreach and undue meddling by Western powers. With some of these sensitivities, Tedros was closer to the Chinese view of sovereignty than he was to the Europeans.21

The U.S. embassy in Beijing quickly went into crisis mode by mid-January when it began to undertake emergency planning. Ambassador Branstad, a former governor of Iowa who had first met Xi Jinping when Xi visited Iowa on an agricultural study trip in 1985, began holding town hall meetings to brief the community on developments. He made clear that the priority was to find out what was happening in Wuhan and to protect Americans in China. They had to discover how bad the spread really was and where the virus had originated. The United States had a consulate in Wuhan, but there were no HHS officials on the ground there; instead, State Department foreign service officers covered the health portfolio. In daily calls, Parrish Fuentes and the embassy health team, including epidemiologists from the U.S. CDC, gave State Department officials in Wuhan a crash course in epidemiology. They were told what to look for, where to look (including at the Huanan market and at local hospitals), and the right questions to ask. But access to information was very limited. Updates on case numbers, local lockdowns, and circumstances at local hospitals were sent from across the U.S. mission in China back to Washington on a daily basis.

On January 14, the WHO acknowledged there could be “limited human-to-human transmission, potentially among families.” The next day, Li Qun, the head of the CCDC’s emergency center, claimed: “After careful screening and prudent judgment, we have reached the latest understanding that the risk of human-to-human transmission is low.”22 A health worker at a Wuhan hospital later told PBS that by this time, “everyone knew it was human-to-human transmission. Even a fool would know. So why say there is no human transmission? This made us very confused. Very confused and very angry.”23



LOCKDOWN

By mid-January, Thailand and Japan were reporting cases of the novel coronavirus—all involving people who had come from Wuhan. The Lunar New Year, one of the busiest travel periods in Asia, was fast approaching, raising fears of further contagion. Not everyone appeared outwardly concerned. Chinese authorities continued to say very little publicly and kept their neighboring states in the dark as well. On January 18, Wuhan held a mass Lunar New Year banquet. And over the course of the holiday, 5 million people would leave the city without screening.24 Two days later, Chinese state media reported that, for the first time, President Xi had ordered officials to contain the virus. After weeks of silence, secrecy, and misdirection, the Chinese leader had finally publicly recognized the severity of the crisis and personally begun to oversee its management. And yet Xi gave a speech that day that made no mention of human-to-human transmission. His omission was grossly misleading. A few hours later, Zhong Nanshan, an epidemiology expert and head of the task force in Wuhan, confirmed that human-to-human transmission was happening.25

In her diary of life in Wuhan during the virus, Fang Fang, an award-winning Chinese author, wrote: “My first reaction was shock, but that turned into anger. This new information was completely at odds with what we had seen and heard earlier. Official media sources had been consistently telling us that this virus was ‘Not Contagious Between People; It’s Controllable and Preventable.’”26 Fang had previously sent a message to a WeChat group saying: “The government would never try to conceal something so huge.” Later she would write, “We have placed too much faith in the government.”27

The situation at WHO headquarters in Geneva was not much better. On January 22–23 the WHO Emergency Committee met to discuss whether to declare COVID-19 a public health emergency of international concern (PHEIC), a formal designation of a pandemic that would take the international response to the next level. Revisions to the International Health Regulations (IHR) in 2005 granted the director general the power to declare a PHEIC by relying on information from nonstate actors and over the objections of member states. It was an extraordinary and radical power given to the WHO in the aftermath of SARS at a time of low tension between the major powers. As David Fidler, an expert in international health law at Indiana University and the Council on Foreign Relations, put it,


A PHEIC declaration is designed to heighten public health and political awareness of the need to double-down on core components of the IHR—conducting surveillance, notifying cases of serious disease events, sharing information on outbreaks and response strategies, cooperating with WHO and other countries, strengthening public health capacities, and implementing trade and travel measures that help rather than hinder response activities.28



However, under Tedros’s leadership, the WHO had grown skeptical of the benefits of the PHEIC power. In 2019, the Emergency Committee decided on three separate occasions not to declare a PHEIC in response to an Ebola outbreak in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC); each time, Tedros endorsed this decision. This delay sparked considerable controversy among global health experts. An editorial in the medical journal The Lancet after the Emergency Committee decided in June 2019, for the third time, not to issue a declaration about the outbreak, which had begun the previous September, observed that the committee had decided “the economic harms associated with a PHEIC declaration would outweigh the benefits.” This, the editorial said, was “more political than technical” and “a mistake.” It concluded: “The committee seems to have favored local protectionism over global galvanizing.”29 Under considerable pressure, the WHO finally declared a PHEIC a month later, in July 2019, after the Ebola virus spread to Goma, a city in eastern DRC bordering Rwanda, raising fears it would go international. To close observers, though, the message was clear: the WHO was reluctant to use the power it had at its disposal.

In the days leading up to the Emergency Committee meeting on January 22, 2020, to address the mounting COVID-19 crisis, Chinese officials intensely lobbied the committee members against declaring a PHEIC, and Beijing’s ambassador to the organization made it clear that such an action would be seen as a vote of no confidence in China. Their efforts were successful: the committee was split down the middle. The decision was ultimately Tedros’s, and, just as in the case of Ebola, he chose to delay the designation. He did not have the cover of full support from the committee, but there is no sign that he was personally more forward-leaning on wanting to make a declaration. He was also weighing the risk of alienating China at a time when he needed their cooperation.

Tedros was focused on getting permission to visit Beijing, where he could press Xi personally to share vital information. Ryan would later tell the press, “The WHO doesn’t interact in public debate or criticize our member states in public. What we try to do is work with our member states constructively, pointing out to them when we believe their measures are not adequate, aggressive enough or comprehensive enough.”30 It was a mantra WHO officials would repeat again and again when asked about why they didn’t put pressure on the Chinese government.

Senior WHO officials were also of the view that reforms to the IHR in 2005 had removed the discretion that Brundtland previously had been able to exercise during SARS. According to their internal legal analysis, which we have seen, the 2005 reforms prevented the director general from contradicting a member state and from going public when that state was not following the rules. It very clearly laid out a dispute resolution mechanism that should be followed in the case of a disagreement. Their hands were tied, they argued. In essence, the WHO’s position was that legally it did not have a choice, but in any event organization officials felt that the stance they were obliged to take was also the wisest one.

This interpretation of the IHR was strongly disputed by U.S. officials and by several experts on international public health we spoke to. Fidler told us: “There is nothing in the IHRs that required the WHO to be obsequious in its response to China during COVID. In fact, the IHRs provide the director general with additional authority—for instance, to declare a PHEIC over the objections of the member state where the outbreak occurred—that Gro Brundtland did not have in 2003.” Fidler went on to say that the notion that there were only two options—the Brundtland path and what Tedros chose to do—was a false dichotomy. In reality, there were a myriad of options in between. For one thing, Tedros could simply have remained silent about aspects of China’s response, which would, Fidler said, have “spoken volumes.” Or the WHO could have focused attention on the risk of human-to-human transmission that Chinese authorities were downplaying despite evidence to the contrary.31

The U.S. permanent representative to the WHO, Andrew Bremberg, had previously served in the White House during the Trump administration as director of the Domestic Policy Council. Around the third week in January, as Tedros was trying to get permission to go to Beijing, Bremberg spoke with him. Bremberg told the WHO director general, “The United States has your back 100 percent. If there’s ever anything you need, just pick up the phone and call. But please start being careful because you are getting out over your skis and you risk politicizing the virus.” Referring to Tedros’s praise for the Chinese government in tackling the virus, he went on: “You are saying things we hope are true, but we fear might not be. Please be careful, you are putting your personal and institutional reputation at risk.”

To understand why the WHO and the United States clashed over how to handle China, it is helpful to first recognize what they agreed on. They both agreed that the situation in China was dire and could pose a threat to the rest of the world, that the Chinese government was covering up vital information, and that the authoritarian nature of Xi’s regime posed a unique challenge when it came to managing the crisis. What they disagreed on was how to proceed. The WHO thought they would simply not be able to function if they alienated Beijing. They looked at the confrontational approach Trump had taken over the past three years and concluded that it had not made Beijing more cooperative. They believed that their approach would get results, albeit slowly—Chinese authorities were cooperating with Galea, the head of the WHO’s office in Beijing, and they would soon be allowed to visit. They also had some sympathy for China’s predicament and were genuinely impressed with the speed and scale of the response. From the WHO’s perspective, they were alone. No one else had an alternative plan to get China to cooperate. As they saw it, there was nothing to stop the United States from rallying other countries to put pressure on China—although they noted that, at the time, Trump was praising Xi—but that was not their job. In this assessment the WHO was not alone; British officials, for example, felt that America’s position, that it was a fool’s game to try to influence China from within, was not a realistic option for their government to follow. The British embassy in Beijing was frustrated with China’s refusal to share information, one British official told us, but felt that they had to engage constructively.

U.S. officials, on the other hand, believed they had seen this movie before. The Chinese government was covering up a crisis to save its own skin, just as it had in 2003. Time was of the essence. Xi was an autocrat, but he cared about China’s standing in the world. If the WHO, with its moral authority, was to accurately describe to the world the regime’s obstructionism and delaying tactics, as they were doing in internal meetings, it might make the Chinese more cooperative. After all, Beijing had only released their findings on the SARS-CoV-2 genome after independent scientists did so. They always had to be pushed. Moreover, indulging China also meant delaying actions, such as declaring a PHEIC or encouraging travel restrictions, that could have rallied the world to contain the virus. For American national security officials, the WHO’s decision not to speak out was not just a matter of coddling China; it also was a conscious decision that meant losing time in the hope of cooperation from Beijing that might never come. Every day spent praising China was effectively a day in which the WHO was complicit in concealing the truth about human-to-human transmission. According to multiple Trump administration sources we spoke to, U.S. officials also felt that as long as Tedros continued to praise China, the Europeans would not risk criticizing Beijing for fear of tarnishing the WHO. There was another reason for Washington’s frustration with the WHO, one fraught with irony: U.S. officials could not count on President Trump to put pressure on China because he was still trying to remain on Xi’s good side after the January U.S.-China trade deal. So they turned instead to an international multilateral institution—just the kind that the administration typically loved to criticize and accuse of trampling the rights of sovereign states.

Meanwhile, the U.S. embassy in Beijing had formally closed for the Lunar New Year holiday, and many staff had gone on vacation, as was custom. Branstad had gone to New Zealand on January 23, but stayed in daily contact with U.S. deputy chief of mission Bill Klein. The hospitals in Beijing and Shanghai informed the embassy not to send their personnel there if they felt ill. Then Singapore, where U.S. diplomats would be medevaced to in case of an emergency, also sent a message saying do not come. Klein spoke with Branstad: “Holy shit, China is closing down. The uncertainty of what is going on is increasing by the hour. We don’t know if it is safe or not.” Branstad and Klein were worried that the Chinese system was imploding. Branstad cut his trip short. He knew he would have to make some of the most important decisions of his tenure, including on an emergency evacuation of American diplomats unprecedented in its scale and speed. He returned on January 28.

Those in the embassy quickly learned to assess the situation based on the actions China was taking on the ground rather than on any official messaging from the authorities. What they saw was a massive increase of police on the streets, the army called in, and travel restrictions imposed on Hubei province, where the city of Wuhan is located. This was it, Parrish Fuentes realized: a mass quarantine unlike anything the world had seen in modern history. It was imposed on Thursday, January 23.

Xi ordered a lockdown within, and a cordon around, Wuhan and three other cities—an extraordinary move that quarantined more than 100 million people. The scale and draconian nature of the public health intervention were unprecedented. Xi would go on to declare the fight against the virus to be “a people’s war.” The use of private vehicles was banned. People were confined to their homes except for permitted trips to the grocery store and hospitals. All of China declared a level 1 emergency response, the highest level possible, transferring responsibility and authority for the response to the State Council in Beijing. In just two weeks, two new infectious disease hospitals were built in Wuhan. Stadiums were converted into temporary hospitals for people with mild symptoms. Nearly 43,000 doctors, nurses, and public health specialists arrived in the city from all over China.32 The regime would organize a massive effort to produce personal protective equipment (PPE), including masks, gloves, hazmat suits, and respirators, and, when needed, to import supplies from abroad.

Lunar New Year fell on Saturday, January 25, two days after the lockdown was announced. As previously noted, this holiday was traditionally the busiest travel period of the year, comparable to Thanksgiving and Christmas in the United States rolled into one. The U.S. embassy worried that travelers might spread the virus around Asia. Wuhan was now locked down, but infected people might have already have left for Shanghai, Beijing—really anywhere, including abroad. But Beijing allowed flights outside Wuhan to continue as normal. The embassy health team was dismayed that Chinese officials would allow unfettered travel given the high risk of contagion.

Tedros had been pressing Chinese officials for permission to travel to Beijing, and he finally got his visit on January 28. He was accompanied by Ryan and other senior WHO staff. WHO officials told us that the delegation was moved by the gravity of the crisis they witnessed firsthand and genuinely impressed by the steps Beijing was taking to contain the spread of the virus. Their meeting with Xi was very polite, but when they met with the Chinese foreign minister, Wang Yi, Tedros began pushing for additional cooperation, speaking in a low-key but insistent manner. Ryan and others in the room worried this approach would backfire. But Tedros got what he had come for: a promise to allow an international team into China, among other things. He saw this as a vindication of their approach.

With Beijing’s commitment in hand, Tedros was happy to shower praise on China’s response, saying it showed “China’s efficiency and the advantages of China’s system.” “Xi’s personal guidance and deployment,” Tedros continued, “show his great leadership capability.”33 At a press conference in Geneva hours after returning from China, Ryan sounded a very different note in public than in the private meetings earlier in January, saying: “We’ve seen no obvious lack of transparency.… I was involved in 2002 and 2003 in SARS and I can tell you from direct operational experience that there is no comparison between the behavior of China then and the behavior of China now.”34

The public rhetoric, which was so at odds with the regime’s secrecy and cover-up as well as with the WHO’s private assessments, dismayed U.S. officials. Lost in the personal praise of Xi and the whitewashing of his regime’s secrecy was something even more remarkable. In previous disease outbreaks the WHO had always advised against restrictions on travel and trade, largely because of their impact on the world’s most vulnerable people. That position was derived from their experience fighting viruses in the developing world. The fact that the WHO would embrace these measures now was a sign of how bad things really were.

The attention of the U.S. embassy in Beijing quickly turned to protecting Americans. They had thousands of personnel and family members in China. There were thirty-five Americans stuck in the consulate in Wuhan, including diplomats, family members, and construction workers. Wuhan had to be dealt with first but no one knew how. The Chinese were so distracted by the mounting crisis that they had little interest in helping, at least at first. The embassy looked at an evacuation by land but that was too complicated. The State Department offered a plane with 201 seats. China offered a slot between midnight and 4 a.m. on the twenty-eighth and the thirty-five Americans in the consulate left along with approximately 160 other Americans in Wuhan. In the days that followed, the embassy realized they had another 1,000 or so Americans in Hubei who wanted to get out, including between 100 and 150 infant children born in the United States who were living with grandparents while their Chinese-born parents worked in America. The Chinese government was adamant that non-U.S. passport holders would not be allowed to travel, meaning the infants would be unaccompanied on the plane. In a chaotic week, Branstad and Klein negotiated their passage out of the country, but right until the last moment they were unsure it would work. They told the grandparents, just turn up at the airport and we will figure it out. By that point, the Chinese officials, spread across numerous departments, all of which needed to sign off on the travel, wanted to help foreigners leave as soon as possible—it would be one less problem to deal with. They agreed to let the grandparents go. It was a small but significant humanitarian victory for the embassy. Five planes left over the course of the week. But that was just Hubei.

On January 30, Branstad sent a cable to Washington requesting a voluntary evacuation of nonessential personnel, especially family members. On January 31, they received a response: such an evacuation was to be mandatory instead of merely voluntary. All family members, personnel under age twenty-one, and nonessential diplomats were to leave as soon as practically possible. The embassy was to work toward reducing the number of diplomats by two-thirds (they ended up with 20 percent of their personnel in place). In all, over 1,000 Americans left—the largest emergency evacuation of U.S. diplomats in the history of the State Department. Branstad sought flexibility to have embassy staff return, but the State Department wanted to reduce the number of staff as much as possible. The embassy believed Washington did not fully appreciate the value of maintaining a substantial presence in the country, especially once the public health crisis eased. An embassy is like a nuclear power plant, embassy officials felt—you can’t just turn it off; you have to keep it running. There was an additional practical reason for the alarm in Washington. In the realm of espionage, China and the United States were rivals, and precautions on this front were significant. Senior officials in Washington worried that the virus could give China a rationale to isolate senior U.S. diplomats in hospitals and compel them to provide blood samples. This could not be allowed; under no circumstances were U.S. officials to allow the Chinese government to detain them under the guise of treatment. They would have to come home.

In the days after the WHO’s trip to China, Bremberg asked Tedros to press Chinese officials for samples from the earliest cases of COVID-19. U.S. scientists desperately needed access to these samples to better understand how the virus might be evolving. Tedros did ask Beijing to share samples, but in a manner that would not ruffle any feathers; in other words, he went about it secretly. Days and then weeks went by with no response from China. Bremberg grew increasingly frustrated. There comes a point, he told Tedros, when you just have to say, “We tried, but they won’t cooperate.” In addition to their philosophical disagreement with the United States about how to secure cooperation from China, WHO officials felt that the Americans really wanted to criticize China directly, even though this could blow apart any prospect of cooperation with Beijing, because it would serve the larger purpose of bolstering Trump’s anti-China efforts. U.S. officials disputed this, saying that they only ever asked the WHO to accurately describe what China was doing or not doing and that he did not ask them to criticize China directly, although undoubtedly others would do so. A WHO expert group, including two Americans, did get permission to visit China in mid-February, but their visit was strictly controlled by Chinese authorities. Only a small subset of the group was permitted to travel to Wuhan, and then only for a day, to visit two hospitals. They were not allowed to go to the market thought to be the first site of the outbreak. Indeed, the group had to agree in advance not to investigate the origins of the virus or China’s initial response. The final report of the group praised Xi for having “personally directed and deployed the prevention and control work” on the virus.35

Within a month of the lockdown, the virus in Wuhan appeared to be under control. Extraordinary containment measures, it seemed, had worked.36 Going into the spring, China took other actions unfathomable in the United States or other democracies. It separated families if one member tested positive, a policy that included infants. It succeeded in reopening universities, but it prohibited students from leaving campus and enforced that edict with facial recognition cameras adjusted to identify individuals even when they wore a face mask. At the same time, given its population density, China struggled to implement social distancing in classrooms or workplaces.37 The images from Wuhan stunned the Chinese people. On social media, people vented their anger at the government cover-up and repression, calling COVID-19 “China’s Chernobyl moment”—drawing comparisons to the Soviet nuclear disaster that exposed the lies and incompetence of the communist regime. But Beijing dug in. By March, Chinese authorities seemed to be gaining the upper hand over the virus. And, having contained one threat, they would soon go after other enemies.



QUASHING DISSENT

Beijing realized if news of its botched initial response leaked out, it could damage the Chinese Communist Party. So Xi was determined to act quickly against any dissenting voices inside China that questioned the official narrative. He would also dramatically ramp up China’s propaganda efforts internationally to muddy the waters on what was known about China’s role in the COVID-19 crisis. This was very much in keeping with his increasingly authoritarian style of governing. In the years leading up to the pandemic, Xi had cracked down on freedom of speech and even on freedom of thought. For example, professors were monitored in their classrooms as they taught. People were ascribed a social credit score based on their behavior that would partly determine whether they could travel overseas, get into a university, or be hired by the state.

While defeating the contagion was a focus, the CCP also oversaw something they could control more directly: they tried to cut off the flow of information about the disease by cracking down on anyone who tried to raise the alarm. The doctors were first in line. After Dr. Li Wenliang posted his WeChat message of warning, he was reprimanded by hospital authorities and arrested by the police. He was released only after signing a statement confessing to “illegal acts,” and he was told he would be arrested again if he spoke out further. But Li was not deterred. He went public with Weibo messages on January 31 and February 1 warning the world, publishing the letter reprimanding him, and revealing that he had contracted COVID-19. A week later, on February 7, he died of the disease.38 On his deathbed he told a reporter, “I think there should be more than one voice in a healthy society, and I don’t approve of using public power for excessive interference.” Within hours of his death, more than 2 million people had shared the hashtag #Iwantfreedomofspeech.39

Dr. Ai, who had discovered the virus on December 30, sent a warning to her colleagues on New Year’s Day and told her colleagues to wear masks. She was quickly reprimanded by her superiors, who later told her:


When we go out to take part in meetings we can’t even raise our heads. This or that director criticizes us and talks about how our hospital has that Ai Fen. As the head of the emergency unit at Wuhan Central Hospital you are a professional. How can you go and stir up a rumor like this without reason, without any organizational discipline?40



In early March, Ai gave an interview to China’s Renwu magazine and criticized the regime for lying about the virus. “If I had known what was to happen,” she said, “I would not have cared about the reprimand. I would have fucking talked about it to whoever, wherever I could.” Chinese authorities quickly tried to scrub the interview from the internet, but users rapidly reposted it, sometimes using Morse code or emojis to evade the censors.41 The Australian news show 60 Minutes would later report that Ai’s friends could not reach her for over two weeks, and she was presumed missing. After an international outcry, she posted a video to Weibo saying she was free to move about China—but it was unclear if the video was staged by the regime.42 Chinese netizens nicknamed her the “Whistle-giver.”

While the government under Xi operated with secrecy and self-interest, many average people on the ground did not. The risks for doing so were immense, but it did not compromise their commitment to spreading the truth by any means necessary. Fang Bin, a clothing salesperson in Wuhan, began posting videos in mid-January to document the outbreak. On February 1, he posted a forty-minute video that showed eight corpses in body bags piled up beside a minivan outside a hospital. “This is too many,” he lamented. The video quickly went viral. That night, Fang’s house was raided, and he was taken away by the authorities. He was released days later. On February 13, he posted a thirteen-second video saying, “All people revolt—hand the power of the government back to the people.” The police came to his door again, this time claiming to be concerned for his health. He refused them entry, so they broke down the door. He has not been heard from again.43

Chen Qiushi, a human rights lawyer who became a citizen journalist, cut his teeth covering the Hong Kong protests. Toward the end of January, he went to Wuhan to visit hospitals and interview patients. He told his 400,000 YouTube subscribers: “I will use my camera to document what is really happening. I promise I won’t … cover up the truth.”44 On February 7, he went missing. The timing was hardly an accident. In early February, the Politburo Standing Committee met to discuss the outbreak and called for “increased internet control.”45 Later in the spring, authorities would arrest Chinese programmers working for a GitHub project called Terminus2049, which sought to prevent digital records about the early stages of the virus from being erased, including Ai’s interview.46 By the end of March, Chinese authorities acknowledged they had punished 897 people for “spreading rumors” about the virus. The real number was believed to be much higher.47

The regime did not stop at Chinese journalists, activists, and programmers. In February, Beijing expelled three Wall Street Journal reporters from the country over an opinion piece (“China Is the Real Sick Man of Asia”) written by the foreign policy analyst Walter Russell Mead. In response, the United States reduced the number of Chinese citizens who would be allowed to work for the five Chinese state-run news organizations in America. The move provided Beijing with a helpful pretext to ramp up its efforts at controlling the information flow: China’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson Hua Chunying tweeted, “Now the US kicked off the game, let’s play.”48 China then expelled all reporters from the New York Times, Washington Post, and Wall Street Journal. Ostensibly, the quarrel was only tangentially related to COVID-19, but it served a larger purpose for Beijing.



WOLF WARRIOR DIPLOMACY

As the world began to realize that a disaster was unfolding in China, Beijing—concerned with the potential of being completely cut off—put considerable pressure on other countries to keep travelers moving between them and China. Some countries, such as Vietnam and Australia, ignored the admonition and put bans in place. Other countries, such as South Korea and Italy, allowed travel to continue. Cambodia’s sixty-seven-year-old leader, Hun Sen, refused to impose travel restrictions, saying it would destroy his country’s ties to China. He even offered to fly to Wuhan in January, when the virus was at its peak. He was apparently returning a favor—China had played an instrumental role in helping Sen consolidate his hold on power.49

At the outset of the crisis, the European Union discreetly sent humanitarian assistance to China, a maneuver that was itself important (the discretion was intended to avoid embarrassing Beijing). French president Emmanuel Macron told an aide that the Chinese government would remember this goodwill gesture when the time came.50 By March, when the pandemic was raging in Europe, China appeared to reciprocate and began to send aid—yet Chinese authorities insisted that its arrival be met with some fanfare and public declarations of support from recipient countries, making the whole thing appear explicitly transactional. It was also frequently unclear whether the shipments of supplies were considered aid or exports. In one case, Italy donated thirty tons of equipment to China, which the Chinese later returned—and then charged the Italian government for it.51 A study by the German Marshall Fund found that countries that had close and friendly relations with China received more assistance than countries that did not.52 In other cases, the supplies China provided were defective: Sweden had to return 600,000 Chinese-made masks, and Spain had to discard 50,000 Chinese-produced testing kits.53 The EU’s high representative for foreign affairs and security policy, Josep Borrell, warned: “There is a geo-political component including a struggle for influence through spinning and the ‘politics of generosity.’”54

China became even more assertive on the global stage in 2020, using its economic and political power in brazen ways that it had previously avoided. This was quickly labeled “wolf warrior diplomacy,” after a popular and jingoistic Chinese action movie. In the movie, a brilliant renegade soldier named Leng Feng joins an elite PLA unit that fights mercenary organizations, including Americans. When he joins the unit, his commander asks the soldiers to say why the ceremony is so important. “Because we are so fucking special,” they roar. Then he asks, “What is our motto?” “Be humble,” they say while grinning.55

Wolf warrior diplomacy was particularly acute in Europe. Lu Shaye, China’s ambassador to France, tweeted conspiracy theories suggesting that the virus originated in the United States.56 The Chinese embassy in France published five anonymous articles on its website titled “Observations of a Chinese Diplomat Stationed in Paris.” They accused French politicians of racism, propagated the conspiracy theories about the virus originating in America, and blamed nursing home staff in Europe for “abandoning their positions overnight, deserting collectively, and leaving their residents to die of hunger and disease.”57 France’s minister of foreign affairs, Jean-Yves Le Drian, summoned Lu on April 14 to reprimand him for these statements.58

There were also worrying signs that the European Union might buckle under Chinese pressure. In early May, ambassadors to China from all twenty-seven EU member states published an op-ed in the English-language China Daily calling for cooperation between the EU and China. The op-ed was overwhelmingly positive. However, it was soon alleged that the Chinese government had agreed to let the article be published only after it deleted parts of the text that criticized Beijing’s handling of COVID-19. The CCP also refused to let the article—already scrubbed of any problematic points of view—be published in Mandarin.

Despite initial hedging, Europeans soon turned against China’s actions. They put in place investment controls to prevent Chinese companies or state-backed actors from taking advantage of the pandemic-induced recession to scoop up European assets at low prices. Several governments started to push Huawei, China’s telecommunications giant, out of their 5G infrastructure—complying with a U.S. request that had previously been viewed with skepticism. For the first time, European policymakers talked about diversifying their ties internationally to make the EU less dependent on China. They began to speak up more confidently against China’s assertiveness, particularly its crackdown on student protesters in Hong Kong and its mass repression of the Muslim Uighur population in Xinjiang.

Reactions were similar on the other side of the globe. When the Australian government called for an international investigation into the origins of COVID-19, the Chinese ambassador in Canberra, Cheng Jingye, said in an interview, “The Chinese public is frustrated, dismayed and disappointed with what you are doing now. In the long term, for example, I think if the mood is going from bad to worse, people would think why we should go to such a country while it’s not so friendly to China.”59 He questioned whether they would continue to drink Australian wine and eat Australian beef. Within two weeks, China imposed tariffs on Australian beef and barley. Shortly thereafter, Australia was subjected to a sustained and massive cyberattack on a wide range of political and private-sector organizations that the Australian prime minister attributed to a “state-based actor,” widely believed to be China.60

None of this came out of the blue. China had targeted Australia for several years prior as a key U.S. ally in the region. Australia’s early decision to exclude Huawei from its 5G telecommunications system and its efforts to thwart illicit Chinese interference in its democracy set a template for other democracies to follow, further infuriating Beijing. Australia would not be cowed now and embraced its role as a middle power that punched above its weight. So instead of backing down, Canberra continued to press for an inquiry, and by mid-May the WHO bowed to international pressure and agreed to a “comprehensive evaluation” of the pandemic. However, as we shall see in Chapter 12, Beijing subsequently used a variety of tactics to delay and obstruct the investigation.61

China faced a backlash in Africa as well, after five Nigerians tested positive for COVID-19 in early April in Guangzhou and widespread reports emerged of Africans being forcibly evicted from their homes in the city.62 After managing to suppress the virus, Chinese citizens cast a suspicious eye on foreigners. McDonald’s apologized after one of its restaurants in Guangzhou posted an “unauthorized” sign on the door saying: “We’ve been informed that from now on black people are not allowed to enter the restaurant.”63 A racist cartoon went viral online showing Chinese sanitation workers sorting foreigners into trash and recycling bins depending on their skin color.64 African ambassadors in China wrote to the foreign minister to say they observed “with consternation the discrimination and stigmatization of Africans” in China, including evictions from hotels and residences, forcible testing without reasonable cause, the confiscation of passports, the separation of families where one member is African and the other Chinese, and persistent harassment by the authorities. They demanded immediate “cessation of forceful testing, quarantine and other inhuman treatments meted out to Africans.”65

China had invested billions of dollars in Africa over the past decade and saw it as a region where it could increase its influence at the expense of the United States. This included gaining preferential access to natural resources. And though China had previously offered medical assistance to numerous African nations to address endemic health concerns and improve health care, Beijing’s response to COVID-19 placed that assistance in jeopardy. China’s approach to African debt quickly also became a major bone of contention. China is the world’s largest creditor (larger even than the World Bank), and when the pandemic hit, it held approximately 20 percent of the debt of African countries, much higher than the typical figure it held in nations elsewhere on the globe.66 According to the International Monetary Fund, nineteen African countries were in debt distress or at high risk of it in 2020.67 Perhaps unsurprisingly, there were numerous calls for China to forgive these loans as a way of spurring a coronavirus recovery in Africa and elsewhere. Yet Chinese officials were very cagey in their response, promising only to forgive a very small part of these financial obligations.68

The pandemic did not damage China’s reputation and influence in all places. In January and February 2020, it was widely believed that COVID-19 might drive a wedge between Beijing and Moscow, which had become more closely aligned geopolitically over the past decade. The two nations share a 2,500-mile land border, and Russia widely believed that the virus would soon cross over. In anticipation, Russian president Vladimir Putin closed the border in late January, and in mid-February he banned all Chinese citizens from entering the country.69 Tempers frayed. The Chinese embassy in Moscow published a letter on February 24 criticizing the “ubiquitous monitoring” of Chinese nationals, which, they pointed out, “does not exist in any country, even in the United States and in Western states.”70 Remarkably, however, COVID-19 never really spread from China to Russia. Instead, it came to Russia from the West—from Europe. Ironically, in mid-April it was China that closed the border with Russia due to concern that it was a significant source of coronavirus cases, mainly from returning Chinese citizens.71

Yet these restrictions did little to damage Sino-Russian relations. Putin and Xi kept in close contact throughout the winter and spring of 2020 and never criticized each other. The Chinese embassy in Moscow retracted its letter within days of issuing it, claiming that reports of discrimination were false, and it began defending Russian authorities.72 With relations between the United States and China plummeting, Moscow and Beijing drew closer together. Senior officials on both sides defended the other from attacks by the West. As China lost friends, Russia became an even more valuable partner. And as Russia’s economy deteriorated rapidly due to the pandemic and the plunging price of oil, it became more reliant on Chinese imports and investment.73

Overall, however, the global consequences of China’s initial response to the virus were becoming clear by the early spring. Analysts in China were aware that the country might be overplaying its geopolitical hand. An April 2020 report by the Ministry of State Security (China’s premier intelligence agency), for example, warned that global anti-China sentiment was at its highest point since the Tiananmen Square crackdown in 1989. This rising hostility, the report noted, might even tip China and the United States into an outright confrontation.74 The fact that the virus had originated in China and been covered up was a major reputational blow to the regime. Most people around the world do not pay all that much attention to geopolitics, but in this case their lives were upended because of something that happened in China. Governments across the globe knew that they could not trust the information coming out of Beijing—now or in the future.



SOWING DISINFORMATION

China supplemented its so-called mask diplomacy with a massive global disinformation campaign. The centerpiece of this effort was to raise doubts about the virus’s origins. On February 27, Zhong Nanshan, a Chinese infectious disease expert, told a press conference, “The infection was first spotted in China but the virus may not have originated in China.”75 On March 8, China’s ambassador to South Africa tweeted:


Although the epidemic first broke out in China, it did not necessarily mean that the virus is originated from China, let alone “made in China.”76



Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian, a particularly brash and assertive Chinese diplomat, tweeted out to his 300,000 followers on March 12:


CDC was caught on the spot. When did patient zero begin in US? How many people are infected? What are the names of the hospitals? It might be US army who brought the epidemic to Wuhan. Be transparent! Make public your data! US owe us an explanation!77



Later that day, he also tweeted an article from a pro-Kremlin website with an endorsement:


This article is very much important to each and every one of us. Please read and retweet it. COVID-19: Further Evidence that the Virus Originated in the US.78



In May the Global Times, an English-language mouthpiece for the CCP, followed up with an editorial reinforcing Zhao’s claims: “New findings have potentially altered the timeline of the coronavirus outbreak in the US, with a large number of COVID-19 cases misclassified as influenza last winter. As a country with the highest number of infections and deaths and more early cases revealed, the US’ role in the origin and spread of the coronavirus has become a major concern.”79 Meanwhile, the China Global Television Network made a short video partly in Arabic and targeted at viewers in the Middle East that informed them of “new facts” indicating the U.S. Army might have brought the virus to Wuhan during a sports competition.80 An investigative report by the Associated Press and the Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensic Research Lab found that Chinese diplomats and state media orchestrated a major effort to spread and amplify conspiracy theories that blamed the United States for the virus.81

Chinese officials also took direct aim at the American response to the virus. “Aside from the devastation caused by the novel coronavirus, there is also a political virus spreading through the US,” China’s foreign minister, Wang Yi, said. “This political virus is the use of every opportunity to attack and smear China. Some politicians completely disregard basic facts and have fabricated too many lies targeting China, and plotted too many conspiracies.”82 After President Trump asked at a White House press conference whether disinfectant might usefully be injected as a possible treatment for COVID-19, the chief spokesperson for the CCP in Beijing tweeted:


Mr President is right. Some people do need to be injected with #disinfectant, or at least gargle with it. That way they won’t spread the virus, lies and hatred when talking.



Hua, the foreign ministry’s spokesperson, tweeted at secretary of state Mike Pompeo to “stop lying through your teeth” in reference to comments he made on Fox News accusing Beijing of wasting “valuable days” and letting “hundreds of thousands” of people leave Wuhan for other countries, including Italy.83

Beijing also appears to have sought to sow discontent within the United States. American intelligence agencies believe that in mid-March 2020, China actively pushed out false text messages telling Americans that a friend of a friend or a relative had confided that the federal government was about to shut down the entire country once they had the military ready to enforce it.84 This prompted a National Security Council tweet in response: “Text message rumors of a national #quarantine are FAKE. There is no national lockdown.”85 Trump, however, seemed unconcerned. When asked on Fox News about China’s disinformation campaign, he said, “They do it and we do it and we call them different things. Every country does it.”86

Laura Rosenberger, who was then leading the Alliance for Securing Democracy Project at the German Marshall Fund, described the disinformation strategy’s goals: “to deflect blame from Beijing’s own failings and to highlight other governments’ missteps, portraying China as both the model and the partner of first resort for other countries.” Chinese officials, she wrote, “experimented with tactics drawn from Russia’s more nihilistic information operations playbook” designed to undermine public confidence in the notion of objective truth and a shared set of facts.87 China’s online campaign did not come out of the blue. Executives at Twitter, for example, noticed a significant increase in the volume and aggression of Beijing’s social media strategy following the 2019 Hong Kong protests. The number of Chinese officials with Twitter accounts increased exponentially, and they all adopted a very combative tone.88 In June 2020, Twitter took down 23,750 accounts engaged in “a range of manipulative and coordinated activities” and “spreading geopolitical narratives favorable to the Communist Party of China.”89

The European response to China’s disinformation campaign was initially mixed, but over time it got tougher. For example, in April 2020, the EU watered down a report on disinformation, removing explicit references to China and Chinese operations, including those in France, after “heavy pushback” from Beijing. Monika Richter, an analyst working in the EU’s External Action Service, wrote in an internal email: “Such appeasement will set a terrible precedent and encourage similar coercion in the future.” News of the watering down soon became public, and in the ensuing political uproar, the EU restored its criticism of China by releasing an updated report.90 Then, in June, an EU report was even blunter in its criticism of Beijing as a peddler of COVID-19 disinformation.91



UNDERSTANDING CHINA’S RESPONSE

The question remains: why did China respond in this way, across multiple dimensions? After SARS, the regime admitted it made mistakes and put in place measures to insulate the public health system from political pressure. The new system worked fairly well with H1N1, and China played a constructive role during the international response to Ebola in 2014–16. But in 2020, none of this mattered. Not only did China’s history with SARS repeat itself but it did so with a vengeance. The crackdown on doctors, activists, and reporters was worse than before. Dali Yang, a professor at the University of Chicago, offers one explanation, placing the blame on local CCP authorities in Wuhan who were slow to activate the system and who then silenced local journalists and doctors raising the alarm. “The infectious diseases sentinel system,” Yang wrote, “only works if the hospitals and local health administrations actively engage with it and contribute to the information. In Wuhan, the system failed, monumentally. The failure has laid bare the inherent tensions of a reporting system that is also beholden to the political imperatives of provincial and municipal Communist Party bosses.”92

This explanation is not entirely convincing, however. For one thing, reports were swirling on Chinese social media in late December 2019. It is likely Beijing noticed. But more important is that once Xi took control of the situation—first secretly on January 7, and then publicly on January 23—the strategic control of messaging accelerated. If the Chinese president wanted to encourage doctors to speak up, he would have rewarded those who blew the whistle instead of “disappearing” or marginalizing them. Moreover, without an official acknowledgment of error or accountability for what transpired in 2020, no one, in China or around the world, will believe future official messaging, even if the government begins operating in better faith and with greater transparency. Xi’s actions sent a clear message that inconvenient truths would not be tolerated. The CCP would decide what would be communicated both domestically and abroad. As the journalist Giles Whittell observed, the regime’s actions were “clear evidence of a system more concerned to contain information than the virus.”93

Some in China appeared to recognize the country’s missteps and the inherent dangers of Beijing’s failure to reckon honestly with them. One such voice is Yao Yang, an award-winning academic economist at Peking University. He received his PhD from the University of Wisconsin, Madison. In an interview, he predicted that “once the pandemic is over, it is quite likely that the West will have a new viewpoint of China’s political system, and it is entirely possible that the West will unite in a fundamental challenge to the Chinese system.” That is not an unusual view, but what was particularly striking was what he said next:


There is still time to pull back from the brink. From China’s perspective, we should put together a comprehensive explanation or a White Paper about the Wuhan virus situation, in which we recount straightforwardly what happened between the end of December and January 23, saying what we did and why we made mistakes. We should state clearly that during this period we did indeed drag our feet and weigh the pros and cons, but did not purposefully engage in a cover-up.… Explaining the process clearly and admitting our errors and delays will pull the rug out from under the West. If they still don’t accept it, then there’s no way to convince them.94



But this view appears not to be the dominant one. China’s leadership clearly hoped, and continues to hope, that its massive—and apparently successful—effort to contain the virus at home will eclipse its early mistakes and cover-ups, especially when contrasted with America’s very public failure. In many ways, Trump’s loud and disastrous handling of COVID-19 will inevitably shape how all other international responses are viewed. From the perspective of the CCP, the Chinese response provides a concrete example of how its brand of authoritarianism outperforms democracy in general—and, more pointedly, how superior it is to the U.S. model in particular. As we will see in Chapter 6, there is very little correlation between the varied political systems around the world and how each responded to the pandemic. Nevertheless, the performance of the China model is something the Beijing elite clings to, believes in, and promulgates. “The United States is in such deep, deep trouble. It is a failure,” a Chinese official told us in June 2020. “Imagine if China had 3 million cases. We forgave Wuhan when we saw New York, it almost caved despite having all the information we did not have at the time. We did not know early on what we were dealing with.”95

This reality meant that China increasingly strode across the world stage with a sense of triumph. The writings and remarks of China’s foreign policy and intellectual elite suggest that this is a widely shared view. Fu Ying holds the rather bureaucratic-sounding title of chairperson of the National People’s Congress Foreign Affairs Committee, but she is also one of the very few public intellectuals believed to be in Xi Jinping’s wider orbit. She served as ambassador to Australia, the United Kingdom, and the Philippines, where she earned a reputation as a hard-liner and a tough negotiator. In a series of articles during the COVID-19 crisis, she put the pandemic in the context of a longer process of a changing power dynamic defined by China’s rise and America’s decline. In The Economist, she wrote that, unlike after September 11, 2001, or the financial crisis of 2008, the United States “demonstrated neither a commitment to solidarity and co-operation, nor a willingness or capacity for global leadership.”96 In another piece, she wrote that as a result of this U.S. position, “American hegemony has tended to contract, and its ‘beacon effects’ have started to fade. The Chinese progress and U.S. regression,” she argued, “mirror the two countries’ evolution in opposite directions within the same global regime.”97

Echoing these themes, Yuan Peng, a research professor and president of the China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations, outlined his view of the virus in two articles in the summer of 2020, calling it part of a “once in a century” event—the decline of the U.S.-led international order and the rise of something new. This had already been under way before 2020, he acknowledged, but COVID-19 was a catalyst. “The pandemic is as bad as a world war,” he wrote. He went on to say:


The world during and after the pandemic is like the world after WWI. At the time, the British Empire no longer had the means to fulfill its ambitions, and the sun which had once “never set” on the empire was … rapidly disappearing beyond the horizon.… In the current pandemic, Trump’s America not only has not assumed its world leadership responsibility, selfishly hiding its head in the sand, but in addition, because of policy failures, it has become a major disaster center of the world pandemic.… This is a blow to America’s soft and hard power, and America’s international influence has suffered a serious decline.98



From Beijing’s perspective, what started out as a potentially existential challenge to the regime was quickly turning into an opportunity to consolidate and accelerate China’s rise. Whatever mistakes China may or may not have made, the opportunities presented by America’s missteps were just too enticing to pass up.
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Opportunities Lost


THE FIRST CASES of Ebola emerged in West Africa—Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Liberia—in March 2014. A particularly nasty virus transmitted by bodily fluids, it starts with fevers, aches, pains, and fatigue before progressing to severe diarrhea, vomiting, abdominal pain, bleeding, and often death. By the early summer, it became clear that the disease could quickly spread across a number of other African countries, and then to the rest of the world. The international community, including the United States, was initially slow to respond. The World Health Organization seemed out of its depth. It saw its job as primarily providing advice, not leading a response. Governments around the world, which initially included the Obama administration, wanted medical doctors on the ground to act as first responders and take charge of the problem themselves. The governments of Guinea, Sierra Leona, and Liberia decided to put a lid on what they were seeing. Though their countries were directly affected, they feared scaring off foreign investors, who could be spooked by any official signals of alarm. By August, however, public health experts worried that the virus was “spiraling in to an out of control crisis.”1 The WHO met in early August and did little to change the situation on the ground. But the UN secretary general, Ban Ki-moon, was worried. He had always insisted that he did not want to see another Rwanda on his watch (a reference to the 1994 genocide), and yet here was another massive humanitarian crisis in Africa emerging in slow motion. A week later, under significant public pressure, the WHO finally declared Ebola a “public health emergency of international concern,” a crucial designation that signaled to the world that action was required.2

But it was simply rhetoric. The WHO still took no action. Ban, growing more anxious by the day, continued to apply pressure. With time running out and a concern for what this would mean for his legacy, he shifted his attention to the UN General Assembly, an annual gathering of world leaders, in mid-September as an opportunity to spur the world into action. In U.S. president Barack Obama, he found a willing actor.

On September 10, 2014, Obama’s national security advisor, Susan Rice, convened cabinet members and other senior officials in the White House Situation Room. Although it was the day before the thirteenth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, they were not there to discuss terrorism. Rather, they had gathered to develop a response to the Ebola crisis, which potentially posed an even graver threat. Tom Frieden, the director of the CDC, presented a “hockey stick” chart projecting a huge increase in potential cases in the coming months. Absent significant intervention, Frieden explained, over a million people in the region and around the world could be infected by January 2015. Hundreds of thousands could die. Rice made it clear that Obama now viewed Ebola as a “tier-one” national security emergency, a designation that made it equivalent to the situation in Iraq and Syria, where ISIS had recently taken over a wide swath of territory.3 Six days later, Obama traveled to the CDC in Atlanta, Georgia, to outline his administration’s strategy: American diplomats would marshal a global coalition to provide medical assistance, and U.S. development and health professionals would go to West Africa to work alongside thousands of American troops to contain the virus. At home, there would be steps taken to improve the screening of travelers to the United States and prepare hospitals in case Ebola reached America’s shores. If America did not act aggressively, Obama warned, many thousands would die and entire nations could become destabilized. The consequences would produce ripple effects far beyond the African continent. Ebola “is not just a threat to regional security,” Obama emphatically declared. “It’s a potential threat to global security.”4

A week later, Obama, along with Ban and Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe, made a big push at the UN General Assembly, and created an international coalition to address the crisis, which operated through the UN Mission for Ebola Emergency Response (UNMEER). Countries sent significant numbers of military personnel and health officials to West Africa to tackle the disease. Tony Banbury, who was to become head of UNMEER, told us, “There was very little cooperation before September 2014, but from that point forward it was a model of best practice.”5 It took six months, from the moment the first cases of Ebola were detected in March, to rally the world in 2014, which was the equivalent of December 2019 to May 2020 in the COVID-19 crisis.

Within sixty days, UNMEER had made significant progress in isolating approximately 70 percent of those infected with Ebola in the three countries. By July 2015, it had accomplished its mission of suppressing the virus. The Obama administration learned from Ebola, just as it had learned from the H1N1 influenza outbreak in 2009. It established the Directorate for Global Health Security and Biodefense at the National Security Council (NSC). And the administration even ran a pandemic tabletop exercise in 2017 during the presidential transition, briefing approximately thirty members of the incoming Trump team on a hypothetical scenario of a global influenza that overwhelmed national health care systems and resulted in travel bans.6

Once in office, the Trump administration appointed an experienced senior director for global health and biodefense—a retired navy rear admiral named Timothy Ziemer. The son of missionaries, Ziemer grew up in the central highlands of French Indochina, now Vietnam. He would return to Vietnam as a navy pilot during the war. Ziemer left the navy after thirty years of service and went into development, working for World Relief, a faith-based nongovernmental organization working on microfinance, food security, HIV/AIDS and malaria, and other issues. From that point forward, he became committed to global public health. In 2006, in the George W. Bush administration, he became the coordinator of the President’s Malaria Initiative, a position he continued to hold in the Obama administration.7

Now working for Trump on the NSC, Ziemer would give Lieutenant General H. R. McMaster, Trump’s second national security advisor (the first, Michael Flynn, was forced to resign after just twenty-four days), weekly updates on the seasonal flu, Ebola, and other infectious diseases. Ziemer wanted to make sure that public health and the threat of infectious diseases remained a priority item on the list of national security threats. It was not easy. As he saw it, McMaster’s view of the world revolved around intentional events—actions by states and nonstate actors—rather than unintentional ones such as pandemics and climate change. But he made progress. Whenever he provided data, McMaster would take out his notebook and write down the numbers. On one occasion Ziemer was asked to participate in a global risk assessment meeting, composed of people from the intelligence community and a couple of his NSC colleagues. The discussion focused on measuring threats by the projected body count. Attention quickly turned to terrorism or a clash with another major power. Ziemer interrupted after twenty minutes to say: “If we are determining risk based on the number of casualties and body count, then I get the blue ribbon. The risk and threat of a pandemic will kill hundreds of thousands of Americans.” He felt like the skunk at the picnic, but the argument prevailed.8 Later, in December 2017, when the NSC released the National Security Strategy, arguing that great-power competition was America’s preeminent strategic challenge, global public health was also prominently featured.9

Ziemer continued to make his mark. For example, while the Trump administration had opposed Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus’s candidacy to lead the WHO because they thought he was unlikely to reform the organization, when he was elected to that position in 2017, Ziemer helped secure him an invitation to meet with Trump. U.S. officials told Tedros that they needed three things from the WHO during his tenure: accelerated reform of the organization’s bureaucracy, full transparency to comply with the International Health Regulations, and allowing Taiwan to be an observer. Ziemer was not optimistic that the advice would be followed—Tedros had China’s backing, and he did not seem like the type of leader who would challenge Beijing.

Ziemer was also involved in another decision that would prove controversial several years later. Since the early 2000s, the CDC had dozens of officials stationed in Beijing to work with the Chinese Center for Disease Control. This presence was funded through the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), which was a signature initiative of President George W. Bush and is widely regarded as the most successful global public health initiative in the nation’s history. Congress had reduced funding for PEPFAR’s operations in China, and as the program was winding down, these individuals were moved to other countries where they were needed more, including places that PEPFAR had prioritized since the beginning, such as Uganda. Observers would later point to the redeployment as blinding the United States to what was happening in China. However, when COVID-19 struck Wuhan, there were still between eleven and thirteen U.S. CDC experts who worked on infectious diseases stationed in Beijing.

Unfortunately for Ziemer, McMaster’s time was limited. Trump wanted a national security advisor who would do as he was told, but McMaster did not operate that way. Rather, he was inclined to impose a rigorous decision-making process where alternative points of view were aired and policies went through a formal interagency review. It frustrated Trump, though McMaster was not the only one who irritated the president. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, Defense Secretary Jim Mattis, and National Economic Council head Gary Cohn were all part of the so-called Axis of Adults, seen as constraining Trump’s impulses on the world stage. Mattis, a highly regarded former Marine general, was untouchable for a while because he was widely revered among Republicans in Congress. But the others were not so lucky. By April, McMaster was out, along with Cohn and Tillerson. Trump then brought in McMaster’s replacement: John Bolton, whom he had frequently seen on Fox News. Bolton had publicly advocated for preventive attacks on Iran and North Korea, and was widely known as Washington’s uber-hawk. He was even more committed than McMaster to the notion that national security was primarily about intentional threats. And he wanted to reduce the NSC staff, which he thought had grown too large over the years. So he abolished the office within the NSC dealing with global health and biodefense, folding it into the office dealing with counterproliferation and weapons of mass destruction. Ziemer was pushed out and reassigned to the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), the government’s development arm; he was replaced within the NSC by someone who had a background in weapons of mass destruction and arms control, although his team kept their jobs. In his memoir, The Room Where It Happened, published in 2020, Bolton argued that he had consolidated the offices to “reduce duplication and overlap” since it made “good management sense.”10 Ziemer did not disagree with the need to streamline the NSC, but he did worry that there would no longer be a dedicated global health advocate to pound the table and pester the national security advisor. Other things began to break down too. McMaster had checked in regularly with Mark Green, a retired general who ran USAID. That stopped under Bolton and his successor, Robert O’Brien. It was another key channel of communication that went cold.

Still, there was at least one senior NSC official watching for warning signs. Matthew Pottinger, the U.S. deputy national security advisor, had been a journalist with the Wall Street Journal in 2003, reporting from China during the SARS pandemic. He wrote stories about Beijing’s cover-up and eventually left the country convinced of the nefariousness of the Chinese Communist Party. After 9/11, Pottinger joined the Marine Corps and served in Afghanistan with Flynn. Back in the United States, Pottinger later coauthored an influential report on intelligence gathering in Afghanistan with Flynn, and the two had remained close.11 When Trump unexpectedly won the presidency in 2016, Flynn tapped Pottinger to head up the Asia team in the White House.

Pottinger had a reputation as a thoughtful hawk on China, and he steered official U.S. policy in the direction of containing Beijing’s global ambitions. As he saw it, the CCP was ideologically committed to upending the international order and moving it toward its brand of authoritarianism. Notably, Pottinger’s wife, Yen, had worked as a virologist at the CDC, and his brother Paul specialized in infectious disease. All of this meant he was more attuned to the dangers of a pandemic, particularly a coronavirus emanating from China, than your typical national security professional.12

By December 2019, Trump was on his fourth national security advisor, Robert O’Brien. There was very little formal process. Trump was subject to mood swings and paid little attention to detail. And yet, despite everything, the Trump administration’s national security team would actually be among the very first to understand the gravity of what was happening in China and the global threat it posed. This was primarily because of Pottinger and his efforts, but O’Brien also took an early interest. The Europeans, on the other hand, would be about a month behind.

But the precise reason the administration recognized the threat from the pandemic—its inherent distrust and fear of the CCP—also meant that its international response to COVID-19 would be viewed through, and organized around, the prism of China policy and the perceived dangers of Xi’s regime. USAID would be cut out of the loop. A senior Trump administration official told us that Ziemer’s departure meant that the government had lost someone of “unimpeachable integrity” on global public health who “had a genius for logistics.” And although “Pottinger understood the challenge,” the official added, “he had a lot on his plate.” A senior foreign official from an allied country who worked closely with the Trump administration echoed this, telling us, “Pottinger was concerned from both points of view—China and global public health—but by that stage the system was so broken that it would be very difficult for him to pull together a whole-of-government approach. They [the U.S. government] focused on the lane they were most comfortable with.”

As the administration began to formulate its response to the emerging coronavirus pandemic, those who favored a more comprehensive approach nationally and internationally were excluded or marginalized at crucial moments. The result was that the Trump administration was more focused on holding China responsible and reducing U.S. reliance on Beijing in the future than on the minutiae of global public health policy or the hard work of rallying the world to roll back the pandemic. That would set the United States on a collision course with many of its partners.


THE ALARM BELL

Shortly before midnight on December 30, 2019, Sharon Sanders, a Florida-based blogger on a site called Flu Trackers, staffed 24/7 by volunteers all over the world, read some alarming statements online by public health officials in Hubei province, China. Originally a financial variance analyst, she was trained to “look for things that did not fit” and had been tracking infectious diseases in China for fourteen years. Over the next half a day, Sanders and other commentators would post a dozen messages speculating on a new and mysterious virus that had emerged.13 Using Flu Trackers, Sanders and her team were the first Americans to notice COVID-19 and bring it to the public’s attention.

Early the next morning, on New Year’s Eve, scientists at the CDC picked up the same chatter and began to email each other. “Any of your folks know more about the ‘unknown pneumonia’?” one asked.14 Later that day, Chinese authorities informed the WHO’s China Office of an unfamiliar case of pneumonia. Anthony Fauci, the head of the U.S. National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, and Robert Redfield, the head of the CDC, immediately recognized the risk; maybe it was a new SARS. On January 1, the CDC circulated a situational report on a “China pneumonia of unknown etiology,” its first daily briefing on what would become known as SARS-CoV-2, the novel coronavirus that causes COVID-19. It stated the basic facts as then understood: the virus had originated near the Huanan Seafood Wholesale Market in Wuhan, SARS was suspected but not confirmed, and to date there were twenty-seven cases.15

On January 3, Redfield reached out to his Chinese counterpart, George Gao, with whom he had worked closely over the years, and proposed “working collaboratively with the government of China on pneumonia and respiratory infectious diseases.” He offered to send technical experts to assist, but, to his surprise, Gao stonewalled. Subsequent requests were met with the same response. Something had changed. There would be no access.16 Over the next ten days, Fauci and Redfield noted with alarm the virus spread in China. After Chinese scientists published the virus’s genome on January 10, Fauci ordered that work begin on a vaccine. But it was not until January 13, when the first case was reported in Thailand, that they realized Chinese officials had been lying about the virus’s transmissibility between people. According to investigative journalist Bob Woodward in his book Fear, Fauci’s response was: “Holy shit. They haven’t been telling us the truth. It really is transmitting efficiently.”17

What Fauci and Redfield did not know at the time, despite their efforts, was that the novel coronavirus was already in the United States. Epidemiologists would later go back and test thirteen people in Ohio who demonstrated symptoms of COVID-19 in January. The tests showed they had antibodies for the virus, which meant they had been positive at the time. The first case was a woman in her forties who fell sick on January 2. This was just days after U.S. officials even became aware of an outbreak in China. Little did they know that it was already moving across borders—indeed, it was already spreading at home. More U.S. cases occurred on January 7 and 13, two more on the fifteenth, and one on the eighteenth.18 On January 19, a thirty-five-year-old man walked into an urgent care clinic in Snohomish County, Washington, and said he was suffering from a cough and fever. It had been going on for four days, which also happened to be how long it had been since he had returned from a trip to visit family in Wuhan. The next day, he tested positive for COVID-19.19 U.S. immigration officials began screening passengers from Wuhan on January 17, but it mattered little; the screening did not include travelers from other parts of China or the rest of the world. In other words, the virus was moving undetected to and within the United States even as American officials thought they knew where to look.

Pottinger’s view was that cooperation with the CCDC was irrelevant because the Chinese health agency was completely cut out of the loop. Gao had not even known about COVID-19 until he heard about it on social media on December 30. One of China’s leading epidemiologists discovered it the same way as the blogger Sharon Sanders did.20 Pottinger saw all this as part of a bigger problem. It was tempting, he thought, for U.S. public health experts to assume that China would behave more transparently because it was a signatory to the International Health Regulations, which required them to do so, but there was no means of enforcement, so the commitment was effectively meaningless. Worse, it created the false impression that the United States had a guardrail in place. Pottinger had déjà vu—this felt like SARS all over again. U.S. officials thought that because they were funding the Wuhan Institute of Virology, they had their finger on the pulse. But the CCP would do what the Chinese regime felt it had to do to survive—using the tools of secrecy and control—just as it had in 2003 with SARS.

In mid-January, as the COVID threat grew, the National Security Council began preparing options to keep Americans home from work and, if necessary, to shut down entire cities in response.21 But it was hard to get anyone’s attention in the administration. For the first two weeks of January, Trump was preoccupied with trade negotiations with China. He hoped that 2020 would be the year of his big deal with China. He would negate Democratic attacks on his foreign policy by proving that he was the negotiator in chief, fighting hard for U.S. interests while also cashing in the chips at just the right moment. He hoped to reach agreements with Iran, the Taliban, and possibly Russia, and to try again with North Korea. China would be the jewel in the crown.

The so-called phase one trade deal with Beijing was sealed on January 15. Trump had won the presidency complaining vociferously about China’s economic practices and starting during his second year in office he routinely imposed tariffs on it, often threatening even more. So the January agreement was the culmination of years of difficult negotiations with Beijing. The deal did not address most of the underlying sources of U.S.-China trade tensions—including Chinese subsidies and state-owned enterprises—but it did require China to purchase $200 billion of U.S. products, provided greater access to the Chinese market for U.S. agriculture, and included some safeguards to protect corporate secrets.22 In the weeks that followed, even as his own administration was monitoring and developing strategies around what they were seeing out of Wuhan, Trump was reluctant to issue public statements that would distract from his achievement. Consequently, even as evidence mounted that Beijing was failing to be transparent with the international community about COVID-19, he continued to heap public praise on China’s president, Xi Jinping, and expressed confidence in the Chinese response to the outbreak. On February 7, for instance, he tweeted:


Just had a long and very good conversation by phone with President Xi of China. He is strong, sharp and powerfully focused on leading the counterattack on the Coronavirus. He feels they are doing very well, even building hospitals in a matter of only days.… Great discipline is taking place in China, as President Xi strongly leads what will be a very successful operation. We are working closely with China to help!23



Not until mid-February did White House officials discover that Xi had been chairing emergency meetings on COVID-19 beginning on January 7, a week before the trade deal was signed.24 Xi had to have known, they concluded, about human-to-human transmission, but when Vice Premier Liu He and other officials traveled to Washington for the signing ceremony on January 15, they said nothing about this.

Trump was first briefed on COVID-19 on January 23, two days after the first confirmed American case. (At that stage, U.S. officials did not realize that the virus had been circulating since early January.) The president’s daily brief (PDB), the highly classified daily assessment of world events and threats prepared by the intelligence community, reportedly provided Trump with a warning about the emerging dangers, but Trump did not read written briefs and had no personal knowledge of pandemics. Thus, he was given a verbal presentation of the PDB, which framed the virus as “just like the flu” and unlikely to end up as a global pandemic.25 (Notably, January 23 was also the day Xi took full control of fighting the virus in China.) O’Brien and Pottinger were furious with the PDB briefer, believing that the intelligence community had grossly understated the danger. But the presentation was all Trump had—and he was not the kind of person to fact-check the presentation against the actual written report. Regardless, it would take something much more dramatic to pique the president’s interest, let alone move him to action. On January 28, at another PDB, O’Brien made sure to tell Trump COVID-19 would be “the biggest national security threat you face in your presidency.” Pottinger backed him up, saying, “It’s going to be 1918,” to which Trump replied, “holy fuck.” Trump would later deny that moment had occurred, but he did tell Woodward that he first started to “see” the coronavirus “toward the end of January.”26 From the perspective of NSC officials, the U.S. intelligence community had been completely asleep at the switch and had failed to make pandemic disease a priority. That was the case despite the fact that the National Intelligence Council had long warned of the potentially devastating effects of a global contagion, as we saw in Chapter 3. Confronted with competing intelligence requirements, they had passed the buck to the CDC and had no intelligence collection capabilities on global health–related matters inside China. They were even slow to absorb and understand the mounting publicly sourced information showing where the global COVID-19 outbreak was headed.27

On January 29, the administration announced the creation of a Coronavirus Task Force with the secretary of health and human services, Alex Azar, as chair. The next day, Trump said, “We’re working very closely with China and other countries, and we think it’s going to have a very good ending for us.”28 On January 31, Trump met with Fauci, Redfield, O’Brien, Pottinger, and other advisors. Their overwhelming advice was to shut down all travel between China and the United States with one exception: allow Americans to return. Trump agreed. It was a significant step, and one that he would point to repeatedly in the months that followed, although United Airlines, one of the major U.S. carriers, had already announced it was suspending flights out of China.29 Of the 40,000 U.S. travelers allowed to return from China after that point, none received adequate testing or were placed in quarantine.30 Four days later, Trump gave the annual State of the Union address, which was more than 6,300 words long. A mere thirty-nine of those words were on COVID-19. “We are coordinating with the Chinese government and working closely together on the coronavirus outbreak in China. My administration will take all necessary steps to safeguard our citizens from this threat,” he promised.31



THE LOST MONTH

Trump’s decision to impose a travel ban on China set the stage for a hugely consequential struggle between two factions in his administration. One group, “the 1918 faction,” included Pottinger, O’Brien, and trade advisor Peter Navarro. They believed what they told the president: the United States was headed for a potential repeat of the Great Influenza a century earlier. They wanted to impose travel restrictions on Europe, not a complete ban but rather a “level three” advisory recommending that people not travel, along with targeted cancellations of specific routes. This group also sought massive amounts of funding for medical supplies, therapeutics, vaccines, and diagnostics. In other words, they wanted to prepare for what was coming. A second group, “the wait and see” faction, consisted of Chief of Staff Mick Mulvaney, Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin, and Vice President Pence’s chief of staff Marc Short. They worried about the economic consequences of further travel restrictions and wanted to give people information but let them make their own decisions. They were not proactively opposed to increased funding for supplies, but they did not push for it either. Throughout February, Trump effectively sided with this second group. He felt he did his bit with the travel ban and he was reluctant to do anything that might disrupt the economy.

On February 6, Trump spoke with President Xi and offered to send technical experts to China. But Xi remained noncommittal. Trump pressed, but to no avail, and so he turned to other topics. There is little evidence that Trump was moved to do much else.32 It is clear from Trump’s conversation with Woodward that the rapidly spreading contagion was not a priority for him for the next couple of weeks, even though the first case of community transmission within the United States was detected on February 15 (an American woman had tested positive even though she had not been to China or been in close contact with anyone who had). “The coronavirus was not yet a focus [for Trump],” Woodward wrote, describing a call he had with the president on February 19. Instead, they spoke about Iran, attorney general Bill Barr, and the political impact of social media.33 Those in the corridors of power at the White House also remained dismissive. Virtually no one in the West Wing wore a mask, and those staffers at the NSC, which is housed in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building across a narrow alley from the White House, who donned one were ridiculed by the inner circle or told that the boss did not like it.34 Trump admitted to Woodward on February 7 that the virus was “more deadly than the flu, maybe five times more so,” but he continued to publicly play it down (he justified this to Woodward by saying that he didn’t want to create a panic).35 For instance, on February 27 he said publicly, “It’s going to disappear. One day—it’s like a miracle—it will disappear.”36

As the virus began to take hold across America, early efforts with testing proved difficult. On February 8, the CDC realized that there was a flaw that contaminated the early COVID-19 test they had developed—in their rush to produce a diagnostic tool they had cut corners and produced materials contaminated with snippets of the virus.37 One Trump administration official told us this was the real black swan in the U.S. response—a pandemic had been widely predicted by experts for years but no one expected a catastrophic early mistake in producing a reliable test. There were other problems too. The administration tried to send individual states supplies when they had shortages of ventilators and PPE, but what was lacking was “bidirectional learning”—a systematic effort to both provide advice to the states on how to more effectively fight the virus and to take lessons gleaned from their respective experiences that could be passed on to others. The pandemic also revealed inherent weaknesses in America’s health infrastructure—for instance, there was no way for public health data systems to interact with the systems that collected data in hospitals and laboratories where infections would be first detected. This broken chain of essential information impaired the federal government’s ability to respond and provide advice quickly.38

Deborah Birx was the U.S. global AIDS coordinator and the U.S. special representative for global health diplomacy. A career civil servant, she had served in this role since the Obama administration. In February, she was in South Africa as part of her work on HIV/AIDS. Every evening on CNN, she watched briefings of American officials claiming that the virus was under control, and she yelled at the television, “This is going to be a pandemic!” She told Margaret Brennan of CBS News that at the time she was thinking, “This is how the world missed HIV—if you’re only looking for sick people you miss a lot of what is happening under the surface.” With COVID, community spread was highly likely: “When we were asking people coming into this country about symptoms rather than testing everybody, that’s when I started to get really worried.” The 1918 faction grew increasingly alarmed as they witnessed the administration’s failure to follow up on the travel ban. They were particularly frustrated that the administration had not sought funding from Congress to make the necessary preparations for what was surely coming. The task force was not functioning well. Stephen Hahn, the head of the Food and Drug Administration, was not even a member. According to one senior Trump administration official we spoke to, this was “a catastrophic mistake.” The FDA was needed for emergency use authorization, for its expertise on testing, therapeutics, vaccine development, and much more.

Pottinger needed someone in the White House who could do battle with those urging caution and provide expert public health advice. He called Birx repeatedly throughout February, asking her to come on board. They had known each other for many years. Both of them had been in Asia during SARS, and they were aligned in terms of how they saw the COVID-19 threat. Though she said no “about twenty times,” she eventually changed her mind once it became apparent the administration was missing important pieces in the response, including testing. Birx then became the only full-time White House official working exclusively on fighting the coronavirus. But it was not easy. Her requests for more staff were denied. Over time, she managed to recruit a number of volunteers from other agencies.39 By the end of February, some in the 1918 faction felt it was already too late. They had failed to act on the scale required. The die had been cast. As Pottinger had warned Trump a month earlier, it would be 1918 redux.

The politics of COVID-19 inside the White House reached a boiling point on February 26 when Dr. Nancy Messonnier, director of the CDC’s National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases, told a press conference: “This new virus represents a tremendous public health threat.” She urged parents to pay attention. “I understand this whole situation may seem overwhelming and that disruption to everyday life may be severe,” she said, but “these are things that people need to start thinking about now. I had a conversation with my family over breakfast this morning and I told my children that while I didn’t think that they were at risk right now, we as a family need to be preparing for significant disruption of our lives.”40 The stock market plummeted in the last week of February as awareness spread that the pandemic was likely to hit the United States.

Trump was in India on his first visit there as president, a thirty-six-hour whirlwind trip that included a rally in front of 100,000 people at the Taj Mahal. On his way back, he grew furious about the drop in the markets and called Azar to complain about Messonnier.41 The next day, Trump put Vice President Mike Pence in charge of the Coronavirus Task Force. According to Olivia Troye, who worked for Pence at the time, “The reaction in the White House was very much one of ‘we have to control the messaging’ and that’s when you see a complaint and the [vice president] brought in to run the task force.”42 From that point forward, Troye says, Trump shifted to politicizing the task force’s work, “which is very detrimental during a pandemic crisis of this magnitude because you now have fundamentally divided the country on a very critical issue where you are going to put lives at risk.”43 The task force would calibrate messages so that they were in line with what Trump was saying, and voices like Messonnier’s were silenced. Pence did correct one mistake though: a senior administration official told us that at his first meeting in charge, Pence looked around the room and asked, “Where’s the head of the FDA?”44

Trump continued to downplay the virus, declaring on Twitter on February 24 that COVID-19 was “very much under control” and then tweeting, “Stock market starting to look very good to me,” even as some of his aides were providing private assessments that were much less confident.45 In the months that followed, the White House and Azar would try to control and manage the CDC’s efforts to guide businesses and the American public on how best to contain the outbreak. It sought to edit the CDC’s findings and recommendations, which included eliminating social distancing restrictions on religious services, reducing them for bars and restaurants, and delaying an order to ban cruise ships from setting sail. The White House eventually stripped the agency of its lead role in collecting data about the virus from hospitals.46

By early March, the situation was becoming increasingly dire, and dramatic action became necessary. The number of known cases on March 1 was sixty-six. Two weeks later, it had increased exponentially to 1,682.47 During this period, the stock market endured some of the biggest losses in its history, official projections estimated a dramatic spike in cases and deaths, and businesses began to close in New York and Washington State.48 On March 11, Trump gave a rushed Oval Office address, only the second of his tenure, in which he banned all travel from Europe.49 The speech was nothing short of a disaster, giving the impression that U.S. citizens would be stranded and that trade would cease. The desperation among Americans was palpable. Throughout the night, families called their loved ones traveling in Europe. Some paid up to $20,000 for a one-way ticket home. A New York Times journalist in Paris for the week with his wife described trying to buy a ticket that night as being “like trying to catch a firefly that hovered before you for a moment and then winked out before you could grab it.”50 By the time the White House clarified what they meant—that the ban did not apply to American citizens, green card holders, or trade—the damage was already done: flights and airports were packed to the rafters with travelers returning from Europe. Naturally, this frenetic rush continued to bring the virus to U.S. shores, and the markets plunged again.

On March 15, at the behest of Fauci and Birx, Trump agreed to shut down the country, announcing actions that gave the nation fifteen days to slow the spread. This included asking Americans to stay at home, avoid gatherings of more than ten people, and practice social distancing. Trump’s advisors knew it would not be enough, but it was all they could get. They would ask for, and receive, an extension in early April, but within days Trump grew antsy and began agitating for a full reopening by Easter. He would again relent and accept that it would take longer, only to soon thereafter flip-flop once more in favor of reopening.51 Some of this was moot anyway. The United States is a federal system with considerable power vested in the states. From early March, prior to Trump’s national lockdown, states including California, New York, and Washington had taken dramatic action to close schools and nonessential businesses, ban large gatherings, and restrict travel. Other states, such as Arkansas, Iowa, Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota, refused to put in place any stay-at-home orders, on either a statewide or citywide basis.52 In other words, as Trump politicized the federal government’s messaging, the states took the cue to do the same.

From mid-April on, Trump continued to double down, criticizing his medical advisors and state governors, downplaying the virus’s dangers, and calling for a return to normal. A faction within the administration agreed: they too wanted to reopen the economy and learn to live with the pandemic. The president’s son-in-law and senior advisor, Jared Kushner, treasury secretary Steve Mnuchin, and economic advisor Larry Kudlow, among others, felt that allowing scientists to dictate government action was “like the school nurse trying to tell the principal how to run the school.”53 Meanwhile, Americans continued to get sick, with around 30,000 new cases and 2,000 deaths each day.54

Over the next several months, Trump would lose interest in fighting COVID-19. He would repeatedly question his own scientific experts, including Fauci, Redfield, and Birx. To him, this was not a public health crisis so much as a political one, as he became more focused on the risk that a continued economic slowdown posed to his reelection prospects in November. He criticized states that locked down, and he urged governors to open up. He repeatedly declared that the country was getting back to normal and tried to wind down the Coronavirus Task Force in early May, something he had to reverse himself on after an outcry.55 As we shall see in Chapter 12, he pinned all of his hopes on a vaccine. Trump’s outspokenness had a chilling effect. Republicans who spoke out early in favor of a robust national response, such as Senator Tom Cotton, simply stopped talking about the pandemic publicly. Governors who recognized the threat the pandemic posed to their states found themselves attacked by the president on Twitter—in early April he tweeted, “Liberate Michigan” and “Liberate Minnesota.”56 The virus had become a political litmus test, and Trump was too much of a force within Republican politics and among his base to be meddled with.



THE SINGULAR FOCUS

As the Trump administration surveyed the accumulating wreckage, they drew one conclusion above all others: This was not an act of God, like an earthquake or tsunami. It was the act of an enemy, a disaster brought forth by the Chinese government, which had failed to cooperate with the international community. They strongly suspected that the virus originated in a laboratory, not in a wet market. And they accurately saw that Beijing was using the pandemic as an opportunity to press its geopolitical advantage around the world: using mask diplomacy to pressure smaller countries that needed assistance and bullying those that asked inconvenient questions. Beijing also cracked down on student protesters in Hong Kong and effectively ended what political autonomy the region had left. That was not all—it also increased pressure on Taiwan and engaged in a deadly border clash with India. The Trump administration saw the international dimensions of COVID-19 as a China problem rather than a global public health crisis, a framing that would have major consequences for world politics.

When Trump first created the task force, he excluded USAID and its administrator, Mark Green. It meant that there was initially no one included who understood the full global scope of the crisis, its implications, and how to properly respond globally. There were contacts between the CDC and the State Department with lower levels of USAID, but the highest levels of the task force were missing the top voices of the U.S. government’s lead agency for administering U.S. global health programs around the world as well as its lead for responding to overseas humanitarian crises. Green was dismayed by the decision. He passionately believed that USAID’s capabilities and prior experiences with dealing with global health emergencies needed to be fully represented. He resigned from the administration in March. At the time, he said it had nothing to do with the COVID response, telling a reporter, “They’re not related at all.” However, a person familiar with his thinking told us that his exclusion from the task force was an important factor in his decision.57

The Trump administration had plenty of China hawks, but they were divided in terms of how they viewed the issue. This broke down along similar lines to the divide in February between the 1918-ers who wanted to mobilize the country for the pandemic and the Wait and See-ers who wanted to give the public information but avoid costly action, although there were some additional voices on each side. Although Trump routinely criticized China, he saw the problem almost entirely through the lens of trade. Economic officials such as Mnuchin, Kudlow, and the U.S. trade representative, Bob Lighthizer, wanted to make progress on that front, but they basically agreed with Trump that a wider strategy of containment was not worth pursuing. Another group, the hard-liners—including Pompeo, Pottinger, defense secretary Mark Esper, and Navarro—believed the United States was in a broader long-term competition with China and sought to reorient U.S. policy in that direction. They saw the nature of the CCP itself as the threat, wanted a massive military buildup to counter it, and sought to decouple the U.S. economy from its reliance on China for technology, supply chains, and finance.

The president’s political calculus on China changed as the virus ravaged the United States, with his preferences shifting toward the hard-liners. The president switched after he realized the enormousness of the crisis and the threat it posed to his administration and his personal political prospects. Reflecting on Trump’s shift in thinking, commerce secretary Wilbur Ross, who was not a hard-liner, told the Wall Street Journal shortly before the November election, “It’s been an evolution.… There isn’t one sort of big bang.” But an unnamed official told the Journal that the Chinese foreign ministry’s insinuation in mid-March that the U.S. Army brought the virus to Wuhan might have been the tipping point for Trump.58 Two Trump administration officials who favored continued engagement with China and pushed back against the hard-liners told us that before COVID-19, Trump was something of a moderating force on China policy but he was so upset at how it had jeopardized his reelection prospects that he was willing to endorse everything the hard-liners wanted.

Whatever the immediate cause, the change was real. In an interview, a member of the hard-line group reflected: “There’s no question that the pandemic and China’s efforts to exploit the pandemic were galvanizing for a unified U.S. response [to China].” The United States, the official said, began to work with its allies “to talk through an agenda that was much more aggressive and directly responding to the pandemic and China’s cynical response.” The administration started in Asia, deepening cooperation with the other three nations of the so-called Quad (a grouping that includes the United States, Australia, India, and Japan) on diversifying supply chains and countering Chinese disinformation. They soon began replicating this agenda elsewhere, including in Europe, where they found a receptive audience among national security professionals increasingly alienated by Beijing’s wolf warrior approach. China had overplayed its hand. Domestically, the administration also went into overdrive on China. It closed the Chinese consulate in Houston against the advice of the U.S. ambassador to China, imposed restrictions on Chinese technology companies such as ByteDance, sent health and human services secretary Azar to Taiwan, agreed to a new Taiwan arms sale, and imposed new sanctions on China over its violation of the “one country, two systems” model in Hong Kong and mass human rights abuses in Xinjiang. As the official told us: “I don’t think those things necessarily would have happened without COVID. The list of actions flies off the chart starting in late spring of 2020. More than in the prior three years combined.”

Even though they viewed the pandemic through the prism of geopolitical competition with China, Pottinger and O’Brien were concerned about COVID-19 early on and pushed for policies that would tackle it more systematically both at home and abroad, including more testing and contact tracing. Other members of the foreign policy team, however, showed no such interest, preferring to use the crisis as a cudgel to go after Beijing. Pompeo was the most striking example. He had risen rapidly during the Trump era from a member of the House of Representatives to CIA director and then secretary of state. The secret to his success was his ability to manage Trump politically. He never fell out with him, which with Trump was an art unto itself. On one occasion, Trump remarked to a reporter that Pompeo was the only member of his cabinet he never had an argument with. This set Pompeo apart not only from the initial Axis of Adults (McMaster, Mattis, Tillerson, and Trump’s second chief of staff, John Kelly) but also from Bolton and Esper, who occasionally pushed back against Trump while in the administration, and then spectacularly so once they left. Two Trump administration officials told us they believe Pompeo turned hard against China after his first official trip there in October 2018. He went hoping to engage but felt very badly treated, including being lectured to. After that point, these officials believe, it became extremely personal for him. Moreover, they said, Pompeo was the most political member of the cabinet and, like Trump, blamed China for the reversal in the administration’s political fortunes. Several European officials who worked closely with the Trump administration told us that in contrast to other China hawks like Pottinger and O’Brien, Pompeo displayed no interest in tackling the public health aspects of the pandemic. He repeatedly cast blame on China for the virus, but he did not make a single speech calling for the United States to rally the world to otherwise confront the coronavirus, as America had done during the Ebola epidemic. He drew no attention to the myriad of ways in which the pandemic was unraveling international order. Rather, in Pompeo’s view, the Europeans believed, it simply exemplified Chinese malevolence. There is also no evidence that Pompeo saw advancing cooperation on the public health dimension to the crisis as a personal priority, which is a glaring indictment for America’s premier diplomat at the time of a grave international crisis.59

As we saw in the introduction, on March 26 Pompeo blew up the G7 ministerial meeting over his insistence on using the term “Wuhan virus” in the group’s communiqué. It was not the only time he played saboteur. In April, the French tried to pull together a meeting of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council—the United States, China, Russia, France, and the United Kingdom—to discuss COVID-19 and a possible global cease-fire agreement for all conflicts for the duration of the pandemic. It fell apart because of the U.S.-China rivalry. The Trump administration wanted a resolution blaming China, while China wanted a resolution saying it was not responsible. The French in partnership with the Tunisians, who held one of the Security Council’s rotating seats, worked for weeks to find a way to break the impasse. On May 7, one day before the seventy-fifth anniversary of the end of World War II in Europe, Nicolas de Rivière, the French ambassador to the United Nations, reached an agreement between all fifteen Security Council member states on the text of a resolution. The United States, which had criticized the WHO for being too close to China, had objected to a reference to the organization’s efforts to combat the pandemic in conflict zones; China wanted it in. They compromised on “wishy-washy” words positively referring to “specialized health agencies.” De Rivière agreed on the terms with the U.S. ambassador to the UN, Kelly Craft, and put the resolution “under silence” (the diplomatic term of art meaning that the negotiations were settled unless a member state objected within seventy-two hours). The resolution was to come into effect automatically at 2 p.m. on May 8. At 1 p.m., the United States came forward and said, in a statement that most people involved believed was written by or for Pompeo, that it could not support the resolution. Craft had been overruled at the last minute.

According to a senior French official, Paris was incredulous and “pissed off”—but they had leverage. Neither the United States nor China was “comfortable with the idea of blocking a humanitarian truce and wanted to blame the other.” France kept pressure on both. In June, they finally agreed on a compromise, essentially using the transitive property: the resolution would not mention the WHO, but it would refer to a General Assembly resolution that did mention it. It made little sense, but it was the kind of fudge that diplomacy sometimes relies on. Washington and Beijing signed on, and the resolution went into effect. As we will see in Chapter 9, it did not bring about an end to hostilities around the globe, but it did allow the UN to put some pressure on warring parties to allow access to conflict zones for humanitarian missions. Above all, the cease-fire resolution was a reminder of how difficult it had become to get anything done internationally in the context of the escalating U.S.-China rivalry.60

The Trump administration also continued to push for a full investigation into the origins of COVID-19 and aired its suspicions that the virus was a Chinese lab experiment gone wrong. U.S. officials pointed to a 2018 cable from the U.S. embassy in Beijing expressing concern about a lack of adequately trained personnel at the Wuhan Institute of Virology.61 They were not alone. A number of U.S. analysts also had serious doubts about China’s official story—that the virus had jumped to humans from an animal in the Huanan wet market in Wuhan. They pointed to an abundance of circumstantial evidence: bats were not sold in the market, so it would have had to come from an animal that ate an infected bat; bat coronaviruses most genetically similar to SARS-CoV-2 are found in bats that live far from Wuhan; the Huanan market is blocks from a laboratory that studies bat coronaviruses; the first known case of COVID-19 in Wuhan was not at the market; and the U.S. embassy had previously expressed concern about safety protocols in the lab. The alternative theory that circulated in Washington was that it was an accident at the WIV lab.62 Some in the Trump administration were determined to find and leverage classified intelligence that might prove these suspicions true. In early May, for instance, Pompeo told the ABC Sunday show This Week, “There’s enormous evidence” COVID came from a lab.63 He would later walk back that assertion after being challenged on it.64 Trump also told the media that he had “high confidence” that the virus came from the Wuhan Institute of Virology, but when asked to elaborate, he said, “I can’t tell you that. I’m not allowed to tell you that.”65 National Security Council officials would acknowledge that they had no definitive proof, only circumstantial evidence; they pointed out that the wet market theory also relied on circumstantial evidence rather than hard proof. As the year dragged on, they felt the balance of circumstantial evidence pointed toward the lab theory. Toward the end of the administration, in late December 2020, Pottinger would tell British lawmakers that he now regarded this as the most credible explanation, something that China’s Foreign Ministry hotly contested.66

Intelligence analysts who were sympathetic to the lab theory acknowledged that they would never know for sure. As one former intelligence analyst who worked on biosecurity told us: “If it did spread from a wet market, we need to know how, because it doesn’t bode well” if it is that easy for a virus to leap from a bat to another animal and then to a person and, within weeks, cause a global pandemic. On the other hand, the analyst said, “if it was a lab accident, that raises a different set of questions and challenges.” In some ways, the former analyst said, it might be easier to understand if it was a lab accident, but it is important to know the truth regardless. A senior national security official from a U.S. ally that worked closely and amicably with the Trump administration told us that in their government’s view, “The Trump administration did get a bit too far forward on backing a particular horse. The evidence wasn’t all in. Pompeo certainly raised important questions but we never felt the evidence for the lab theory got to the point where it became the most likely explanation. We always maintained the position that the jury is still out.”

For most of the world, the fight over the origins of the virus was a distraction. The United States seemed to be investing its resources in propagating a fringe theory about SARS-CoV-2’s origins instead of combating the reality of COVID-19 and its consequences. There would always be time to answer these questions, but containment was a priority that could not wait. For the Trump administration, however, assigning blame was a more urgent matter. They had little patience for a delayed reckoning, or for anyone who sought to challenge that impulse. This approach gave Beijing cover to dismiss calls for an inquiry as politically motivated.



THE WHO AND THE UNFIRED ARROW

Significant clashes would come over the World Health Organization. In a press conference on April 14, Trump announced he was suspending funding to the WHO (pending a review by his administration) because of its “role in severely mismanaging and covering up the spread of the coronavirus.”67 The Trump administration was furious at the WHO for letting China off the hook. Pottinger believed that the WHO’s pressure on China during SARS had shamed Beijing into coming clean and acknowledging what was happening. Yet at the outset of the COVID outbreak, from the White House’s perspective, Tedros did the opposite. For many in Trump’s national security team, what was happening at the WHO was emblematic of a much broader geopolitical trend: the rising influence of the CCP on the world stage. This, they believed, had to be dealt with immediately.

It is unclear just how much Trump personally bought into the belief in the nefariousness of the CCP as the key driver of the pandemic. He certainly blamed the WHO for its coolness toward his travel ban. China also served as a useful foil to displace responsibility for his own mistakes in downplaying the virus and vouching for Xi. But the combination of the administration’s critique of the WHO and the president’s own political agenda was a powerful driver of policy. As was often the case with Trump, administration officials were not able to fully control what the president did once he was seized by an impulse. He was prone to sudden and dramatic actions without forewarning or consultation. So it was with the WHO.

The news that America planned to walk away from the WHO shocked European allies, who saw the organization doing the best it could under the circumstances.68 Yes, Tedros was reluctant to call out China, but he was also in a difficult position. After all, the WHO required the consent of its member states to operate, and China was among its most powerful. It was perfectly reasonable to push for reforms to the WHO, the Europeans believed, but to threaten withdrawal to force the issue in the middle of the worst pandemic in a century was crazy. There would be time to deal with that later. Tedros was relatively unfazed. He approached Andrew Bremberg, the U.S. permanent representative to the WHO, and offered to praise Trump’s response to the pandemic and to say publicly that the president had been treated very unfairly by the media. Would that help? asked Tedros. To an astonished Bremberg, it seemingly proved the U.S. case: after denying he was praising Xi Jinping without cause, here Tedros was promising to do the same for Trump. For WHO officials, it showed something different: Tedros was being consistent and would compliment leaders publicly while pushing them privately to secure practical cooperation.

In early May, some progress had been made about a partial restoration of funding whereby the United States would match China’s payments. But on May 15, Fox News host Tucker Carlson ran a segment reporting that a draft letter had been prepared for Trump to this effect and advising the president to reject it.69 Fox Business host and Trump confidant Lou Dobbs followed up with a tweet saying:


Top WH Advisors are working for whom exactly? Surely not for our historic President or this great nation.70



Trump responded to him on Twitter:


Lou, this is just one of numerous concepts being considered under which we would pay 10% of what we have been paying over many years, matching much lower China payments. Have not made final decision. All funds are frozen. Thanks!71



A senior Trump administration official told us that the draft letter proposing to match U.S. funding to China’s funding was actually dictated by Trump personally. According to the official, senior figures in the Office of Management and Budget, and also Peter Navarro, were strongly opposed to any restoration of funding to the WHO. The letter dictated by the president ended up in Tucker Carlson’s hands and, for those seeking to derail funding, it had the desired effect: Trump completely disavowed it. In Geneva, WHO officials noticed how Pompeo, who they believed had orchestrated the proposed deal and seemed fairly pragmatic on the issue, suddenly denounced the proposed restoration of funding and became much more critical of the organization after the Fox News treatment.

On May 18, Trump formalized his original position during the opening of the World Health Assembly with a letter to Tedros. The missive provided further details of Trump’s complaints and warned, “If the World Health Organization does not commit to major substantive improvements within the next 30 days, I will make my temporary freeze of United States funding to the World Health Organization permanent and reconsider our membership in the organization.”72 The assembly passed a resolution urging an assessment of what had gone wrong with China and calling for reform to the WHO. Bremberg felt that a resolution was a positive step if it led to action but, so far, the WHO had given no indication that it was willing to make any concessions to keep the Americans in, except for offering to praise Trump. Bremberg was initially reluctant to issue a list of specific demands in case that rendered them too toxic for Tedros to adopt. But as time ticked by he wrote a memo, vetted with a number of like-minded countries, calling for several actions, including initiating an investigation into the organization’s performance during the pandemic, having Tedros call on China to share samples of the virus, acknowledging it was wrong to criticize the restriction of travel, and dispatching a team to Taiwan to study their success in containing COVID-19. If he could make progress on these issues, he believed he could convince Trump to make a deal.

On May 29, eleven days into the thirty-day notice, Bremberg was in talks with WHO officials to find a way that they could meet the president’s demands, and he passed along the list to them. Yet just hours later, without notifying Bremberg or any of his fellow officials, Trump declared in a speech that he would preempt his own timetable and leave the WHO immediately.73 At the White House, senior advisors were surprised but not disappointed. It is unclear exactly what happened. The tense phone call in which German chancellor Angela Merkel had infuriated Trump by telling him she would not be attending the G7 at Camp David had taken place the evening before—so perhaps that had soured the president’s mood. Multiple officials told us that the speech that day was originally supposed to be about China, but Trump was unhappy with the draft of the speech he was given that morning. One official felt that Trump added the withdrawal from the WHO to give it more juice, but he never intended to actually leave. Afterward, Trump spoke with Bremberg on the phone. “I’ve given you all the leverage you could possibly want,” he said. “Now go and negotiate me a great deal.”

Bremberg spoke with Tedros twice that weekend and met with him for four hours the following Saturday, hoping to strike a deal. He was following a template that had succeeded before. In 2018, Trump had announced he was withdrawing from the Universal Postal Union (UPU). The United States had been asking for reform to the sliding scale of charges that favored Chinese companies over American ones but had gotten nowhere. Trump’s announced withdrawal spurred other countries into action. Bremberg had played a key role in bringing the UPU issue to Trump’s attention and devising the negotiation strategy. By late 2019, a coalition proposed reforms very similar to those advocated by the United States, and the reforms passed unanimously.74

But Trump’s May 29 announcement to withdraw from the WHO did not have the same effect as his UPU play. The talks with the WHO dragged on but never went anywhere. Tedros and the WHO never offered concessions or proposed a pathway forward. Other countries did not intervene to push for reforms to keep the United States in. Part of the reason was that other governments, including America’s European allies, believed that Trump really meant it. After all, he had announced it not just once but twice. And he was caught up in an election campaign where bashing the WHO and China served his political interests. Bremberg’s perspective was that critics had gotten it wrong. Trump was not intent on leaving; he was negotiating, just like with the UPU. But the moment for such a deal had passed. On July 6, with little progress to speak of, the United States sent a formal letter of intent to withdraw. For WHO officials, it was absurd to conflate the UPU with the WHO in the middle of a global pandemic. They felt that the United States was demanding the WHO’s unconditional surrender, with a signing ceremony to boot. They believed that nothing they offered would ever be enough. Even if they negotiated in good faith, Trump could very well just blow the whole thing up at the end. Indeed, European governments believed Trump did exactly this when he announced he was pulling out of the Iran nuclear deal in 2018 even as his diplomats were close to negotiating a compromise with the Europeans. So the WHO went through the motions of engaging the Trump administration even as they basically gave up.

For his part, Bremberg felt a deal was possible but WHO officials never really tried and gave him nothing to bring to Trump. Bremberg looked on in frustration three days after the formal notice of America’s intent to withdraw when Tedros met one of the U.S. demands that he had previously resisted: announcing the formation of an independent panel for pandemic preparedness and response to evaluate the world’s reactions to the pandemic with a commitment to issue an interim report later in 2020. If the WHO had wanted to negotiate with Trump, they could have used that announcement as a chip, but WHO officials had already decided that negotiating with Trump was not a game they wanted to play.75

Pottinger shared others’ misgivings about announcing the U.S. departure in the manner that the president did. But he also felt it forced a necessary issue—the world would have to figure out an alternative to the WHO. And he had something in mind. Pottinger worked with others inside the government to develop an initiative called America’s Response to Outbreaks (ARO, pronounced “arrow”). It was modeled on PEPFAR, the widely successful program to combat HIV/AIDS, but with a robust multilateral framework. It would include the G7 countries plus Australia, Brazil, India, South Korea, and Taiwan. The idea, as with PEPFAR, was to deepen surveillance for emerging pathogens and use public health money to incentivize countries to live up to their commitments under the IHR. The coalition could also inflict collective punishment on countries that failed to live up to these commitments. The ARO concept was the subject of intense bureaucratic debate. The White House wanted the State Department to run it, but USAID initially felt the program should be under its authority. The Office of Management and Budget hated it because they thought it created an expensive new bureaucracy. Interagency discussions over ARO continued throughout the year. The NSC felt they were close to reaching agreement after the November election, when they announced a blizzard of other foreign policy initiatives. But Trump had lost all interest and focused instead on overturning the election results.



PURCHASING POWER

As 2020 wore on, Trump allowed his team to pursue tough-on-China policies, but the president’s mind was often elsewhere, chasing whichever rabbit happened to appear that particular day. Like much of the rest of the world, the United States and its diplomatic apparatus began to focus on the narrow task of securing crucial medical supplies and drugs that the country needed. The crisis had exposed how much America relied on China for personal protective equipment (PPE)—just under half of all exports of PPE to the United States came from there, something the administration recognized as a strategic vulnerability.76 In the long term, the nation would perhaps produce PPE at home. In the short term, it would have to hustle to secure supplies around the world. Yet even this effort reflected Trump’s personal hunches and whims. In mid-March, he touted the anti-malaria drug hydroxychloroquine as “a game changer” and a “gift from God” in treating COVID-19.77 Doctors were skeptical. Hydroxychloroquine was unproven as a treatment for the virus and had potentially severe side effects. But Trump was determined. Much of the supply of hydroxychloroquine came from India, the world’s largest producer of generic drugs. On March 25, Indian authorities prohibited export of the drug except in humanitarian circumstances or to fulfill earlier orders. They worried that Trump’s statements would increase demand internationally and jeopardize the domestic supply.78 On April 4, they went further, completely prohibiting exports. Trump called Indian prime minister Narendra Modi hours later and urged him to reconsider. The official record of the call released by the Indian Ministry of Affairs made no mention of the spat. Instead, it claimed the two leaders discussed the impact of the pandemic on the global economy and the “significance of practices such as Yoga and Ayurveda … for ensuring physical and mental well-being in these difficult times.”79 Two days later Trump told a press conference:


I don’t like that decision [blocking exports of hydroxychloroquine].… I would be surprised if [Modi] would, you know, because India does very well with the United States. For many years, they’ve been taking advantage of the United States on trade. So, I would be surprised if that were his decision … I called him. And I said, “We’d appreciate your allowing our supply to come out.” If he doesn’t allow it to come out, that would be okay, but, of course, there may be retaliation. Why wouldn’t there be?80



This put intense pressure on India, and days later it reversed the decision. In late April, India shipped 50 million tablets of hydroxychloroquine to the United States, which would amount to India’s biggest export of the drug to another country.81 In response, Trump tweeted:


Extraordinary times require even closer cooperation between friends. Thank you India and the Indian people for the decision on HCQ. Will not be forgotten!82



Several weeks later, Trump donated 200 ventilators to India.83

This was illustrative of a broader pattern. Normally in response to an international crisis, whether it was the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004 or the Ebola crisis in 2014, the United States provided international assistance and encouraged others to do the same. Yet as Tanisha Fazal, a professor of political science at the University of Minnesota, has observed, one of the remarkable aspects of America’s health diplomacy during COVID-19 is that it was a recipient of foreign assistance from other countries. This assistance was given not primarily for humanitarian reasons but rather, as Fazal wrote, out of “a desire to shore up relations with the U.S. and curry the favor of the Trump administration.”84 In late April, Turkey sent an aircraft to Andrews Air Force base with half a million masks, face shields, goggles, and disinfectant.85 Even Beijing was asked to help out. On March 27, Jared Kushner reached out to Cui Tiankai, China’s ambassador to the United States, as part of his effort to secure mask supplies. He told Cui:


When we get out of this there’s going to be a lot of people very angry with China. And how you guys act now with a lot of the materials that are made in China is going to be looked at very carefully by the country and the world.… I’m going to start working to find supply [of masks] here and I want to make sure that I’m not going to have any restrictions getting out the supply that I’m able to procure in China.86



Kushner also made an urgent request to the United Arab Emirates for testing equipment. Three and a half million of these kits were delivered in April, but U.S. government labs found them to be “contaminated and unusable.”87 These bilateral efforts were not particularly successful, owing perhaps to the ad hoc nature of an effort run by someone with no experience in international procurement. By mid-May the Trump administration had acquired 85 million masks, whereas the French government had procured 400 million masks for a population one-fifth of America’s.88

Meanwhile, individual states were left to fend for themselves. The administration offered to help governors acquire needed supplies, but the offer was widely seen as a political favor. Some governors took matters into their own hands. Larry Hogan, the Republican governor of Maryland, was so exasperated with the White House that he negotiated his own agreement with the government of South Korea, with the help of his wife, Yumi, who is Korean American. Hogan got the State Department and Food and Drug Administration to sign off, but he was still so concerned that the shipment might be seized by the federal government that he sent the Maryland National Guard and police to the runway to protect the cargo—500,000 tests—when it landed. “It was like Fort Knox to us, because it was going to save the lives of thousands of our citizens,” Hogan said. “That was so important to us that we wanted to make sure that that plane took off from Korea safely, landed here in America safely, and that we guarded that cargo from whoever might interfere with us getting that to our folks that needed it.”89 Hogan’s efforts were in vain though; the tests proved to be flawed and were never used.



DO NOT LOOK TO AMERICA

America’s chaotic response to COVID-19 was all the more apparent from an international perspective. Overall, during the first year of the pandemic, the United States consistently accounted for nearly 20 percent of global COVID deaths despite having only 4 percent of the world’s population.90 A Columbia University study found that between 130,000 and 210,000 U.S. deaths could have been avoided if the Trump administration had exercised the measures employed by other advanced democracies.91 If the United States had dealt with the pandemic as well as Germany, for example, it would have had 40,000 deaths by November instead of over 225,000.92 As we will see in Chapter 12, this picture began to change in late 2020 and early 2021, when European deaths rose considerably and the United States made progress on the vaccine. But it is undeniable that early stumbles by the Trump administration embedded a negative image of America around the world. There was no U.S. national strategy. Nor was there a consistent message around social distancing or mask wearing. Key agencies, such as the CDC, were micromanaged and muzzled by the White House. Authorities at both the federal and state levels failed to develop adequate programs for testing, contact tracing, and quarantining. George Packer of The Atlantic put it starkly in a June 2020 article: “Every morning in the endless month of March,” he wrote, “Americans woke up to find themselves citizens of a failed state.”93 The world took note. Writing in Foreign Affairs, former Australian prime minister Kevin Rudd said the international community “has seen what ‘America First’ means in practice: don’t look to the United States for help in a genuine global crisis, because it can’t even look after itself.”94

Much of the U.S. failure was Trump’s personal failure. Early on, he was dismissive despite warnings from his health advisors and national security aides. In March and April, as Birx noted, Trump came to appreciate the gravity of the situation, but as the pandemic dragged on he just wanted to put it behind him.95 He continuously downplayed its importance and outsourced responsibilities to contain the virus entirely to the states. Rather than lean on Birx, Fauci, or Redfield, he empowered a set of advisors who fed him alternative data and information suggesting the situation was more favorable than it actually was. Trump also actively promoted disinformation publicly, whether around the virus’s origins, its scale and scope, or how to address it. In one particularly infamous example, he suggested injecting disinfectant to prevent infection. He also said the virus would go away on its own. A September study for the Alliance for Science at Cornell University found that for the first five months of 2020, English-language media published more than 1.1 million articles containing disinformation about COVID-19, which was approximately 3 percent of all coverage. Mentions of Trump accounted for 37.9 percent, leading the authors to conclude “that the President of the United States was likely the largest driver of the COVID-19 misinformation ‘infodemic’” across the globe.96

For much of the world, the U.S. response became synonymous with Trump. While there was no magic formula to effectively fight the virus, and many countries struggled, one thing appeared clear: do not emulate the Americans.
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The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly


THE EUROPEANS WERE slower than the Americans to understand the significance of COVID-19 despite receiving similar warnings. Based in Stockholm and created two years after the SARS outbreak, the European Centre for Disease Control and Prevention (ECDC) became aware of the mysterious cases of pneumonia from Wuhan on New Year’s Eve, when the World Health Organization informed the world. But whereas senior U.S. officials sounded the alarm and had their cause taken up by the deputy national security advisor, the ECDC was constrained by its lack of authority. As an agency of the European Union, it can offer scientific advice but has no actual power. The European Union was created in 1957 as the European Economic Community, with six members forming a common market; over time it grew to twenty-eight countries (twenty-seven after Brexit), acquired a formal role in almost all aspects of member states’ domestic policies, including currencies, competition law, education, and infrastructure, and implemented a regulatory structure that connected its members. The EU increasingly thought of itself as a unified state, with Brussels as its decision-making capital during times of crisis. The members often bitterly disagreed over what should be done—the euro crisis, which began in 2009, almost tore the EU apart over a six-year period—but they were always engaged in intensive discussions with each other.

Health, however, was one of the few issues that remained the exclusive responsibility of individual governments. Each country’s government ran the country’s hospitals, sourced medical supplies, decided when to declare a public health emergency, and determined what restrictions to put in place. The EU had very little power or authority.1 In 2020, this blind spot would produce a whole host of problems that reflected both the unique arrangements of the EU as a unified group of member states and the catastrophic effects of the pandemic itself.

On January 17, another EU agency (the European Commission’s health security committee) held a conference call to brief the member states on the virus. Less than half (twelve out of twenty-seven) called in. Italy was not one of them; the government didn’t consider it a priority. But that soon changed. On January 30, when two Chinese tourists in Rome tested positive, the Italian government swung into action, canceling flights to China and requesting an emergency meeting of EU health ministers. This emergency meeting would not take place until February 13—the Croatian government, which held the rotating presidency of the EU Council, was distracted by a domestic scandal—but no one considered the delay an issue. What was the rush? Furthermore, the EU was focused on more pressing matters (or so it felt at the time). After three and a half years of negotiation and forty-seven years of membership, the United Kingdom was formally leaving the EU on January 31, 2020. A new era was about to begin—though it was not the era they expected.2

As the situation in Wuhan worsened, the EU sent fifty tons of protective equipment to China.3 European officials said little about it, largely out of respect for Chinese authorities. French president Macron reportedly told an aide that Chinese officials would remember Europe’s gesture of goodwill and support.4 Despite the infections in Italy, other European officials still did not see the coronavirus as a major problem. On February 7, Josep Borrell, the EU’s high representative for external relations (effectively the EU’s foreign minister), visited Washington for the first time in his new role to meet with Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and Jared Kushner. They talked about the Middle East peace plan, Iran, and Africa. Neither he nor his American counterparts brought up COVID-19.5

On February 14, China sent a small delegation to the Munich Security Conference, an annual gathering of over 1,000 members of the national security elite from Europe and the United States. The delegation was led by Wang Yi, the Chinese foreign minister, and Fu Ying, the chair of the National People’s Congress Foreign Affairs Committee, who also plays a leading role in the regime’s interaction with Western policy elites. The Chinese delegation clashed repeatedly with a bipartisan American delegation at the conference on technology and China’s Belt and Road Initiative, with Yi and Fu trading barbs with Pompeo and Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, respectively. The Europeans were struck by the depth of the U.S.-China divide, which appeared to overshadow everything else. The coronavirus was also not a primary discussion point. It was addressed in specialized sessions on health security hosted in secondary rooms, but not on the main stage. In retrospect, after the March lockdowns were imposed on both sides of the Atlantic, American participants wondered if they had taken too big a risk in attending. The situation was even worse than they knew: days before the conference began, virologists discovered a subtle mutation in the virus between two infected patients that proved that presymptomatic transmission had occurred in late January at an auto plant in Munich.6 The virus was already there in the city. The organizers worked closely with authorities and the WHO, but sheer luck also played a role in preventing the conference from turning into a superspreader event that infected leaders, defense ministers, and senior parliamentarians from around the world.

The virus soon began to spread throughout Lombardy, Italy’s wealthiest region and home to its most advanced health care system. On February 23, after more than 130 cases were discovered, the government used the military and police to seal off eleven towns. Two weeks later, the Italian government locked down the entire country, but the plan leaked to the public prematurely. As a result, tens of thousands of Italians fled from the north, where the infections were concentrated, to the south.7 Meanwhile, Italians felt that the EU was doing little to assist them in combating the outbreak and contending with the economic fallout. Anger bubbled over after Christine Lagarde, the president of the European Central Bank, said it was not the bank’s role to “close spreads,” which was seen as a clear signal that it would not address Italy’s rising borrowing costs.8 Italy, Spain, and other southern EU member states had bitter memories of the euro crisis, when Germany and a number of other northern EU member states, including the Baltic states and the Netherlands, imposed strict austerity measures that the governments of the southern states felt were unwarranted and unfair. The euro crisis divided Europe along creditor-debtor lines. Those tensions had eased as growth returned, but they still remained beneath the surface, both in the south and in the north, with each suspicious of the other. After Lagarde’s comments, the Italian president, Sergio Mattarella, made a prime-time address to the nation in which he took a moment to offer a warning. Referring to the ECB’s reluctance to ease Italy’s borrowing costs, he said that the EU should not be putting obstacles in Italy’s way. “I hope that everyone fully understands, before it is too late, the seriousness of the threat to Europe.”9

March proved chaotic across the continent. The EU had a serious shortage of masks, ventilators, and other critical supplies, but its leaders were unaware. Once the penny dropped, it was every nation for itself. Decades earlier, the vast majority of EU member states had abolished all borders between themselves, creating a common travel area, known as the Schengen Area. Now borders began to close again. The German government was one of the first to do so. It also banned the export of medical protective equipment except in rare cases of emergency aid.10 Berlin then actively blocked the shipment of masks through Germany to Austria and Switzerland. As one senior German official noted to us, the foreign ministry was transformed into “a giant consular operation” as they tried to get their citizens home while negotiating rights of transit for EU citizens in Germany to return to their home countries. It was a throwback to a long-gone nationalist era.

On March 3, Macron announced he was nationalizing “all stocks and the production of protective masks” for distribution to its citizens. But the public was still largely oblivious. In northwest France, the small town of Landerneau hosted an event to break the world record for the largest gathering of Smurfs: 3,500 people arrived in blue body paint and danced in conga lines. The mayor of Landerneau, Patrick Leclerc, told Agence France-Presse, “We must not stop living. It was the chance to say that we are alive.” One attendee reportedly said. “There’s no risk, we’re Smurfs. Yes, we’re going to Smurferize the coronavirus.”11 A day later, France banned all gatherings over 1,000 people. By March 14, all nonessential businesses, including restaurants and cafes, would be closed.

The nationalization of mask production was a harbinger of things to come. In March and April, European countries would compete with one another to secure essential equipment and materials. Around 20 percent of all surgical procedures in the EU used protective equipment imported from Asia by the Swedish medical company Mölnlycke. Mölnlycke’s distribution center for southern Europe, Belgium, and the Netherlands is based in Lyon, France’s second-largest city. Armed with Macron’s directive, the French government seized all 6 million masks at the Lyon facility, which were destined for Italy, Spain, Switzerland, Belgium, Portugal, the Netherlands, and France itself. The move infuriated Sweden, which had adopted its own novel approach to the pandemic of avoiding lockdowns or restrictions by seeking herd immunity. Swedish prime minister Stefan Löfven raised the matter directly with Macron. A Swedish official told the Irish Times, “The French often evoke solidarity within the EU. The really fundamental principle of free movement of goods within the EU is toppled.”12

The Swedes were not the only ones to feel aggrieved. As we saw in Chapter 4, China made a concerted effort to use pandemic assistance to increase its influence in Europe, and by comparison, some governments found the EU lacking in this regard. In an emotional press conference, Serbian president Aleksandar Vučić, whose nation is in talks to join the EU, responded to the restrictions by saying: “The only country that can help us is China.… By now, you all understood that European solidarity does not exist. That was a fairy tale on paper. I believe in my brother and friend Xi Jinping, and I believe in Chinese help.”13

Attempting to cope with the first hotspot in Europe, Italy’s leaders also felt resentment toward the EU and were positively inclined toward China. In what was perceived as a rebuke of the EU, Italy’s foreign minister, Luigi Di Maio, posted a video welcoming a Chinese plane landing with aid.14 Italy’s permanent representative to the European Union wrote in an op-ed: “Italy has already asked to activate the European Union Mechanism of Civil Protection for the supply of medical equipment for individual protection. But, unfortunately, not a single EU country responded to the Commission’s call. Only China responded bilaterally. Certainly, this is not a good sign of European solidarity.”15

To Italians, the EU seemed disinterested in helping Italy as the crisis spread. A Tecnè poll taken in March found that 67 percent of Italians thought that EU membership was a disadvantage, up from 47 percent in 2018.16 Janez Lenarčič, the European commissioner responsible for crisis management, later told The Guardian: “No member state responded to Italy’s request and to the commission’s call for help.… Which meant that not only is Italy not prepared … Nobody is prepared … The lack of response to the Italian request was not so much a lack of solidarity. It was a lack of equipment.”17

On March 16, Macron addressed the French public. “We are at war” against an “invisible, elusive enemy,” he told them. The French would only be allowed to leave their homes for essential reasons and would need to present a time-stamped and signed form to police if asked. Macron had won the presidency in 2017 by breaking with his party, the Socialists, setting up his own, and running on an unambiguously pro-EU platform. But his two predecessors in the presidency had failed to be reelected, and in February 2020 Macron’s personal approval ratings had been hovering in the low 30s.18 Partly for this reason and partly because he has the confidence and ambition of a young man who has conquered all before him, Macron was imbued with a sense of purpose—that he had the responsibility and historical obligation to convert the EU into a genuine superpower. The COVID-19 pandemic fundamentally threatened that vision. In March, as he looked around in horror, Macron saw EU member after EU member go its own way, without a care in the world for how their decisions impacted others. Even German chancellor Merkel failed to mention the EU in her otherwise moving address to the nation on the challenges the pandemic posed to Germany.19

It was not just Italy and France. Europe was generally pummeled in the first two months of the pandemic. In Spain, after a series of mass gatherings in early March, the country saw an explosion in cases; Spain’s deaths from the virus exceeded those of Italy by the end of the month.20

Yet not all EU member states saw COVID-19 as a serious threat. The Swedish government, following the advice of its public health agency, Folkhälsomyndigheten (FHM), adopted a de facto herd immunity strategy from the get-go. The FHM opposed economic lockdowns and kept bars, nightclubs, restaurants, and gyms open. Swedish public health officials resisted even the feeblest measures to contain virus spread. The country was the world’s sole democratic nation that did not mandate even limited use of masks throughout 2020. Meanwhile, the government failed to build out a robust contact tracing or testing regime similar to other wealthy countries. And the experiment seemed to have failed: by mid-August, 20 percent (at most) of the population had antibodies—a far cry from the 70 percent needed to reach herd immunity. By mid-June, Sweden ranked fifth in the world for deaths as a proportion of the population, with over 5,000 dead.21 There was also no apparent economic benefit. Sweden’s economy declined by 8.7 percent for the second quarter of 2020, the highest drop in its neighborhood (Denmark’s fell by 7.4 percent, Norway’s by approximately 7 percent, and Finland’s by 3.2 percent).22

Most of central and eastern Europe—including the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia—initially escaped largely unscathed because they moved more quickly than western Europe to close schools and nonessential businesses.23 However, as we will see in Chapter 12, their luck would not last—some of these countries would be the hardest hit in the second wave six months later.

There was at least one standout success story in the first wave, however: Germany. The most populous country and the largest economy in the EU seemed to have things under control and was able to flatten the curve. The German government put in place a comprehensive tracking and tracing system, building a small army of contact tracers, called containment scouts, by recruiting thousands of people from all walks of life. Anyone who came within six feet of an infected person for more than fifteen minutes was put in state-mandated quarantine and contacted daily by tracers, who would arrange for groceries to be dropped off if needed. A contact-tracing app launched in June was downloaded 16 million times within a month. Germany was an early mover on testing, carrying out far more than other major European countries, although they would catch up later. As a consequence of all these efforts, the country succeeded in flattening the curve. By June, Germany had 10.3 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants, compared with 43 for France, 55.4 for Italy, and 57.9 for the United Kingdom. New infections peaked at 5,595 per day (on a rolling seven-day average) in April and declined to 344 by July.24

Elsewhere in Europe, a large part of the problem was that, as we have seen, health care was one of the few policy topics that the EU had little to no role in—it was entirely the responsibility of the national governments. For all their experience in pooling sovereignty and cooperation, EU member states had almost no experience doing so on health. They quickly learned, though. Several weeks into the crisis, Germany realized that the residents of the French region of Alsace were closer to a German hospital than they were to a French one. They offered to treat those ill with COVID-19 in the German states of Rhineland-Palatinate, Baden-Württemberg, and Saarland. This gesture had real symbolic value. It showed that Europeans could fight this together.25

European leaders came to realize that COVID-19 could destroy everything they had worked for since the formation of the EU nearly three decades earlier. EU Commission president Ursula von der Leyen confessed that “we had a glimpse into the abyss.”26 Mario Centeno, the president of the Eurogroup, warned that the eurozone was at risk of breakup. Merkel acknowledged that “the European Union is facing the biggest test since its foundation.”27 The challenge, she said, “will be about showing that we are ready to defend our Europe, to strengthen it.”28 Pedro Sánchez, the prime minister of Spain, warned that if the EU did not meet the coronavirus challenge, “we will fail as a union.”29 “We have reached a critical juncture,” he wrote, and “even the most fervently pro-European countries and governments, as is Spain’s case, need real proof of commitment.”30 Macron told the Financial Times, “We are at a moment of truth, which is to decide whether the European Union is a political project or just a market project. I think it’s a political project.… We need financial transfers and solidarity, if only so that Europe holds on.”31 It was at this moment in April that France and Germany began work in earnest on a common EU response. Crucially, many Germans who had previously been skeptical understood that Italy, Spain, and other nations badly affected by the pandemic were not at fault—a stark contrast to the financial crisis of 2008–9, when Germans tended to blame the debtor nations for their predicament.32

As we shall see in Chapter 7, the European Central Bank played an important role in shoring up the European economy, in a manner similar to the U.S. Federal Reserve, by buying private assets. But in early May, even this strategy was placed in jeopardy, with a hugely significant constitutional court judgment in Germany that effectively placed restrictions on the ability of the Bundesbank (the German central bank)—and by extension the ECB—to buy bonds.33 The message was clear: Don’t count on the ECB to save the day; the politicians would need to act too. In mid-May, Merkel and Macron made a joint appearance to push for a €500 billion recovery fund, which would be raised by the European Commission borrowing in bond markets. This was a true crossing of a Rubicon, the moment when Germans accepted what they had long opposed—the need for the EU to have its own shared debt. It was heralded as a Hamiltonian moment, invoking U.S. treasury secretary Alexander Hamilton (later the subject of a blockbuster musical), who arranged for the new nation to take on the debts of the individual American states in exchange for mutualizing the debt (in other words, he created a national debt)—a hugely consequential act that turned the young United States into a unified country. The Irish finance minister, Paschal Donohoe, described the European action as “a moment of imagination driven by necessity.”34

The agreement did not quite live up to the billing in every respect. Mutualization would not apply to outstanding debt, and it was intended to be temporary—just for the duration of the crisis. And the EU would not have the power to tax its citizens. Nevertheless, it was a momentous step forward.

France and Germany’s efforts to bury their past differences and to move toward that Hamiltonian moment might not have been possible if the United Kingdom had remained a member of the European Union. Britain had vetoed treaties in the past, including in 2011, when then prime minister David Cameron stood alone in opposition to a treaty to save the euro. But with the United Kingdom now out of the picture, new opponents popped up, including a group known as the Frugal Four—the Netherlands, Austria, Denmark, and Sweden—which would accept the recovery fund only if it came in the form of a loan. After a long and difficult negotiation, they were persuaded to accept a compromise that left the core idea—the mutualization of debt—intact.

With the deal struck, the outlook suddenly seemed bright. Continental Europe seemed to be over the worst of the pandemic. Europeans went back to work over the summer, returned to cafes and restaurants, and took vacations. There were still hotspots—a new outbreak in northern Spain and a spike in parts of southeastern Europe (Croatia, Bulgaria, Macedonia, and Serbia)—but these seemed to be the exceptions, not the norm. A travel piece for CNN observed, “Visiting many parts of Greece right now is almost like visiting a country where COVID-19 never happened.”35 The contrast with the United States, where the case count continued to rise, was stark. The Europeans had an explanation. Professor Lothar Wieler, the head of the Robert Koch Institute, Germany’s equivalent of the CDC, stated that things had improved “because we stemmed the first wave of the epidemic by many of our citizens changing their behavior.”36 As we’ll see in Chapter 12, however, this success would not survive much longer than Europe’s summer.


EAST ASIA’S SUCCESS

Taiwan is only 110 miles from China, but it managed to prevent COVID-19 from ever establishing a foothold on the island. Taiwan’s foreign minister, Joseph Wu, attributed the country’s effective response in 2020 to their experience with SARS in 2003, which resulted in 668 cases and 181 deaths. “We were hit hard and we learned our lesson,” he reflected.37 New institutions were put in place. Taiwan’s Centers for Disease Control was the only health agency in the world that monitored rumors on the Chinese internet in December and concluded that the outbreak in Wuhan could be a new pandemic. This was why Taiwan sent an email to the WHO on December 31 warning of “atypical pneumonia.” Unfortunately, no one paid any attention to Taipei’s warning, including the United States (U.S. officials would later come to regret this).

Even this early, Taiwan’s government started to get very nervous. National elections were approaching on January 11, and rallies were planned with tens of thousands of people. But authorities believed they could contain the threat by screening passengers from Wuhan, and Beijing had unintentionally made this easier. In 2019, to increase pressure on Taiwan, China stopped issuing visas for independent tourism by Chinese citizens. The Taiwanese elections went off without a hitch. Taiwan then sent its public health experts, all of whom had been trained by the U.S. CDC, to Wuhan on January 12–15. But they were deeply frustrated by the lack of access on the ground. Even worse, when they tried to relay what they learned to the World Health Organization, the WHO—fearful of offending China—refused to acknowledge or publish these warnings.38

By the Lunar New Year, on January 25, Taipei was alarmed. All government departments mobilized for a unified response. The health minister gave a briefing every single day, which fortified an already high degree of public trust. Taiwan quickly created technological tools that would allow it to avoid a full lockdown. The GPS-based Intelligent Electronic Fence System, a collaboration between Taiwan’s government and cellphone carriers, triangulated the location of all individuals under quarantine every ten minutes. If a person went outside the quarantine perimeter or could not be located within two consecutive periods (twenty minutes), a notification was automatically sent to the individual, the police, and local government.39

As the scale of the crisis in Wuhan became clear, some countries banned travel from Taiwan as well as China, ostensibly to recognize China’s sovereignty over Taiwan. Meanwhile, Beijing launched a disinformation campaign alleging mass graves and the burning of bodies in Taiwan and a cover-up by the government. But Taiwan had experienced such tactics before and was able to swat them back. They began to reach out to other nations bilaterally with offers of help and advice, sending more masks overseas than China—and with no strings attached. The Foreign Ministry used the hashtag #TaiwanCanHelp online.40

South Korea exemplified another early success story. On January 20, the United States and South Korea both reported their first case of COVID-19. A month later, South Korea had the most confirmed infections outside China, and its president, Moon Jae-in, publicly apologized for the country’s mask shortage. While the virus surged around the world, South Korea’s pandemic response protocols kicked into gear. South Korea had experience in 2015 with MERS, a zoonotic virus that jumped from camels to humans in the Middle East. South Korea suffered more cases than any nation outside Saudi Arabia and had thirty-six deaths. Consequently, the government rewrote its public health laws and implemented sweeping legislation, embracing a “test, trace, and isolate” mantra to deal with future pandemics. The Wall Street Journal would later attribute South Korea’s success in containing COVID-19 to “a constant fear of failure.”41

As the threat from the novel coronavirus grew, South Korea was quick to translate these plans into action. Less than a week after its first case of COVID-19, health officials met with twenty medical and pharmaceutical companies to jump-start the production and approval of test kits. About two weeks later, on February 4, the government approved and distributed test kits capable of producing results in six hours. Barely a month into the crisis, the country began drive-through testing, eventually setting up dozens of facilities. By early March, Korea had tested over 145,000 people across 600 test centers, often using ten-minute rapid tests. Within weeks, the country had the capacity to test 20,000 people per day, making it the most aggressive and successful testing strategy in the world. Seoul also implemented a very aggressive contact tracing program—every person who went to a bar, nightclub, or movie theater had to scan their phone upon entry so the authorities would know how to follow up in the event of an outbreak.42 Every confirmed patient in South Korea was isolated and treated in a hospital or government dormitory regardless of whether they displayed symptoms. Mask wearing was also nearly universal.

Together, these measures enabled South Korea to effectively halt COVID-19 transmission, avoiding a national lockdown and the accompanying economic fallout. Life began to normalize in Korea throughout the spring and early summer. Many schools reopened. So did public swimming pools, art galleries, and beaches, albeit with pandemic protocols in place. In April, 29 million South Koreans voted in national elections—the highest turnout in thirty years—without a single case of COVID transmission. In November, thousands of fans filled the country’s baseball stadiums for playoff games.43

The contrast with the American experience is striking. From April to September, South Korea averaged just 77 new cases per day, compared to an average of 38,000 in the United States over the same period; even accounting for the fact that South Korea’s population is one-sixth of the U.S. population, the disparity between the two countries, which were hit by the pandemic at the exact same time, is remarkable. In 2020, the U.S. COVID death rate was more than 500 times South Korea’s. While the United States experienced a deep recession—the economy contracted by 3.5 percent in 2020—South Korea’s economy was expected to contract by less than 1 percent.44

While Taiwan and South Korea managed to contain the virus at the outset of the crisis, Japan’s early experience with COVID-19 was a global embarrassment. On January 20, the Diamond Princess, a British cruise ship with passengers from Japan, Argentina, Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom, departed the Japanese port of Yokohama. A passenger from Hong Kong who later tested positive for COVID-19 was onboard. His infection precipitated an outbreak—621 passengers and crew (approximately 20 percent of all those aboard) contracted the virus within a period of three weeks—and led to the ship’s return to and quarantine at Yokohama. The situation onboard was chaotic. There was no adequate separation between the healthy and sick. After two weeks, Japanese authorities allowed a thousand passengers to leave following a negative test. The problem was the tests were unreliable—the incubation period was at least five days—so passengers could have been infected on the ship but only tested positive well after leaving. Japan’s decision was denounced by U.S. and Hong Kong officials.45

The Diamond Princess was the first of many cruise ships to find itself stranded at sea thanks to a little-known loophole in international law: onboard a ship, passengers are beyond national borders, and governments can refuse entry if they have a contagious disease. Another cruise ship, the Westerdam, crisscrossed the South China Sea during this period, having been denied entry to Japan, the Philippines, and Thailand. Eventually it was allowed to dock in Cambodia, where it was personally greeted by the prime minister—a move praised by the WHO as an act of international solidarity (even though masks were not worn as the passengers were welcomed onshore and social distancing was not observed). At least one passenger later traveled to Malaysia, where she developed symptoms and tested positive.

The Diamond Princess debacle did have a silver lining for Japan: it ensured high-level attention on the virus at an early stage in the spread, and Japan’s experts took advantage of their access to the ship to better understand it. This early proximity paid dividends. Drawing on their study of the Diamond Princess, Japan adopted the “Three C’s Strategy,” urging its public to avoid closed spaces, crowded places, and close-contact settings. This approach, in conjunction with universal mask wearing, the country’s voluntary national lockdown on April 7, and a national state of emergency nine days later, helped prevent a severe first wave in Japan.46

Japan’s initial virus response—and its relative success (setting aside the Diamond Princess)—was abnormal. Unlike South Korea, Japan had virtually no testing infrastructure. By May, it had tested a mere 0.185 percent of the population. And unlike China, it was legally difficult for Japan’s government to enforce a nationwide lockdown, owing to fears of repression that dated back to the days of the Japanese Empire. As a result, Japan’s COVID response was highly normative—people complied because it was the right thing to do and because their neighbors were complying. During the initial months of the pandemic, in-person social interaction dropped 70–80 percent as people strictly followed the government’s social distancing recommendations. On May 26, prime minister Shinzo Abe lifted the country’s state of emergency and several weeks later triumphantly remarked to PBS NewsHour that Japan had “control[led] the spread.”47

Abe spoke too soon. As life returned to normal, replete with sumo wrestling matches and baseball games, cases began to climb again. The government’s poor reopening strategy and specific focus on revitalizing the domestic economy proved costly. Contradictory messaging was also a problem. In early summer, the Japanese government launched its “Go to Travel” campaign, which incentivized domestic travel in an attempt to boost Japan’s tourism industry. The program, which would be suspended in December, was linked to increased COVID-19 transmissions. By August, Japan was firmly in the midst of a second wave, albeit less severe than the first, and soon found itself leaderless after the surprise resignation of Abe, who had been Japan’s longest-serving prime minister, due to ill health. Shigeru Omi, the head of the expert panel advising Abe on COVID-19, acknowledged to the Financial Times in the summer that South Korea and Taiwan responded better than Japan because they had been affected by SARS and MERS and were more alert. Japan, he said, was prepared, but not as well as they were.48

There were other success stories in Asia as well. Vietnam, for instance, responded decisively and swiftly in late January, closing schools, suspending flights to China (despite pressure to not do so), and developing an early and effective diagnostic test. These measures, many of which were debated in Vietnam’s mid-January COVID strategy meetings, would be adopted by other countries months later. Vietnam also played to its strengths, adopting a preventative approach that emphasized wide-scale contact tracing, strict lockdowns, and quarantine facilities (which housed 200,000 people from late January to May), rather than a more expensive mass testing regime (like South Korea), which would have required infrastructure and expense beyond Vietnam’s capacity. For a twenty-two-day period that spanned February and March, Vietnam did not record a single new COVID-19 infection. Despite a population above 95 million and an acute physical proximity to China (with which Vietnam shares an 800-mile border), Vietnam did not register its first death from the virus until July 31, 2020. As with South Korea and Taiwan, previous experience mattered. Hanoi’s response was a byproduct of the country’s fight against SARS in 2003.49

The distant island nation of New Zealand did not record its first COVID-19 case until February 28, 2020, but its government began formulating and implementing a national coronavirus response on February 2, just days after the WHO deemed the virus a global health emergency. New Zealand’s government strictly followed WHO recommendations on testing, contact tracing, and isolation. And although its approach was heavy-handed at times—New Zealand instituted a national lockdown in late March, when cases numbered below 100—the country’s “go early and go hard” strategy was among the world’s most effective. The country, which has a population of 5 million, recorded only twenty-five COVID-19 deaths between February 2020 and January 2021. It was also able to reopen its economy over the summer and went 102 days without a single case. A number of factors accounted for New Zealand’s success, starting with its sustained focus on emergency management. Although New Zealand’s background in emergency management stems from natural hazards (wildfires and earthquakes) and not diseases, the country has long invested in becoming a “disaster-resilient nation.” When the government asked citizens to “unite as a team of five million” to fight COVID, it could draw on a strong tradition of adhering to emergency protocols and taking collective action.50

For the most part, nations in Asia and Oceania dealt with the pandemic better than the rest of the world, but they also displayed revealing differences. Remarkably, most managed to contain the pandemic without national lockdowns (New Zealand being an exception), preferring to couple extensive testing with aggressive contact-tracing programs and targeted quarantine efforts to isolate those infected. Virtually all adopted extreme travel policies, closing their countries off from the rest of the world—certainly the infected parts—even when their case count was very low. Above all, previous experience with crises and failure on diseases meant that they had gone through the necessary political process of reform. Where other parts of the world were theoretically ready, the successful countries in Asia, to a varying degree, were psychologically ready.



THE NATIONALISTS

As the world became more nationalist over the past decade, many nationalist leaders tended to get lumped together. To be sure, there were similarities among them: they tended to be skeptical of elites; they jealously protected national sovereignty; many were climate skeptics; and they all had good relations with the Trump administration. But COVID-19 revealed some important differences as well. Nearly all of them struggled, albeit in different ways. Some, such as Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro, followed Trump’s lead in downplaying the severity of the virus, setting up conditions for slow, inconsistent, and uncoordinated governmental responses. Others, such as India’s prime minister, Narendra Modi, acted early and confidently, but without consulting experts or having a coherent plan. In Israel, prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu also acted assertively out of the gate, but then took his foot off the gas too early and badly mismanaged the resulting COVID surge. Like Bolsonaro and Trump, British prime minister Boris Johnson was also initially dismissive of the virus, only shifting to a more activist posture after the abject failure of the country’s response and his own brush with COVID-19. And one leader, sometimes grouped in with the nationalists because of his rapport to Trump, Australia’s Scott Morrison, actually stepped up to the plate and turned in one of the world’s best performances.

Brazil confirmed the first COVID-19 case (a Brazilian man returning from Italy) in Latin America on February 26. Mercifully, the Carnaval celebrations, with millions of partiers thronging the streets and bars, had recently ended. Of all Latin American countries, Brazil seemed uniquely well positioned to deal with a pandemic. It has a universal health care system, including a robust community-based primary health program that also reaches its indigenous communities. Brazilian officials had dealt well with other infectious diseases, particularly Zika, which affected unborn children, and HIV/AIDS. They even had an energetic and highly competent minister of health, Luiz Henrique Mandetta.51 There was just one problem: Bolsonaro.

The Brazilian president traveled to Florida in early March for a meeting with Donald Trump. Days after, several members of the Brazilian delegation tested positive for COVID, including his press secretary. Bolsonaro called the deadly virus “a fantasy” and a “measly cold” that did not justify an economic shutdown.52 As was the case in the United States, Brazil’s national response was de facto delegated to the country’s twenty-seven state governors, regionalizing public health measures. As states issued stay-at-home orders, Bolsonaro excoriated them as “scorched-earth” policies that would crush an economy still recovering from the country’s 2015–16 financial crisis. Throughout March and April, Bolsonaro’s efforts to undermine the pandemic response were seemingly endless. He issued a (failed) executive order stripping states of the right to restrict freedom of movement. He decapitated the Health Ministry by firing Mandetta for critiquing his lack of response. By late March, people in Brazil’s cities began protesting the Bolsonaro administration’s inept pandemic response by banging pots outside their window every night around 8:30 p.m. This would last for months as Brazil’s death toll soared.53

Brazil soon emerged as a regional pandemic epicenter. By May, it had over 100,000 confirmed cases and 10,000 deaths. Yet Bolsonaro continued to encourage his supporters to ignore stay-at-home orders—and they poured into his mass rallies by the busload. Then Bolsonaro himself contracted COVID-19 in mid-July, but it was not enough to shame the president into compliance with WHO guidelines. While infected, Bolsonaro was spotted without a mask, talking to others. By October, Brazil passed the 5-million-case mark with 150,000 deaths, second in the world in deaths only to the United States. Undeterred, Bolsonaro continued to double down, calling on Brazilians to “stop being a country of sissies.”54 After all, “We are all going to die one day,” he said.55

Despite this, his popularity with the public did not suffer. Bolsonaro ended the year with his highest-ever approval ratings: 37 percent of Brazilians said his performance was excellent or good, 33 percent said it was bad or terrible, and 28 percent said it was “regular.” Over half of Brazilians (52 percent) said he was not to blame for COVID-19 deaths. At first blush, Bolsonaro’s approval numbers seem puzzling. But as Brian Winter of the Americas Society and Council of the Americas pointed out, Bolsonaro actually took advantage of the crisis by providing half the population with $115 per month, which cut in half the number of citizens living on $2 or less per day. The lax approach to lockdowns also meant that the economic contraction—Brazil’s economy shrank by 4.5 percent in 2020, according to the IMF—was milder than in other Latin American countries, like Argentina and Peru. As in the United States, many working-class citizens saw the lockdown as benefiting the privileged, who could work from home.56

Halfway around the world, India seemed at first to be relatively unaffected by the pandemic, recording only 500 diagnosed cases (in a country with nearly 1.4 billion people) heading into the last week in March. Then, on March 24, Prime Minister Modi declared one of the world’s most stringent national lockdowns—with only four hours’ notice to prepare. Chaos ensued. Tens of millions of low-wage migrant workers found themselves stranded in India’s cities and unable to get home. Little was provided by way of unemployment benefits or food, so 400 million workers found themselves on the brink of poverty. The government lacked the capacity to test or conduct contact tracing. Economic activity effectively ceased, but with little positive impact on public health. Despite a steady rise in COVID cases, Modi announced a premature, phased end to the lockdown on June 1, unleashing an uncontrolled surge in the virus. In June, the case count hovered around 200,000; one month later, it had nearly quadrupled to 720,000 cases. By the end of September, India was second only to the United States in case count—over 6 million Indians had contracted the virus (compared to just under 7 million Americans). Many public health experts argued that due to the Indian health care system’s limited testing capacity, official estimates of COVID-19 represented only a fraction of the actual toll.57

India’s chaotic response was perfectly in keeping with Modi’s highly personalized approach to leadership. All edicts concerned with COVID-19 were announced by Modi personally, rather than by cabinet members or other party officials. The pandemic provided a convenient excuse to cease holding press conferences and parliamentary debates from April to September. It left no space to question his handling of the pandemic or present an alternative narrative. Modi supplemented these tactics by ramping up state-sponsored intimidation and censorship of journalists reporting on the crisis around the country.58 Simultaneously, Modi attempted to improve his standing with his middle- and upper-class supporters while leaving the most vulnerable Indians to flounder in the ensuing economic downturn. Trumpeting a 10 percent GDP stimulus package—which in reality turned out to be 1–2 percent of GDP—Modi hastened the privatization of public assets by advancing commercial coal mining, raising the foreign direct investment (FDI) limit on defense manufacturing, and auctioning off six airports to public-private partnerships. Meanwhile, in eastern Bihar state, Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) promised free COVID-19 vaccines, but only if their party won regional reelection campaigns.59

Indian Muslims, who make up 14 percent of the population, were scapegoated for the virus. The vilification of the Muslim community as “superspreaders” began in early April, when a government spokesperson linked the rise in national COVID-19 cases to an 8,000-person gathering of a Muslim missionary organization, Tablighi Jamaat, in mid-March. Almost immediately, the hashtag “CoronaJihad” went viral on Indian Twitter, as reports that Muslims were intentionally infecting Hindus skyrocketed. Fake news stories highlighting pictures of Muslims allegedly spitting in food, poisoning water supplies, or licking utensils to spread COVID-19 circulated on Facebook, on Twitter, and in WhatsApp groups. Politicians from Modi’s BJP stoked the conspiracy theories, calling the Jamaat event a “Talibani crime.” These stories, in turn, led to widespread calls for a social and economic boycott of Muslim-owned businesses. Posters sprang up barring Muslims from entering Hindu neighborhoods, and mosque attacks became commonplace. A video circulated of Muslim men being kicked and humiliated for fishing in the Krishna River, their attackers accusing them of “spreading the disease.” Not only did COVID-inspired Islamophobia harm the physical and economic well-being of an already marginalized community within India, it also hampered pandemic containment efforts, as Muslims avoided testing sites for fear of abusive treatment.60

In Israel, another overconfident leader struggled to respond effectively. The coronavirus hit Israel during a prolonged period of political instability. The third election in the space of a year took place on March 2 and saw the country still deadlocked between Prime Minister Netanyahu’s Likud Party and the opposition Blue and White bloc led by former general Benny Gantz. With fears mounting about the pandemic, Netanyahu seized the moment to show he was in control and that a change in leadership was all but inconceivable. He painted a dire picture, harking back to the “Black Death, cholera, and the Spanish flu.” “Our people has withstood fierce storms,” he said in a speech in March. “We survived Pharaoh and though the battle will be hard and uncompromising, we will also survive corona.” This stance, senior officials believed, tapped into something deep in the country’s psyche—Israelis were willing to believe bad things could happen quite suddenly. In responding, Israel had some natural advantages. It is a small country with heavily policed land borders; 95 percent of all travelers come through one airport. The country has an advanced health care system, a logistical system that is second to none, and mandatory national military service.61

At the same time, Israelis were not uniformly behind imposing a draconian lockdown. An influential group with connections to the government, including university presidents and CEOs, advocated for a policy of herd immunity and later for an easing of restrictions on economic grounds. But Netanyahu took bold steps at a time when the number of cases was still low relative to other nations—closing the nation’s borders and halting international travel, closing nonessential businesses, and imposing a strict stay-at-home order. Flights from the United States posed a thornier problem. The government was under pressure from the Trump administration not to suspend them. As a consequence, 50 percent of Israel’s new infections came from America. But within days, those flights were shut down as well. Israel also became the first democratic country to deploy its intelligence services for internal COVID tracing. The program, run by the Shin Bet, drew on counterterrorism technologies and troves of intelligence data warehoused in a top-secret database known as “the Tool.”62

These early measures were so effective that there was virtually no curve for Israel to flatten.63 Instead, Israeli COVID case counts remained low. By the end of March, Netanyahu’s popularity was at 60 percent, giving him a huge advantage over his rival, Gantz (now the defense minister and, due to a power-sharing agreement, the “alternative” prime minister). Netanyahu’s political interests and the national interest seemed aligned at the beginning. They soon diverged, however. The prime minister insisted on running the pandemic response himself. He was used to dealing with the intelligence and military apparatus, which followed his orders promptly and precisely. He was less accustomed to corralling civilian agencies that could not respond as quickly. Experts were shut out or marginalized. For example, relying on the security services’ surveillance technology—whereby a text was sent to an individual who had been in close proximity to an infected person—meant that the government did not develop a civilian system of contact tracing that used trained personnel to locally suppress outbreaks when they occurred. As one Israeli health official told us: “The technology piece is only one part of the game. It provides about 30 percent of the notifications you need. You have to have an efficient human contact tracing capability. And you need to be very fast.… We wasted three months from March to June and did not develop that capability.” Meanwhile, the Israeli government consulted officials from Taiwan, South Korea, and other Asian countries that had handled the pandemic well. But they did not act on that advice.64

In late May, Netanyahu celebrated Israel’s success, urging citizens to “have a cup of coffee or a beer” and “have a good time.”65 Schools reopened, and large-scale gatherings were permitted. From June 15 to June 25, more than 2,000 weddings were held across Israel. But the country’s fortunes quickly changed. By early July, cases surged and Israel quickly boasted the world’s worst daily rate of new cases per capita. Netanyahu admitted that the country reopened too rapidly, saying, “In retrospect, as part of the trial-and-error, it is possible to say that this last stage was too soon.” He contemplated a second national lockdown, but it was not instituted until late September. By that point, Israel had hit its peak caseload—over 9,000 new cases per day. Haaretz political analyst Anshel Pfeffer wrote in July: “Israel’s failure, at this point, is of a magnitude that seems to defy all its perceived advantages in dealing with the crisis.”66

If you want to understand why some countries led by nationalist leaders fared better than others, the contrast between the United Kingdom and Australia is particularly instructive. Both countries are islands, and thus have more control over their own borders than landlocked nations. British prime minister Boris Johnson and Australian prime minister Scott Morrison are both center-right leaders who cozied up to Donald Trump and were not shy about their nationalist leanings. Johnson, of course, led Britain’s exit from the EU and dismissed experts who warned against Brexit as “Project Fear.” For his part, Morrison was a climate skeptic and liked to slam “globalists.” And yet the two leaders and countries handled the pandemic very differently. The United Kingdom had one of the world’s worst performances in terms of case count and fatalities. Australia had one of the very best.

In February, while Johnson was riding high on the back of Brexit, Britain’s medical experts were oddly pessimistic about their capacity to defeat the virus and the risks of a gradual approach. British medical experts had been meeting on COVID-19 since January 22, around the time Chinese authorities acknowledged the seriousness of their situation, through the Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE) and a number of related committees. However, they continually rejected the bold actions that were employed in China or even measures that American health officials such as Anthony Fauci and Robert Redfield unsuccessfully pushed for. They worried that a massive effort to prevent the first wave might reduce the country’s capacity to deal with a larger second wave. They rejected measures such as banning mass gatherings on the grounds that people would gather in smaller venues. (Oddly, they never considered that those too might be closed.)

Trump administration officials were particularly shocked to see the United Kingdom play down the virus and consider herd immunity as a viable option. One official told us, “We thought they were out of their minds. We told them it would be an absolutely devastating approach to deal with the pandemic. We thought they were nuts and they thought we were nuts. It turns out, in the end, we were a little more right than they were.”

Johnson only really engaged in the response to COVID-19 on March 2, and he was reluctant to undertake actions that might impinge on individual freedoms. He had once famously quipped, “The real hero of Jaws is the mayor. A gigantic fish is eating all your constituents and he decides to keep the beaches open.” And during the pandemic this old quote made the rounds as an insight into his philosophy of life.67 The upshot was that the United Kingdom was much slower than other European countries to impose restrictions.

By mid-March the British government advised those with symptoms to stay home for a week and the elderly not to go on cruise ships. Otherwise, little changed. From March 10 through 13, 150,000 people attended the Cheltenham race festival, and 3,000 Atlético Madrid soccer fans traveled to Liverpool for a Champions League match. At the time, Madrid was already under a partial lockdown. Both the Cheltenham and Liverpool happenings would later be regarded as superspreader events. At a March 12 press conference, Johnson’s chief scientific advisor announced a national “delay” strategy designed to achieve gradual herd immunity; the country’s chief medical officer predicted a mortality rate below 1 percent. It only took a weekend for that plan to fall apart. Leading U.K. universities predicted that Johnson’s delay approach could cost 250,000 lives and would do little to ease the burden on hospitals. On March 16, Johnson reversed himself, calling for increased testing and for the public to avoid pubs, restaurants, and unnecessary travel. A week later, the United Kingdom entered a national lockdown.68

Only four days into the lockdown, Johnson himself tested positive for the virus. He was later hospitalized and spent multiple days in the intensive care unit. Meanwhile, the country’s slow-moving response continued. Massive testing shortages placed Britain well behind other developed countries and its European cohort. A Reuters investigation conducted in early April found that the prime minister’s chief scientific and medical advisors did not study stringent lockdown models until mid-March, and a review of committee meetings found that “almost no attention was paid to preparing a programme of mass testing.”69

By late April, Johnson claimed that the United Kingdom was “past the peak” of the virus.70 The government rolled out phased reopening plans in May, and schools opened in June. Despite fears of a resurgence, Britain’s summer reopening was a success. Cases remained flat, and researchers at the University of Oxford made significant progress in developing a COVID-19 vaccine.71 However, as we will see in Chapter 12, Britain’s good fortune, like the EU’s, would not last.

Contrast this with Australia. In mid-December 2019, near the height of summer in the Southern Hemisphere, Australian prime minister Morrison took a long-planned holiday to Hawaii. Bushfires were spreading in New South Wales, the country’s most-populated state, and had already claimed several lives. Soon, #wheresScotty and #Wherethebloodyhellareyou began trending on Twitter. Australians erupted in anger at the prime minister for being out of the country during a growing crisis. Temperatures hit 107 degrees Fahrenheit (41.9 degrees Celsius), which seemed to discredit, in real time, Morrison’s long-standing skepticism about climate change. He returned from Hawaii early, but he was still pilloried for not doing enough. By the end of the crisis, the bushfires had ravaged 46 million acres, destroyed 3,500 homes, and resulted in the deaths of 33 people. Further, an additional 400 people died from respiratory illnesses related to smoke inhalation.72

Morrison, who is conservative and religious, was often lumped in with Trump, Johnson, and Bolsonaro. But the searing political pain of the bushfires and the widespread perception in a traumatized country that he was slow to respond would have a transformative effect on how Morrison dealt with COVID-19, which emerged mere weeks after the fires were brought under control. He was determined not to get called out again. The Australian novelist Richard Flanagan called it Morrison’s “Damascene moment,” after which “things once deemed fantastical became commonplace.”73

As a former executive in the tourism industry, Morrison was always comfortable with data, so he began to absorb as much of it as he could and, unlike more populist leaders, was willing to be guided by what he saw. On March 13, he brought in opposition parties (which he had previously derided as socialist) to form a national cabinet for the first time since World War II, declaring: “Today is not about ideologies. We checked those at the door.” Whereas Johnson and other right-wing leaders flirted with or even embraced the idea of herd immunity, Morrison called it a “death sentence” and trusted the scientists.74 The Australian government introduced a massive stimulus, provided free childcare for a million families, and doubled unemployment benefits.75

There were some missteps early on. On March 19, 2,700 passengers from the cruise ship Ruby Princess were allowed to disembark in Sydney with no restrictions even though COVID-19 was on the ship. This was the single largest source of cases and fatalities in Australia in the first wave. But Australia quickly took a tough stance in pursuit of severe suppression of COVID-19. Individual Australian states imposed travel restrictions. Meanwhile, the central government in Canberra launched the COVIDSafe app to help with contact tracing, closed the country to foreigners, and banned Australians from leaving the country unless they received an exemption. They also required Australians returning home from abroad to undertake a mandatory and strictly enforced two-week quarantine at their own expense. Since quarantine spaces were limited, prospective travelers had to apply for a room and make the case on a needs basis. As a result, thousands of Australians were unable to travel home. The results were startling. By June, Australia, a country of 25 million people, had only 20 cases per day, down from a still modest peak of 400 per day in late March. Polls showed 54 percent of Australians said they trusted the federal government (up from 25 percent in 2019) and the Australian public service (up from 38 percent in 2018). Sixty-nine percent of Australians said that Morrison was handling the coronavirus well.76



DETERMINANTS OF DIVERGENCE

In 2020, as COVID-19 circulated the globe, nations all went their own way. Some performed well; many others struggled. And, as we will see in Chapter 12, even some that managed to bring the virus under control early had troubles with it during the second wave in the fall and winter.

Taking a step back to look at the wider picture, what accounts for the difference in national performance? Chinese officials would have you believe the key variable was regime type. As soon as the Chinese Communist Party had the virus under control at home, they leaned into the narrative that the “institutional advantages of the Chinese system”—namely, clear top-down direction and an iron grip—were the key to its effectiveness. It was in sharp contrast to the slow and disorderly responses marshaled by the world’s leading democracies, especially the United States. But the reality was more complicated. It is true that authoritarian regimes in China, Rwanda, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam performed well in suppressing COVID-19, while democracies including Italy, Spain, the United Kingdom, and the United States struggled. But it is also the case that authoritarian states such as Iran, Russia, and Venezuela failed to contain the virus, while democracies including Australia, Canada, Costa Rica, Germany, Japan, New Zealand, South Korea, and Taiwan did well—at least initially. The autocracy-versus-democracy dichotomy thus turns out to not be very helpful.77

Several other factors appear to have been more important in explaining cross-national variation. The first is speed. Governments that moved proactively—or very quickly once initial cases were detected—were more effective in containing initial COVID-19 outbreaks. This included implementing testing, tracing, and isolation procedures. It meant encouraging masking and hand hygiene. And it entailed imposing border and travel restrictions, limitations on public gatherings, school and workplace closures, and other social distancing requirements. In contrast, where the pace of public health interventions lagged behind infection rates, governments had difficulty keeping up with the exponential spread of the virus and, in many instances, were forced to rapidly escalate to even more draconian lockdown measures in an effort to “flatten the curve.”78

The ability of countries to move quickly and effectively was associated with pre-COVID institutional capacity and underlying socioeconomic conditions, but not in a deterministic fashion. In 2005, the International Health Regulations were revised to better address new and reemerging infectious diseases, enhance transparency, and require countries to “strengthen and maintain core public health capacities for surveillance and response” to prevent epidemics and pandemics. Progress on developing these capabilities across the 194 WHO member states was slow, prompting the Obama administration to launch the Global Health Security Agenda in 2014, hoping to improve IHR adherence and provide capacity-building assistance. On the eve of COVID-19, however, no country was fully prepared, and many of those that seemed better prepared reacted poorly anyway. In 2019, Johns Hopkins University, the Nuclear Threat Initiative, and the Economist Intelligence Unit released the Global Health Security Index. The index was based on 140 questions broken into six categories relevant to pandemic preparedness: prevention of the emergence or release of pathogens; detection and reporting for epidemics of potential international concern; rapid response capacity; the sufficiency and robustness of a country’s health care system; compliance with international health norms and commitment to address gaps; and a country’s overall risk environment and vulnerability to biological threats. The index was impressive, but ultimately it proved not to be a good predictor of whether countries reacted swiftly and seriously at the outset of the crisis. Some of the countries with high index scores—Australia (number 4), Canada (number 5), Thailand (number 6), Denmark (number 8), South Korea (number 9), and Finland (number 10)—responded quickly and well. But others at the top of the list—including the United States (number 1), the United Kingdom (number 2), the Netherlands (number 3), and Sweden (number 7)—did not.79

Nevertheless, among those that did act early and decisively, the evidence suggests that interventions were most effective in countries with capable government institutions, clear coordination mechanisms between central and local authorities, and sufficient resources to execute their pandemic response and provide relief to quarantined citizens. Countries lacking these advantages had a much harder time. As we will see in Chapter 8, many low- and middle-income countries struggled even when they acted early because their testing and tracing capacity was limited and social distancing and lockdown requirements were often impractical and hard to enforce.80

Some scholars contend that cultural differences explain at least part of the variation in outcomes. In particular, the “collectivist” cultures of East Asia may have contributed to more deference to authority—and thus higher degrees of compliance with public health mandates—than was the case in the more “individualistic” Western countries.81 But this broad generalization proves not as informative as two other factors.

The first is the level of trust in government. Using measures from the World Values Survey, one analysis found that countries with low levels of trust suffered the most COVID-19 deaths during the first wave, controlling for other variables such as population age structure and the size and timing of the pandemic. Another study, using international survey data from twenty-three countries, concluded that those nations with higher levels of trust in government had higher rates of compliance with public health measures including frequent handwashing, avoiding large gatherings, and quarantine requirements. This trust, in turn, was enhanced where governments were seen to be well organized, disseminated clear messages and knowledge on COVID-19, and were perceived to carry out public health measures fairly.82

Trust may have been particularly important in countries lacking recent experience with previous contagions. “Government trust assumes an outsize role when the threat is new to a population that does not perceive itself as vulnerable,” argue Thomas J. Bollyky and Samantha Kiernan, of the Council on Foreign Relations, and Sawyer Crosby, a data analyst at the University of Washington.83 In settings without recent experience with epidemics and pandemics, “people are likely to adopt protective behavior, such as wearing face masks or social distancing, only when public health officials and government leaders have increased their awareness of the risk, as well as of the need and efficacy of precautionary measures. Governments must earn and maintain public trust for these efforts to succeed.”84

Trust could also prove to be a double-edged sword. In the United States, for example, one study of variation across Republican- and Democratic-leaning counties showed compliance with stay-at-home orders was higher in the latter (because Democrats tend to have more faith in experts and bureaucrats) and lower in the former (due to lower levels of trust in expertise and governments among Republicans). Yet high levels of trust were also associated with low compliance in circumstances where trusted officials or prevailing community attitudes expressed skepticism about COVID-19 and actually discouraged compliance with public health measures.85 In other words, leadership mattered. In countries where leaders were not trusted or where they abused that trust, the outcomes were worse. And in a number of countries, especially those with populist leaders who refused to take the coronavirus seriously or who rejected scientific advice more broadly, leadership failures proved catastrophic.

Moreover, trust was not enough to guarantee lasting success in containing the virus. Countries such as Israel and Germany enjoyed high levels of trust in government, but they reopened too early and suffered under a second wave. What seems to have distinguished most of the enduring success stories was a recent experience with a national crisis response failure, usually with respect to another epidemic or pandemic. Countries and territories, such as Canada, China, Hong Kong, Japan, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, and Vietnam, that had contended with SARS, H1N1, or MERS developed institutional capacities and social habits that helped them to respond more quickly and seriously in 2020.86 As we will see in Chapter 11, the same was true of Rwanda, which had experience with HIV/AIDS and Ebola. And in Australia’s case, as we have seen, the prime minister had just failed to deal adequately with disastrous bushfires. The experience of failure and fear of a recurrence encouraged these countries to stay the course and not be diverted.
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The Great Lockdown


WHILE POLITICAL LEADERS and billions of people around the world were laser-focused on the immediate threat to public health and the total disruption of everyday life, tremors from the pandemic rippled outward, laying the conditions for additional crises—financially, in the developing world, in conflict zones, and for the future of democracy and the use of technology. The immediate problem arose in financial markets. The world had last experienced a financial crisis in 2008. At the time, the causes seemed mysterious; while the trigger was the failure of subprime mortgages, it later became clear that vulnerabilities had been building in the markets for a while, thanks to the deregulation of the financial sector, the development of complex financial instruments, and the widespread distribution of risk that was poorly understood. In 2020, the cause was clear—the pandemic and the forced lockdown of the economy—but the effect would still be complex and surprising.

On Wednesday, February 19, 2020, stock exchanges in the United States and Europe reached all-time highs. The markets were certainly aware of the novel coronavirus, which hung overhead like a dark cloud, but Chinese authorities seemed to have contained its spread in Wuhan. As the Dow Jones closed in on 30,000 points for the first time in its history, the Wall Street Journal ran a story about fund managers buying vanity license plates saying DOW40K. “Nothing says stock-market bull like a vanity plate on a BMW,” the Journal reported.1 The next day, Italian authorities announced quarantines on several towns in northern Italy. Over the weekend, the cloudy sky gave way to a torrential downfall. The Dow plunged 1,000 points on February 24 and another 800 the next day. Eight of the Dow’s ten largest point drops in history would take place between February and June 2020. By mid-March, the Cboe Volatility Index, known as Wall Street’s “fear gauge,” closed at its highest level ever.2

With a 3.5 percent drop in worldwide GDP, the pandemic caused the largest and deepest contraction in the global economy in modern history. For much of 2020, the projected contraction appeared to be even worse.3 The downturn was unique in that it decimated demand and supply simultaneously. “The Great Lockdown,” as the IMF put it, shut large sections of the economy and disrupted supply chains, while job losses, wage cuts, and an impending sense of doom impacted consumer spending.4 The effect resembled the outbreak of war more than a normal economic crisis, though wartime demand usually means that production shifts to weapons, ammunition, and other necessary military goods. It would be the first time since the Great Depression that advanced economies, emerging markets, and developing countries would all be simultaneously thrust into a recession.

The mechanics of the lockdown itself were unprecedented and relatively straightforward. By mid-March, virtually all major economies realized that to protect lives and slow the spread of the virus, they would need to prevent people from congregating in significant numbers. Overnight, large sections of the economy were put on ice—restaurants, entertainment, travel and tourism, retail, and a considerable portion of manufacturing—while other industries, particularly in the services sector, went virtual. Social distancing—the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention would recommend six feet between individuals to avoid the contagion—was encouraged. Countries would handle the economic dislocations from the Great Lockdown in different ways. The U.S. Congress passed the $2.2 trillion CARES Act, which increased unemployment benefits by $600 per week and distributed $1,200 checks to adults earning less than $75,000 per year.5 European countries paid employers to keep workers on their books. Some countries would have a light lockdown—in the United States, people were encouraged to stay at home—but others, like France, instituted draconian measures, requiring detailed paperwork for anyone who needed to leave the house.

The pandemic would bring the U.S. financial system close to collapse for the second time in twelve years, necessitating an extraordinary intervention by central bankers—specifically U.S. Fed chair Jerome Powell. Although many hoped for a quick V-shaped recovery, some worried that it could look like a U (with a prolonged downturn), an L (a new depression), or a W (a short recovery followed by a second slump). Ultimately, it would look like a K, in which certain economic sectors and social strata within and among countries thrived or bounced back quickly, while others were devastated and likely to struggle for years just to get back to where they had been at the end of 2019—if that was even possible. After the global economy went comatose, energy demand dried up. Saudi Arabia and Russia would fall out over whether to try to prop up the price of oil, with Moscow hoping to use the crisis to bankrupt the U.S. shale industry. Amid all this chaos, oil prices went negative for the first time. As borders closed and supply chains broke down, The Economist asked, “Has COVID-19 killed globalization?”6


“THE CORE WAS ABOUT TO BLOW”

The Fed was aware of the novel coronavirus throughout February but saw it largely as a danger to other economies rather than an existential threat to the United States. Toward the end of the month, senior Fed officials attended meetings overseas. Powell attended a gathering of the G20 finance ministers in Riyadh, while Lael Brainard, who served as a Fed governor, joined a meeting of the Financial Stability Board in Amsterdam. Both came back with the same conclusion: this could be a systemic event. Powell’s monthly statement on February 28 maintained the language the Fed had used a month earlier—“the coronavirus poses evolving risks to economic activity”—and promised to closely monitor developments, but now the Fed was preparing for the worst. By early March, officials realized that the markets had frozen—they no longer regarded U.S. Treasuries as a safe haven.

U.S. Treasuries are the safest and most liquid asset in the world and the benchmark by which all other securities are priced. Ideally, the stock market and the market for Treasuries are supposed to be inverted—as the price goes up, the yield of Treasuries goes down, and as the price goes down, the yield for Treasuries goes up. At its most basic level, when things look bad, investors shift their market positions and begin buying Treasuries, the safest of all government bonds; when things look good, the opposite happens. In the very early stages of the COVID crisis, investors did the former, engaging in a “Flight to Safety.” But this was far from a normal crisis and this tendency did not last long. Soon, the “Dash for Cash” became more common as investors began to avoid financial assets altogether, even if they were low risk, and sought to literally acquire cash. The sell-off of Treasuries started with foreign and central banks because they needed to raise dollars to defend their own currency. Much of the cash they raised was left under the proverbial mattress—it was just sitting in accounts. Domestic institutions were selling at the same time. In a typical crisis they would buy Treasuries as part of a rush to safety, but now they sold in large volumes. One possible reason is that they were required to have a certain balance of products in their portfolios—say, 70 percent in shares and the rest in bonds. As equity prices fell, they had to try to rebalance their portfolios. Meanwhile, the asset management industry—including Wall Street giants such as BlackRock—liquidated their Treasuries to an unprecedented degree. Many hoped these mutual funds could help the system absorb a shock by buying assets when others would not, but instead they joined the panic and were an amplifier of stress. These funds faced a “liquidity gap”—more fund investors than expected wanted their money back, and because the funds could not liquidate their other assets quickly enough, they had to sell the Treasuries in their portfolios. Since many of the positions hedge funds took in the markets became untenable with the enormous daily drops, those entities also unloaded Treasuries to an unprecedented extent.

The Fed has conventional and unconventional ways of responding to an economic crisis like this. The conventional way is the ability to control the costs of borrowing. To do so, the Fed can reduce interest rates to stimulate the economy (or raise them to slow it down). But since 2008 the Fed has used this tool often, and rates have remained relatively low for the past decade. It did, however, have a little bit of room for cuts in early 2020, so it reduced the rate by half a percentage point.7 Other central banks in New Zealand, Japan, South Korea, and Australia followed suit with actions of their own.8 But it would not be nearly enough. The central banks would have to get innovative, just as they had twelve years earlier during the financial crisis. With economies grinding to a halt, it was absolutely vital to maintain the flow of credit.

That brings us to the unconventional part of the Fed’s crisis authority under Section 13(3) of the Federal Reserve Act, which allows for the Fed to exercise emergency powers in the name of financial stability to provide credit when credit markets seize up.9 The Fed can provide financing directly to banks, businesses, and households, which includes buying private-sector assets. In March and April, it would take this option in a massive way, and in the process it would become less like a central bank and more like a regular commercial bank.

The key moment came on Sunday, March 15. The Fed announced it was cutting interest rates and would buy $700 billion in bonds. Unfortunately, this action spooked the markets, revealing what damage the pandemic might do to the economy. When markets opened on Monday morning, there were hardly any buyers. This was the moment when the Fed realized that the Treasury market and its underlying plumbing—seamless market liquidity—were at risk. Companies struggled to access the short-term lending markets they relied on to make payroll. That day, the Dow fell by 13 percent—the second-largest one-day drop in its history. “There was a massive financial problem that was not self-correcting.… The core was about to blow,” one Fed official told us. “We were staring into the abyss.” The Fed would have to take another route, one far more dramatic.

On March 23, it committed to unlimited purchases of Treasuries.10 It would lend directly to American businesses, make massive purchases of corporate bonds and riskier junk bonds, provide emergency facilities to bolster credit markets, and work with foreign central banks to maintain liquidity globally. The Fed had bought large quantities of Treasuries before; what was truly unique in this case was expanding the scope of its buying to include a much wider array of private asset types. In just six weeks, from early March to mid-April, the Fed pumped $2 trillion into the American economy, almost twice as much as in the six weeks after the fall of Lehman Brothers in 2008.11 “When it comes to this lending,” Powell said on March 26, “we’re not going to run out of ammunition.”12 The Fed also undertook a series of actions to make it easier for other countries to hold Treasuries, which helped stabilize the international financial system.

The writer Sebastian Mallaby pointed out, however, that the response in 2020 was in many ways an extension of what the Fed did in 2008–9. We were living in “the age of magic money,” Mallaby wrote, in which the Federal Reserve and a small number of wealthy countries could conjure up whatever ammunition was necessary to save the system. They could do this because the specter of inflation, which had long constrained the ability of central banks to issue new money, had all but disappeared, allowing “central banks to not merely tolerate budget deficits but also facilitate them.”13

Some felt the Fed’s action to save the system had an unintended consequence of reinforcing a two-tier economy. Writing in Foreign Affairs, Raphaële Chappe and Mark Blyth observed:


The United States seems to have stumbled into a monetary policy regime that has untethered the fate of economic elites, who derive most of their income from state-protected financial assets, from that of ordinary people, who rely on low and precarious wages. Such a regime offers permanent protections to those with high incomes from financial assets; everyone else gets little more than temporary help in times of crisis.14



Financial Times columnist Edward Luce pointed out that the problem was that the United States was overly reliant on the Federal Reserve as a blunt instrument. This, he wrote, “tightens a doom loop in which the U.S. sovereign must eventually reckon with the ever-widening class of risk it is underwriting.”15 The wealthy asset-owning class and major companies thrive, while families and individuals who do not own stocks and bonds get left behind.



“WE’RE NOT HERE TO COVER SPREADS”

The European Central Bank had been slow to respond to the euro financial crisis, which began in 2009. With the eurozone on the brink in 2012, the president of the ECB at the time, Mario Draghi, promised to do whatever it took. He launched a program called Outright Monetary Transactions, which would have allowed the ECB to purchase assets from countries that had an open line of credit with the bank. The program never had to be used, but it sent a much-needed message. In late February 2020, the ECB, now under the leadership of Christine Lagarde, a former IMF head and finance minister of France, saw another storm brewing. Italy was under siege from the virus as the health care system in Lombardy collapsed. Lagarde pressed Europe’s leaders for a fiscal response, but time was of the essence. As the markets plummeted, the ECB decided to act.

On March 12, they announced significant long-term financing, a targeted increase in liquidity, and the purchase of €120 billion in bonds, spread across the eurozone. While they were meeting, their phones lit up with a news notification that the WHO had just declared the coronavirus a pandemic. Though the ECB’s actions helped a little, they were virtually meaningless to Italy, which was seeing its cost of borrowing rise, in a worrying echo of the euro crisis. As we saw in Chapter 6, at a briefing to explain the decision, Lagarde said the ECB was “not here to close spreads”—a reference to the difference in borrowing costs between eurozone member states.16 Lagarde immediately walked back the comment in an interview with CNBC, but to Italians, the message was clear—they were on their own.

That was a Thursday. On Monday, March 16, as U.S. markets plummeted after the Fed’s initial announcement, Italy’s cost of borrowing began to rise again. It would spike from 1.8 to 2.37 percent over the next two days.17 That looked like the beginning of something more troubling. European stocks fell by 11 percent. Italian prime minister Giuseppe Conte said the central bank should be “not hindering but facilitating.”18 French president Emmanuel Macron publicly criticized the bank. The situation continued to deteriorate.

In the six days since the ECB’s last meeting, European governments had announced lockdowns, the markets were in turmoil, and there was a general sense that the world was facing calamity. On Wednesday, March 18, the ECB held an emergency meeting to reconsider. A senior ECB official told us: “We didn’t have the same level of fear about a financial crisis as the U.S. did. With us it was more of a macro issue—there is going to be a gigantic recession, and how do we deal with it?” The reason was that European money markets were about one-tenth of the size of American ones, so the potential collapse in U.S. Treasuries was perceived to be a far greater problem for the United States than for the EU.19

Much like the United States, however, the old tools would not be enough. They would have to invent something new. According to Bank of Greece governor Yannis Stournaras, “There was a sense that maybe we should keep some weapons for the future. What we didn’t know was that the future would arrive so quickly.”20 The board would unanimously agree to undertake a €750 billion bond purchasing program and to lift the caps on how much debt of each nation it could buy. In a statement shortly before midnight, Lagarde announced there were “no limits” to what the ECB would do. She had come around to Draghi’s position after all. The minutes from the meeting revealed that three governors had raised strenuous objections. In an interview with Le Parisien a couple of weeks later, Lagarde reflected: “Before March, people said to me, ‘The toolbox is empty, you have nothing left, you can’t use the monetary weapon’—and then we did!”21

Other countries acted too, even if they initially had reservations. In early March, Jon Cunliffe, deputy governor of the Bank of England, said that since the pandemic had resulted in “a pure supply shock there is not much we can do about it.”22 But the Bank of England would soon jump into action, with its “largest and fastest” program of asset purchases, “£200bn of gilts and corporate bonds, equivalent to around a tenth of U.K. GDP.”23 Japan was already on the brink of a recession at the turn of the new year—a new consumption tax had caused a sharp drop in GDP (an annualized decline of 6.3 percent) in the fourth quarter of 2020—and was considering a fiscal stimulus.24 With little room to cut already low interest rates, the Bank of Japan announced early on that it would pump liquidity into the economy by buying unlimited amounts of government bonds and providing zero-interest-rate financing to banks so they could lend to businesses.25 However, the pandemic did negatively impact the Bank of Japan’s long-term goal of halting deflation—with declining demand, low oil prices, and a government campaign to subsidize travel, prices would fall at their fastest rate in ten years.26

All told, the central banks of the G7 economies, including the U.S. Federal Reserve, would increase their assets by $7 trillion in just eight months—over double the increase in their assets in the year following the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008. They did this individually and without much coordination between them, unlike in 2008.27 One reason for this was the fact that the United States was not pressing for a collective response by the G7 or G20. But as a senior ECB official told us, this was less important than it might have been in 2008. “It was so obvious that everyone had to go all in that coordination wasn’t really needed,” the official noted. “You didn’t need to think about the rest of the world, you just had to go to the max anyway” to save your own skin.

Of course, not all countries were able to do what the United States, the eurozone, the United Kingdom, and Japan did, which was simply to add to their balance sheets. As we shall see, poorer nations do not live in the era of “magic money.” They will struggle to borrow and will likely face an era of austerity, corporate bankruptcies, and maybe even a sovereign debt crisis in years to come. And even among the lucky few, the United States appeared to be in a league of its own. Yet the fact that central bankers from some of the world’s wealthiest countries were able and willing to intervene on so massive and unconventional a scale was a profoundly important event that may have prevented the Great Lockdown from becoming an even more cataclysmic financial crisis. In this respect, while pandemic politics around the globe proved to be a disaster on many fronts, the economic decisions made by key nations did offer some protection and a ray of optimism in the midst of the ongoing crisis.



A TSUNAMI OF DEBT

Emerging markets and the developing economies, however, had none of the advantages of wealthy nations. Their economies were already vulnerable on the eve of the pandemic, thanks to lingering poverty, yawning inequality, large informal economic sectors with few social safety nets, limited health care infrastructure, and reliance on foreign debt. Unlike the financial centers of the G7 countries, if their central banks printed more money their currencies would weaken and negatively impact their country’s ability to import and service debt, potentially depleting their reserves. The pandemic piled on the pressure. In March alone, investors withdrew over $83 billion in securities from emerging markets. Some of this was offset by American and European efforts to pump liquidity into their own companies, as it benefited those that were operating in developing countries too. But it was not enough to avert a fiscal squeeze. Governments across the developing world saw their economic models crushed as income from trade, commodity prices, tourism, and remittances all plummeted. In just the first nine months of 2020, global indebtedness increased by $15 trillion. The burden was especially high in emerging markets, where debt ballooned by 26 percent to nearly 250 percent of GDP. To help combat the resulting “debt tsunami,” major international financial institutions—including the World Bank, IMF, and regional development banks—approved around $237 billion in emergency assistance and lines of credit. But only $11.6 billion (5 percent of the total) went to low-income countries.28

During the financial crisis of 2008–9, the world acted rapidly through the G20. There was no such response this time around. Saudi Arabia chaired the group in 2020 and had no affirmative agenda at the start of the year. The Saudi crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman (or MbS, as he is commonly known), was widely regarded as a pariah after the brutal murder of Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi in 2018. (Khashoggi was assassinated by a group of Saudi agents after being lured to the Saudi consulate in Istanbul, Turkey, an operation that U.S. intelligence concluded MbS had approved.) A G20 virtual summit was convened on March 26, and leaders called for “solidarity” and “a united front against this common threat,” but it was more rhetoric than action.29 In April, the G20 agreed to allow the world’s seventy-three poorest countries to suspend repayment of official bilateral loans through the end of the year with the goal of freeing up fiscal headroom to invest in health care, emergency stimulus, and assistance to the poor. But this accounted for less than 10 percent of the new borrowing costs in 2020.30 Former U.K. prime minister Gordon Brown, who led the group during the international financial crisis in 2009, wrote in June that the G20 had “gone AWOL—absent without lending—with no plan to convene, online or otherwise, at any point in the next six months. This is not just an abdication of responsibility; it is, potentially, a death sentence for the world’s poorest people.”31

By the time the G20 met again (virtually) in November, a few weeks after the U.S. presidential election, six countries had defaulted on their debts—Ecuador, Lebanon, Belize, Suriname, Argentina, and Zambia—although the connection to the pandemic crisis was unclear.32 President Trump attended the opening session but then skipped much of the rest, including the session focused on pandemic response, to play golf. There was some meaningful progress: the G20 announced that the hardest-hit countries could potentially get an extension on their debt payments through at least mid-2021 and in the most severe cases may be eligible for a debt write-off. But beyond easing short-term obligations from bilateral government loans, it remained unclear how extensively private-sector creditors—who owned close to 20 percent of the debt costs that had to be paid in 2020—would join in. The burden was put on distressed countries to approach private lenders to negotiate better terms, something many countries were reluctant to do for fear of crushing their credit rating. China—the single largest creditor to many developing countries, including through its Belt and Road Initiative—also remained difficult about its participation in debt relief. By the end of 2020, the G20 debt suspension initiative had delivered only about $5.7 billion in relief to forty-six eligible countries. According to analysts at the Brookings Institution, these arrangements were not nearly enough, given the $356 billion in debt service on public and publicly guaranteed debt due in 2021 and another $329 billion due in 2022.33 In December, Kristalina Georgieva, the IMF’s managing director, in reference to emerging markets, warned: “We know we must act quickly to restructure their debts … so there is no spillover to the rest of the world.”34 In early 2021, the World Bank assessed that these historically high debt levels made “the global economy particularly vulnerable to financial market stress.”35 Even if an imminent debt crisis failed to materialize, the fiscal overhang from the pandemic in emerging markets and developing countries was likely to be substantial for years to come, constraining their ability to recover.



A TWO-TIER ECONOMY

Billions of people around the world were fully concerned with basic needs: they may have lost their job or seen their wages cut; they may have quit their job to care for their kids; their kids might not be in school or have access to the internet to participate in school remotely. For these people, the Great Lockdown was far worse than the global financial crisis. “This situation is so dire that it deserves to be called a ‘depression’—a pandemic depression,” the economists Carmen Reinhart and Vincent Reinhart wrote in Foreign Affairs. “Unfortunately, the memory of the Great Depression has prevented economists and others from using that word, as the downturn of the 1930s was wrenching in both its depth and its length in a manner not likely to be repeated.”36

Major democracies saw their economies take an unprecedented hit in 2020. The U.S. economy fell by 31.4 percent in the second quarter, rose by 33.4 percent in the third quarter, and ended the year down by 3.5 percent—its worst annual performance since the Great Depression. The eurozone’s economy fell by 6.8 percent in 2020; the United Kingdom’s declined by 9.9 percent, the largest drop in annual output since the Great Frost of 1709 (which still holds the record as Europe’s coldest winter of the past 500 years); Japan’s economy dropped by 4.8 percent; and South Africa’s fell by 7 percent. Australia almost avoided a drop thanks to strong growth in the second half of the year, seeing a decline of only 1.1 percent. While these declines were steep, they were also lopsided, with most of the pain coming in the first six months after the pandemic was declared, but with robust growth later on in 2020.37

Government actions tried to ease the pain. According to the IMF, fiscal support to address the economic effects of the virus totaled $14 trillion globally in 2020, with global public debt amounting to 98 percent of GDP.38 About half was extra spending or tax cuts, and the other half came in the form of liquidity support, such as loans, guarantees, and equity purchases by the public sector. In the United States, the $2.2 trillion CARES Act created the Paycheck Protection Program, a program of forgivable loans to help companies survive and keep their employees on their books, in addition to providing direct payments and enhancing unemployment benefits to many Americans. A report by the New York Times found that “total employee compensation was down only 0.5 percent for those nine months” from March through November. Part of this was due to some sectors, like grocery stores, faring well even though others collapsed. But it was also because of the CARES payments. Unemployment insurance paid out $499 billion over those nine months, twenty-five times more than in the same period in 2019. However, as the year went on, Washington was slow to follow up on the CARES Act. A second package, long delayed and with direct payments of only $600, would be agreed and passed into law in December.39

Across America, after the initial shock, white-collar workers generally did fine—they were able to work from home and in many sectors they actually did better in 2020 than before. These workers often ended up spending less and saving more. They also bought larger and more expensive houses, where they would spend more time because of the pandemic; this drove up home prices. A report by the online real estate brokerage Redfin found that the demand for second homes doubled from the year before, with vacation spots such as Lake Tahoe, Cape Cod, Palm Springs, and the Jersey Shore being especially popular.40 By contrast, people who worked in restaurants, retail, office maintenance, and manufacturing either could not work because they could not socially distance or saw the need for their work disappear. Approximately 110,000 restaurants in the United States either closed permanently or for the long term, representing one-sixth of the total. High-profile retailers including Brooks Brothers, J. Crew, JCPenney, L’Occitane, and Neiman Marcus filed for bankruptcy.41

Lower-income workers in the United States were hit much harder than others. In April 2020, unemployment hit 21.2 percent for workers with less than a high school degree, compared with 17.3 percent for those who graduated from high school and 8.4 percent for those with a bachelor’s degree. Nearly half of lower-income workers had trouble paying their bills during the pandemic, while less than a quarter had rainy-day funds sufficient to cover expenses for three months. These metrics were approximately twice as bad as the numbers for middle-income workers. Meanwhile, 59 percent of lower-income parents whose children’s schools had switched to remote learning said their children would face digital obstacles such as the lack of internet access or a computer—almost double the number of middle-income parents. A study by researchers at the University of Chicago, the University of Notre Dame, and Zhejiang University found that poverty in the United States rose each month from June to November 2020, even though the unemployment rate fell by 40 percent in the same period. Race was also a factor. Less than one in five Black Americans and one in six Hispanics were able to telework at the beginning of the pandemic, while the unemployment rate at the end of 2020 was 9.9 percent for Blacks and 9.3 percent for Hispanics, compared to 6 percent for whites.42

Other wealthy economies also experienced unequal consequences. A study by the McKinsey Global Institute in Europe found that there was a large overlap between jobs vulnerable to COVID-19 in the short term and jobs vulnerable to automation over the longer term, particularly in sectors such as customer service and sales, food services, and building occupations.43 Even if economies in Europe recovered rapidly, these workers might never regain their jobs, as employers took the opportunity of a reset to accelerate changes that were already under way.

But by the end of 2020, it was also clear that many large corporations had not only avoided collapse but actually thrived. As Nike chief executive John Donahoe put it on a call to talk about his company’s strong rebound from the initial shock of a lockdown, “These are times when the strong can get stronger.”44 Wall Street giant Goldman Sachs had its best year in a decade.45 Starbucks would end 2020 with its shares 20 percent higher than when the year began, largely because it was poised to fill the vacuum left by over 2,000 small coffee shops that had to close permanently because of the pandemic in the United States alone.46

In the decade following the 2008–9 financial crisis, the United States and other democracies were roiled by mounting economic inequality and political populism on the right and on the left, fed by the widespread perception that the globalized system is rigged in favor of the elite while ordinary people get left behind. Now the disruptions and disparities produced by COVID-19 and the Great Lockdown threatened to turbocharge these tensions.



THEY COULD NOT GIVE IT AWAY

The view from Long Beach, California, is normally pristine and clear, but in April 2020 the sea off Long Beach was dotted with supertankers anchored in place, carrying a total of 20 million barrels of crude oil. Giant salt caverns along the Gulf Coast, used by the Strategic Petroleum Reserve to store oil, were approaching capacity.47 On January 2, 2020, the price of a barrel of oil was $61.18. On February 6, it dropped to $50.95. By March 2, it had fallen another 20 percent and seemed destined to plummet further. No one knew where the bottom lay. Analysts identified an unusual problem: if producing nations kept pumping oil into the global economy, pretty soon there would be nowhere to store it.48

Cushing, Texas, with a population of 7,800, is the main storage location for the oil that backs West Texas Intermediate crude oil futures, known in the markets as WTI contracts. WTI, along with Brent North Sea crude, also functioned as a global benchmark for the price of oil and was used by financial markets as a reference price for a variety of transactions.49 A person who buys a WTI future is committing to storing that barrel on a certain date if they cannot find a buyer. On April 20, demand completely dried up. Anyone left holding an oil future that came due the next day either had to pay for storage at Cushing, which was full, or pay someone else to take it off their hands. As a result, the price of a WTI future fell below zero and continued dropping till it was minus $37.63 a barrel. In one sense, it was not all that surprising—to avoid being stuck with thousands of barrels of oil with nowhere to store them, traders were willing to pay a premium. But the very notion that oil could be negatively priced stunned the world and was yet another blow to a global economy that was teetering on the brink.

The Great Lockdown meant people simply stopped moving: they no longer made the commute to work, they did not board airplanes for business trips or vacations, and many would not even shop in person, preferring online outlets. This precipitous decline in demand would have significant geopolitical consequences.

For the oil industry, the pandemic came on the heels of a tumultuous decade. Oil traded at around $100 per barrel from 2011 to September 2014, which was about five times the price of the early 2000s. This was very good for the oil-producing nations, like Saudi Arabia, but after 2014 the price began to drop, both because American shale oil came online (as a consequence of fracking) and because of a slowing of demand in Asia. The Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), the cartel of oil-producing nations, was no longer able to dictate the price the way it used to. In 2012, OPEC had earned $1.2 trillion in revenue; in 2015, it earned less than half that.50 New energy powerhouses such as Russia and the United States were not members of OPEC, while some countries that were (Venezuela, Libya, and Nigeria) saw their output of oil collapse for a variety of reasons, including domestic unrest and civil war.

To exercise influence, OPEC would need to partner with Russia, then the world’s largest producer of oil. But the Russians had no intention of joining forces. The price fell further, to below $30 a barrel in 2016. With all the producers under financial pressure, Russian president Vladimir Putin and Saudi Arabia’s Mohammed bin Salman, then the kingdom’s deputy crown prince, got together on the fringe of a 2016 G20 meeting in Hangzhou, China, and agreed that something needed to be done. A couple of months later, the ten countries of OPEC would strike a deal with eleven non-OPEC members, led by Russia, to cut oil production. This became known as OPEC+ or the Vienna Alliance, named after the city where the deal was made. It was widely seen as a burgeoning partnership between Riyadh and Moscow—two authoritarian states with ambitious but insecure leaders who worried about the United States and democratic revolutions. The Saudi energy minister, Khalid al-Falih, later hailed the alliance, saying it would last for “decades and generations.”51

This Saudi-Russian petroalliance would last for just over three years, until the pandemic swept across the world in 2020. As the price of oil plummeted in March, OPEC members grew concerned. Saudi Arabia required a price around $80 a barrel to break even in its annual budget.52 The OPEC cartel proposed a production cut of 1.5 million barrels a day. But the Russians would not go along.53 Moscow had its own motives—namely, that low prices would help cripple the U.S. shale industry, which had spurred the United States to become the world’s largest producer of crude oil in 2008 and 2009. American production of crude more than doubled between 2010 and 2019, when it peaked at 13 million barrels a day.54 They were also frustrated at new U.S. sanctions on Russian energy giant Rosneft and on the proposed Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline from Russia to Germany. With a $170 billion national wealth fund to cushion the blow of a price war, Moscow felt it could take a risk.

The Saudis responded by doing a complete U-turn: instead of cutting production, they increased it, effectively launching a price war with Russia. Within minutes of markets opening on March 9, oil plunged by 30 percent. A spokesperson for Rosneft now dismissed the alliance as meaningless, arguing that American shale had simply replaced any cuts in production that were made after 2016.55 Dmitry Kiselyov, the director of Russia’s main state news agency, posted to social media: “Now we have a chance not just to produce and sell as much as we need to, but to throw American shale overboard. Our budget is much more stable than Saudi Arabia’s and is ready for low oil prices, unlike the Kingdom’s.”56

President Donald Trump initially welcomed the price war as good for motorists, but he quickly changed his tune when it became clear it would hit the U.S. energy sector in states with a strong Republican voter base, such as North Dakota, Pennsylvania, and Texas.57 Senator Kevin Cramer of North Dakota, a Republican, summed up the mood in Washington as he fumed about the Saudis: “They’ve spent over the last month waging war on American oil producers while we are defending theirs. This is not how friends treat friends. Frankly, I think their actions have been inexcusable and they are not going to be easily or quickly forgotten.”58 Trump soon hit the phones, calling Putin and MbS, and emphasizing that the U.S. oil industry was “under siege” from the price war.59 After several weeks, a deal was struck to cut the global oil supply by almost 10 percent. Trump played a role, leaning at the very end on Mexico’s populist president, Andrés Manuel López Obrador, to come on board.60 Obrador had been obstinate and hoped that a deal would be struck without Mexico having to cut production.61

Even after the deal, tensions ran high in OPEC+. The April agreement was seen as favoring Russia and Saudi Arabia, while the UAE, Iraq, and Kuwait were the biggest losers.62 Russia continuously exceeded its quota, and Riyadh let it slide. But when the UAE overproduced, the Saudis became “furious, and summoned UAE Energy Minister Suhail Al-Mazrouei to Riyadh for a public dressing down.”63 The UAE grew more estranged from its long-standing ally Saudi Arabia on oil production and moved closer to the Russian position.

Oil prices would recover somewhat over the summer as China’s economy sprang back to life, Europe’s lockdowns eased, and American employment numbers exceeded expectations. But the second wave of the virus would keep the price relatively low throughout the rest of the year.

The consequences for the American oil industry could be profound even if the global economy bounces back. A June 2020 report by the consulting firm Deloitte found that at a price level of $35 a barrel, approximately half of all U.S. shale firms would either become insolvent or have “stressed financials.”64 Indeed, many firms did go bankrupt in the fall of 2020. That allowed ConocoPhillips and Chevron to make major shale investments, consolidating some of the U.S. shale industry’s largest players.65 An industry survey in September suggested that oil prices needed to hit $50 a barrel for shale exploration to resume.66 OPEC countries need oil at around $60 a barrel to break even—and at that price shale should come back strongly.67

By the end of 2020, oil prices shot up to just below $50 per barrel, a nine-month high, and they would rise to $60 per barrel by the end of March 2021. For OPEC+ the challenge was clear: to increase oil prices to generate revenue without allowing prices to get high enough for the American shale industry to recover—and, in the process, to keep its competing factions in check. Throughout the first few months of 2021, they zig-zagged between maintaining limitations on supply and increasing it in anticipation of robust economic growth.68 However, even if the increase in oil prices to $60 or more was ultimately sustained, it still might not be enough for American shale. Investors may remain wary of putting money into an industry that just suffered an economic hurricane, especially given the volatility in the years before the pandemic, the uncertain prospects about an economic recovery, and OPEC+’s ability and willingness to drive the price down again.



THE END OF GLOBALIZATION AS WE KNOW IT?

On March 2, 2020, President Trump, Vice President Pence, and other senior American officials met with Daniel Menichella, the head of the German medical company CureVac. Headquartered in the German city of Tübingen, with operations in Boston, it was in the early stages of developing a COVID-19 vaccine.69 Shortly after the meeting, the German newspaper Die Welt reported that the Trump administration had offered the company $1 billion for exclusive access to its results.70 The German public reacted with shock. They expected this type of behavior from China (a Chinese firm, Midea, had controversially purchased the industrial robotics company Kuka in 2016), but not from their closest ally.

The German interior minister, Horst Seehofer, said the proposed deal was “a question of national security.” The government, he said, must guarantee the security of “our medical products and our medicines” as well as the country’s borders. In the ensuing uproar, Menichella resigned. Shortly after this incident, CureVac announced they would hold an IPO in July. The German government would acquire a 23 percent stake in CureVac to give it financial security. Peter Altmaier, the economics minister, told the press, “For me, and for the federal government, it is elementary from an industrial point of view that we maintain and strengthen key industries in Germany. Germany is not for sale. We do not sell our silverware.”71

The COVID-19 pandemic was, in many ways, the first truly global moment since the end of the Cold War: a virus emerging from a Chinese city and cascading across the globe, disrupting the lives of billions of people in a matter of months. But it also seemed to mark the end of an era defined by globalization—everyone was forced to shelter in place, hotels shuttered, flights halted, and once-bustling cities fell silent. The Economist warned: “The pandemic will politicize travel and migration and entrench a bias towards self-reliance. This inward-looking lurch will enfeeble the recovery, leave the economy vulnerable and spread geopolitical instability.”72

The Economist was wrong about one thing, though. Governments were not choosing to politicize globalization. They were genuinely fearful. As we saw in Chapter 6, European countries banned exports of medical supplies. The United States was a player too. U.S. buyers intercepted a shipment of masks at a Shanghai airport as it was about to be flown to France and offered three times what the French had paid.73 In another incident, a shipment of 200,000 masks destined for Germany from a 3M factory in Bangkok ended up going to the United States.74 Governments worried about being unable to carry out their most basic task—to protect their citizens.

European Commission vice president Věra Jourová said that for Europeans, “this crisis [COVID-19] has revealed our morbid dependency on China and India as regards pharmaceuticals.”75 Macron told the Financial Times that the pandemic “will change the nature of globalization, with which we have lived for the past 40 years,” and said it is “clear that this kind of globalization was reaching the end of its cycle.”76 Japan launched a special fund of $2.2 billion for companies shifting production facilities out of China.77 In March, Canada was buying 0.2 percent of its personal protective equipment from domestic sources; by September, that number increased 250-fold, to half of all of its PPE purchases.78

The effect of the pandemic was most dramatically felt in the easy movement of people, which in many parts of the globe was assumed to be an immutable fact of modern life. Travel, both domestic and international, suddenly stopped. By mid-April, the average number of commercial flights per day worldwide fell to just over 28,000 from 111,000 a year earlier. The number of international flights plummeted by 66 percent, recovering to a decline of 48 percent year on year by September.79 Even this vastly underestimated the collapse: many scheduled flights were virtually empty—they were kept on the books so pilots could log the required number of flying hours needed to maintain their licenses. Told another way, each empty flight represented the absence of businesspeople traveling for work, families returning home, vacationers going places, and students returning to school. By mid-May, 70 percent of destinations surveyed by the UN World Tourism Organization had completely closed their borders to tourism.80

And yet, as the year progressed, it became clear that the unique nature of the crisis meant that globalization would be subject to ebbs and flows rather than a complete unraveling. By September 2020, global trade was just 2 percent below its pre-coronavirus levels (it would still be down about 9 percent for the year).81 By November, the number of countries that were closed to foreign nationals had fallen to 27 percent, and 75 percent of countries had eased their restrictions.82 Meanwhile, work increasingly went virtual, as companies began adopting Zoom and other videoconference platforms wherever possible. The DHL Global Connectedness Index, a report by the logistics company DHL and New York University’s Stern School of Business, examined the impact of the pandemic across four areas—the movement of people, trade, capital, and information—and found that globalization was unlikely to fall below levels seen during the 2008–9 global financial crisis.83

Moreover, globalization declined in some countries more than others. For the most part, advanced industrialized countries were hit hardest. Global foreign direct investment flows declined by 49 percent in the first half of 2020 compared with 2019. The fall was steepest in developed economies, which saw a drop of 75 percent, compared to only 16 percent for developing economies (including China). Remarkably, flows to developing Asia (China, Vietnam, and others) accounted for almost half of all global FDI during this period.84 The recovery in trade was driven largely by China and Latin America. The enrollment of new international students fell by 43 percent in the United States and 50 percent in Australia but actually increased by 9 percent in the United Kingdom, perhaps because it was easier to get a visa to study in Britain.85

The real blow to globalization in 2020 was not the mechanics of how to improve resilience in the event of another pandemic. It was the deteriorating relations and mounting rivalry between the United States and China. As we saw in Chapters 4 and 5, the two were already in the midst of a significant geopolitical clash and were taking steps to disentangle (or “decouple”) their economies from each other. As Julian Gerwitz, then of the Council on Foreign Relations, has shown, China’s Xi Jinping enlarged the definition of national security to include the risks of dependency on the United States and other democracies.86 This was under way before Trump became president but accelerated while he was in office, as Beijing faced a U.S. administration that freely used tariffs and sanctions. For example, Chinese banks considered moving away from the SWIFT payments system—used globally to transfer money and communicate between banks—to hedge against the risk of U.S. sanctions.87 Meanwhile, there was growing concern in Washington about a variety of interdependencies with China, particularly in the realm of technology, where China used access to the American market to make significant advances in strategically important technologies such as artificial intelligence. The pandemic, and the general anger with China that followed, served as a catalyst: the United States launched a blizzard of activity of its own aimed at decoupling America from China.88

For over twenty-five years the world has integrated and become more connected whenever it appeared to be economically rational. Companies built complex supply chains. Universities went global. Information was abundant and cheap. Capital flowed to wherever it would secure a return. This was predicated on the assumption that the connections countries built would not be exploited for geopolitical reasons except in very rare cases, and then usually with the support of the wider international community. Now, as great-power competition intensified, the world seemed to increasingly be splitting into two blocs—one largely organized around the United States and one organized around China. These blocs have economic, technological, military, and ideological dimensions, although the dividing lines in some areas—such as 5G technology—are often fuzzy. Unlike in the Cold War, these blocs interact with each other and even overlap. Australia, for example, is a staunch ally of the United States, but it is also, and will remain, economically engaged with China. But in 2020, the lines between the two alternative models became clearer. The world was headed for a very different, more bifurcated type of globalization.



CHINA RISING

The Roaring Twenties followed the pain of the Great Influenza and World War I. Could the same happen again? By the early spring of 2021, the global economy seemed primed for a rebound—but questions remained. Would COVID-19 have a long tail, suppressing travel and putting governments under pressure to cut back spending and raise taxes once the emergency had passed? Would people be frugal—slow to eat out, travel, and consume more entertainment—in which case the restaurant, travel, and entertainment sectors might take years to fully recover, with knock-on effects for employment and inequality? Or would these sectors bounce back quickly, thanks to pent-up demand from enforced savings and a desire to return to normalcy? The truth was that no one knew. Even with a quick recovery, the world would likely be back at 2019 levels only at some point in 2022, which is still well behind where it would have been if the pandemic had never occurred.

The world’s major economies may have generally suffered in 2020, but there was one big exception: China. It ended the year with an expected growth rate of 2 percent, low by its standards but still relatively stronger than its competitors. Airline traffic in China ended 2020 8 percent higher than at the end of 2019, while in the United States and Europe it declined by 41 percent and 68 percent, respectively.89 A study by the Centre for Economics and Business Research found that as a result of COVID-19, China would overtake the United States as the world’s largest economy five years earlier than projected, in 2028 instead of 2033.90 On New Year’s Eve 2020, thousands of people partied in the streets, bars, and clubs of Wuhan while Times Square was deserted and silent for the first New Year’s Eve since 1907.91 China would be blamed by much of the world for failing to act to stop the spread of the virus early on. Its assertive foreign policy and its brutal crackdown in Hong Kong would alienate Europeans and harden skeptical views in the United States. But in raw economic terms, China would escape much of the turmoil that affected the rest of the world. In some respects, it may have even gained from it.
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Vulnerable States, Vulnerable Peoples


IF YOU OPEN your closet and pull out a T-shirt from the Gap, a blouse from H&M, a pair of Levi’s jeans, a dress from Marks & Spencer, or a sweater from Zara, there is a decent chance the tag reads “Made in Bangladesh.” The South Asian country is the second-largest exporter of ready-made garments in the world (the first is China), and the industry accounts for a jaw-dropping 80 percent of Bangladesh’s export revenue. It employs roughly 4 million Bangladeshis—the majority of whom are women working as seamstresses—who live paycheck-to-paycheck, earn about $110 a month, and support their families on the thinnest of margins. So when COVID-19 upended global trade and supply chains, shuttered retailers, and crippled consumer demand, the worldwide economic wipeout threatened to bring Bangladesh’s garment sector and many Bangladeshis down with it.1 “My family runs on my single income,” said Fatema Akther, a garment worker in Dhaka, the nation’s capital, after being laid off in March 2020. “I don’t know how my family will survive.”2 Fatema’s plight was illustrative of a drama that would unfold nationwide as COVID-19 placed both the lives and livelihoods of millions of Bangladeshis at risk.

On the eve of the pandemic, the country’s demographic conditions and threadbare health system left it highly susceptible to a novel contagion. Bangladesh is the size of Iowa yet home to 165 million people—more than fifty-two times Iowa’s population—with 1,240 people per square kilometer (compared to 455 in India, 275 in Pakistan, 148 in China, and 36 in the United States). As a consequence of overcrowding, measures such as social distancing are nearly impossible to execute. Consider Dhaka: the city itself has more than 10 million residents, and 21.5 million people live in the greater Dhaka area, making it one of the most densely populated cities on the planet. Around 4 million people inhabit more than 5,000 slums scattered around the megacity, with around 75 percent of those households constrained to a single room. In these sprawling shantytowns, sanitation is abysmal and the spread of communicable diseases commonplace—perfect conditions for the rapid spread of a deadly virus.3

The country’s health care system was also in no position to handle a major outbreak. In 2019, Bangladesh ranked 113th out of 190 countries in the Global Health Security Index. It only had 0.8 hospital beds per 1,000 people (compared to 2.9 in the United States and 4.3 in China), and the country’s entire health system had just 1,169 intensive care unit beds (432 in public hospitals and 737 in private ones). Complicating matters further, Bangladesh had the worst doctor-to-patient ratio in South Asia.4

These conditions put a premium on Bangladesh’s government taking swift action once the threat of COVID-19 emerged. On January 31, 2020, the government sent a plane to collect 341 Bangladeshi citizens stranded in Wuhan, which was already under lockdown. Five weeks later, on March 7, Bangladesh reported its first confirmed case of COVID-19. Beginning on March 17, all schools were ordered closed. Soon Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s government imposed even more stringent containment measures. International flights to ten countries were suspended (although some flights to China, Hong Kong, Thailand, and the United Kingdom continued). On March 26, the government put in place a national lockdown, closing all private businesses and public offices, with the exception of emergency services. All domestic travel by air, water, and rail was banned. People were asked to stay at home, practice social distancing when in public, and avoid large gatherings. Hundreds of thousands of Bangladeshi migrants who had recently returned from abroad were told to isolate themselves for two weeks. The army was deployed to help enforce restrictions and keep people off the streets. The national lockdown was originally intended to last two weeks, but most of its provisions were extended through the end of May.5

From the very beginning, however, Bangladeshi authorities struggled to enforce public health measures. Within days of the mid-March admonition to avoid crowds, 25,000 people attended a religious gathering in Raipur town in Lakshimpur district in southern Bangladesh to recite Khatme Shifa prayers (Quranic verses of healing) in the hopes of warding off the coronavirus.6 Throughout the lockdown, large numbers of individuals gathered at kitchen markets and relief distribution centers, and internal migrants—suddenly out of work—streamed out of Dhaka back to their villages.7 Prominent religious figures in the Muslim-majority nation also continued to encourage congregations at mosques despite warnings from authorities.8 On occasion, people flouted lockdown orders en masse. In one notorious example in mid-April, tens of thousands of Bangladeshis defied stay-at-home instructions to attend the funeral of Maulana Jubayer Ahmed Ansari, a popular Islamic emir, in the village of Bertola, about sixty-two miles east of Dhaka.9 The government seemingly lacked the capacity or the political will to clamp down on such gatherings.

The structure of Bangladesh’s economy also ensured that lockdown measures would come at a high cost. Over the past several decades, Bangladesh had become a poster child for the benefits of globalization. Steady economic progress lifted tens of millions of Bangladeshis out of poverty. Beginning in the early 2000s, integration into the global apparel value chain created more than 3 million jobs, and it was widely credited as a catalyst of both sustained economic growth and significant poverty reduction. According to the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, the national poverty level was cut from nearly 49 percent in 2000 to approximately 22 percent in 2018. And with an average annual economic growth rate of 6.5 percent between 2010 and 2016, Bangladesh, once one of the world’s poorest countries, was elevated into the ranks of lower-middle-income nations in 2015 (currently defined by the World Bank as countries with a per capita income of between $1,036 and $4,045).10

This progress was fragile, however, and it masked considerable challenges. Despite economic gains, lingering poverty and a lack of savings remained features of everyday life for millions of Bangladeshis. Prior to the pandemic, more than a fifth of the population lived below the poverty line, with around 14.5 percent in extreme poverty (that is, on less than $1.90 per day). Moreover, around 89 percent of Bangladesh’s workforce was employed in the informal economy, toiling as daily wage laborers, self-employed persons, piece-rate workers (who get paid per item made regardless of how long it takes), other hired labor, and unpaid family labor. In cities such as Dhaka, the informal economy is characterized by multitudes of rickshaw and cart pullers, head-loaders, construction workers, barbers, cobblers, garbage collectors, waste recyclers, and street vendors of vegetables, fruits, and meats. These jobs rarely come with adequate wages, good working conditions, or social protections. Overall, only 15 percent of the country’s population earned more than 500 taka ($5.90) a day. Only 13 percent of the population had access to the internet, and even among those who did, the option to work remotely was hardly commonplace.11

As a consequence of these underlying vulnerabilities, the human costs inflicted on Bangladesh by the pandemic-induced global recession and domestic disease control policies were ferocious. Sales of ready-made garments from Bangladesh were crushed by the cancellation or postponement of several billion dollars in orders from major retailers in importing countries.12 According to the IMF, Bangladesh’s overall garment exports fell by 83 percent in April from the previous year.13 From March to May, garment exports fell by a total of nearly 55 percent.14

By early April, 1 million garment workers (one out of every four) had been laid off or furloughed—with 72 percent of furloughed workers sent home without pay.15 Unable to sustain a shutdown of the economy for too long, the government began allowing hundreds of garment factories in industrial belts in the suburbs of Dhaka to resume operations, to avoid losing more business from American and European brands. “We have to accept coronavirus as part of life,” Mohammad Hatem, the vice president of the Bangladesh Knitwear Manufacturers and Exporters Association, argued. “If we don’t open factories, there will be economic crisis.” Many workers felt they had no choice but to return to work. “The fear of coronavirus is there,” Mofazzal Hossain, a factory worker in the Dhaka suburb Ashulia, told Agence France-Presse. “But I am now more worried about losing my job, wages and benefits.”16 Sampa Akter, a Dhaka resident trying to make a living by sewing jeans destined for shopping malls around the world, echoed these sentiments. “I’m very scared and vulnerable,” she said. “It’s not only me. All my coworkers are in the same position.”17

Even as factories began to resume operations, the pandemic continued to suppress global demand and big fashion brands kept canceling orders, leading many factories to run at slightly above half capacity.18 “We are not getting wages for the last three months,” Abdur Rahim, a textile worker, complained in May. “We are literally starving.”19 It was not until September that orders really began picking up again, with about 90 percent of canceled orders restored by the end of 2020. But, even then, price cuts by global apparel retailers and the steep discounts they demanded on shipped goods significantly cut into export earnings.20

Workers across Bangladesh’s immense informal sector also saw jobs and incomes evaporate. “Coronavirus has spread here like anything,” Imran Hossain, a daily wage laborer who typically earned 300–500 taka ($3.50–$5.90) a day doing fix-it jobs, said in June. “People are scared and don’t call me for any work.”21

Meanwhile, remittance payments flowing into the country from Bangladeshi migrants living overseas dried up. Before the pandemic, an estimated 10 million Bangladeshis lived and worked abroad.22 The money they sent back home provided a crucial lifeline for poor households and made up around 6 percent of the country’s GDP in 2019.23 More than 70 percent of Bangladeshi migrant workers living overseas were based in Gulf oil-exporting countries such as Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. On average, these migrant laborers sent back around $1,100 per year to their families in Bangladesh.24 But as oil prices abruptly declined and Gulf nations went into lockdown, many migrants lost their jobs and were forced to head home. Remittances fell by 12 percent in March, 23 percent in April, and 13 percent in May, before beginning to rebound thereafter.25 (By the end of the year, official remittance totals would actually be up due to new government cash incentives for inflows through formal channels and expanded digital banking services. But the apparent increase was also partly an accounting artifact stemming from the shift of remittance transactions from informal networks involving the physical movement of cash across borders to formal banking transfers due to pandemic-related travel restrictions.26)

To prop up the economy, the government approved billions of dollars in stimulus aimed at affected industries, export-oriented ones in particular. They also allocated hundreds of millions of dollars in cash assistance for low-income workers and impoverished families, and increased efforts to make rice available to the extremely poor at prices below the market rate to stave off growing food insecurity. Yet destitute Bangladeshis struggled to receive much of the assistance because of the government’s inability to accurately identify those in need, problems with local relief distribution, and a general climate of corruption.27

The net impact of these developments on the poor was devastating. A survey of more than 2,000 randomly selected mothers in rural Rupganj County, on the outskirts of Dhaka, found that during the first eight weeks of stay-at-home orders, median monthly family income fell from $212 to $59 and the number of families experiencing extreme poverty increased from 0.2 percent to 47.3 percent. Before the pandemic, the study found, 5.6 percent experienced moderate food insecurity and another 2.7 percent experienced severe food insecurity; by mid-June, the numbers had increased to 36.5 percent and 15.3 percent, respectively.28 Nationwide, another study found that the average family income in Bangladesh declined by around 74 percent during the heart of the lockdown, from March to the end of May.29 As of June 2020, an analysis by the South Asian Network of Economic Modelling, a Dhaka-based research organization, estimated that Bangladesh’s national poverty rate had already doubled from 20.5 percent in 2019 to around 41 percent as a result of the pandemic, effectively erasing fifteen years of economic progress.30 All told, the United Nations estimated that economic growth in Bangladesh plunged to 0.5 percent in 2020, compared to 8.4 percent in 2019. As a result, tens of millions of Bangladeshis were thrown back into poverty.31

As economic concerns mounted, the government took additional steps in May to gradually reopen the economy and allow gatherings for prayer services during the Muslim holy month, Ramadan. In late June, Bangladesh resumed international flights.32 These moves were economically essential and culturally understandable—but they also contributed to a surge in COVID-19 cases. As of May 1, 2020, Bangladesh reported a total of around 8,200 confirmed cases and 170 deaths; a month later, following the easing of restrictions, the total was nearly 50,000 with 672 deaths.33 By late December, the total confirmed cases exceeded 500,000 with around 7,600 recorded deaths. After India, Bangladesh was the second-most-affected country in South Asia.34 Given its population density, however, the number of confirmed deaths per 100,000 people appeared surprisingly low, and the case fatality rate (the number of confirmed deaths per confirmed case) hovered around 1.5 percent, far below the rate common in high-income nations.35 There was speculation that some combination of the general youth of the population (only 5.2 percent of the population was sixty-five or over in 2019), more resilient immune systems accustomed to combating a range of diseases beyond COVID-19, and a weaker strain of coronavirus might explain the discrepancy.36

But in truth, the real extent of the devastation was impossible to know: limited testing meant the official count may have significantly underestimated the true infection rate and death toll. This problem was compounded in late June when the government began charging for COVID-19 tests at prices no poor Bangladeshi could afford. As a result, the number of people tested declined from more than 18,000 a day at the end of June to 12,000–15,000 per day by the fall. Testing was even rarer outside the capital. So it is no surprise that discrepancies began to emerge: The lack of nationwide testing contributed to a 12 percent positivity rate by September, significantly higher than the 7–8 percent positivity rate sought by public health officials. Meanwhile, anecdotal evidence from graveyard managers across Dhaka suggested that deaths might be up to four times higher than recorded.37

Then, just when it seemed that things could not get any worse, they did. In May, Cyclone Amphan, the most severe weather event Bangladesh had experienced in two decades, smashed into the country, devastating coastal villages and leaving half a million people homeless. This was followed by unusually heavy monsoon rains starting in June, which produced the worst flooding in a decade. By the end of July, an estimated 24 to 37 percent of Bangladesh’s landmass was under water, nearly 1 million homes had been inundated, and 4.7 million Bangladeshis had been affected. Monsoon season (usually June to September) always brings torrents of heavy rain; it is essential for South Asia’s agriculture. But in recent years, as climate change has accelerated, monsoon season has increasingly brought cyclones and disastrous floods. And while it is difficult to attribute any given storm to human-induced global warming, data clearly shows a link between the mounting global climate crisis and a broader pattern of more severe and frequent river flooding across Bangladesh. So it was in 2020.38

Many of the people most exposed to the pandemic’s impact suddenly found themselves on the front lines of environmental disaster. It created a vicious cycle: the plight of COVID-19 and the problems of flooding reinforced each other. The latter made it even more challenging to observe public health measures such as social distancing and frequent handwashing, while placing additional socioeconomic pressure on people already pushed to the brink by mounting joblessness and diminished remittances. The pandemic, in turn, made it more difficult for Bangladeshis to cope with the floods. Prior to COVID-19, many rural Bangladeshis adapted to seasonal flooding by working in cities until the water receded. The pandemic and lockdown turned this pattern on its head, forcing many living in urban areas to return home to their flood-prone villages.39 One of them was twenty-two-year-old Mohammad Sumon. In April, Mohammad and his wife lost their jobs at a garment factory in Dhaka “because the factory said they weren’t getting orders due to the coronavirus.” So the couple returned to Mohammad’s home village, Jamalpur, about 100 miles from the capital, in the hopes that he could support them by working as a part-time mechanic. But that too became impossible, “because the water had risen and I couldn’t step out,” he said. “I don’t know how we will manage.”40


AN EARLY REPRIEVE?

We normally associate infectious disease outbreaks and pandemics with dangers that emerge from developing nations and spread to more developed ones. Yet at the very outset of the coronavirus crisis, the pandemic seemed to impose a lighter toll on low- and middle-income nations. Why was the global South seemingly spared the initial onslaught afflicting China and the West? Early speculation by some scientists held that warmer and more humid temperatures, as well as younger populations, in tropical and subtropical countries might have been keeping the virus at bay. And during the initial period of the pandemic, the contagion did indeed remain concentrated in temperate-zone countries. The initial centers of gravity for the pandemic were China, then Italy, and then the United States. Far fewer cases were reported in developing countries.41

But in the second half of March, the pandemic picked up momentum across the globe. And despite moves by most countries to impose stringent lockdowns and mobility restrictions, by April COVID-19 had finally taken root in many poorer nations. As spring turned to summer, the global South joined the devastation that was enveloping the world.42 Why?

The initial reprieve appears to have been the consequence of lower degrees of connectivity to the global economic system—best illustrated through flight routes. Countries with a high volume of routes to and from China were affected first. If you have ever looked at a map of international airline routes, then you have seen the multiple destinations where the pandemic took root, traveled, and emanated: moving from more connected destinations to less, from China to Europe and the United States—and then beyond.43

Once the virus made landfall in poorer nations, however, conditions were ripe for rapid spread. What proved to be the case in Bangladesh was common elsewhere. Dense cities and poverty-stricken slums in many developing countries made social distancing impractical, as did crowded rural households and communal living conditions. Poor sanitation and inadequate health care systems further complicated containment efforts. Then there was inadequate health infrastructure. In 2017, the World Bank and the World Health Organization estimated that at least half of the world’s people lacked access to essential health services.44 Whether measured by medical personnel, hospital beds, critical medical equipment, or numbers of doctors and nurses, many nations across the global South were ill-prepared for COVID-19. In April, for example, the WHO reported fewer than 2,000 working ventilators to serve hundreds of millions of people in public hospitals across forty-one African countries. Ten countries in Africa lacked a single ventilator.45

The lack of widespread testing makes it difficult to quantify with any precision the true impact across the global South. The majority of COVID-19 cases and deaths in poor countries have likely gone uncounted. Nevertheless, available evidence suggests that the number of deaths per 100,000 people in the population was often lower in developing nations than in richer ones. While this could be a byproduct of poor documentation, it seems likely that differences were at least in part a result of much younger populations and lower rates of obesity (a major risk factor for COVID patients) in many developing countries.46



ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY

On April 9, Kristalina Georgieva, the managing director of the International Monetary Fund, stated bluntly: “Just as the [COVID-19] health crisis hits vulnerable people hardest, the economic crisis hits vulnerable countries hardest.”47 As the virus cut a wide swath across the planet, whatever advantages some poorer nations may have enjoyed in initially avoiding the worst of the pandemic were massively outweighed by other factors that made them much more vulnerable to catastrophic second-and third-order economic and humanitarian consequences. The overall structure of the labor force was of particular concern. With 70 percent of workers in emerging markets and developing economies earning their livelihoods in the informal sector prior to the pandemic, few households had the economic cushion to weather the COVID storm.48 As nations moved to lock down their economies, it was impossible for street vendors, seasonal construction workers, agricultural laborers, waste pickers, and domestic help to continue their livelihoods. With no digital or remote alternative available, whole ways of life were quickly eliminated. Sheltering inside meant a loss of income. For those who chose to leave the house to work to support their families, it meant risk of exposure. But what choice did they have?

For the millions of people living on the thinnest margins, the excruciating dilemmas this crisis wrought are difficult to fathom. In 1990, 36 percent of the global population lived in extreme poverty. By 2015 that number had been reduced to 10 percent, or 736 million people.49 Progress notwithstanding, it still meant that there were hundreds of millions living hand to mouth when COVID-19 arrived. Any disruption—let alone total lockdowns brought about by a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic—amounted to a potential death sentence.

The external shock produced by the global economic crisis was acutely and severely felt across the whole developing world. Trade and supply chain disruptions hit countries such as Mexico, Thailand, Tunisia, and Vietnam. Falling tourism hammered countries such as Ethiopia, the Maldives, Mauritius, Nepal, the Seychelles, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and the small states of the Caribbean. Remittances from migrants who worked in wealthier nations and in normal times sent money back shrank significantly. As these remittances dried up, the impact was felt by families in places as diverse as El Salvador, Gambia, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Lesotho, Nicaragua, Nepal, and Venezuela. Crashing oil prices threatened countries including Angola, Azerbaijan, Bolivia, Gabon, Iraq, Iran, Kazakhstan, Libya, Nigeria, South Sudan, Sudan, and Venezuela. Meanwhile, as global demand plummeted, falling commodity prices slashed the export revenues of countries such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mozambique, and Peru.50 To add insult to injury, capital actually flowed out of these developing economies as investors, staring at a spiraling calamity, became more skittish and risk averse. As a result, access to financing diminished and the cost of borrowing increased at the exact moment when countries required historically high spending to address the crisis. Many poor countries found themselves in an impossible financial bind.51

Internally, the public health measures that had proven effective in buying time to flatten the curve in wealthier nations—stay-at-home orders, business closures, quarantines, and other protocols—had limited impact in many developing ones. Too many governments in low- and middle-income countries lacked the capacity to capitalize on lockdowns to quickly ramp up COVID testing, contact tracing (which requires a large health care labor force), and workable isolation strategies. They were also unable to rapidly build up health care infrastructure and purchase needed equipment.52 A worldwide scarcity of testing kits and the global scramble for protective equipment meant poorer nations stood last in line to receive essential supplies.53

As a result, a particularly cruel process unfolded across the global South whereby initial containment measures proved insufficient to keep the virus in check but inflicted grave damage on vulnerable people and economies already battered from the pandemic-induced worldwide recession. It therefore proved impossible—and untenable—to maintain containment measures. With the livelihoods of millions of people hanging in the balance, it was not feasible, humane, or enforceable to shut down commerce and force people to stay indoors for too long.54 One South African study on the effects of disrupted health services and incomes in sub-Saharan Africa, published in June, for example, estimated that extended lockdown measures risked killing many more people than the disease itself.55

There was also little access to adequate social safety nets, such as stimulus checks issued by the government or extended unemployment benefits. For example, by the fall, G20 countries had put forward stimulus funding packages that averaged 22 percent of GDP to benefit their citizens and hold together parts of the economy. By comparison, the average country in sub-Saharan Africa was able to spend only 3 percent of GDP. When it came to aid for the poorest citizens, the World Bank estimated that the average advanced economy spent $695 per person, compared to $4 per person in developing countries.56

As the WHO attempted to offer guidance, the organization clearly wrestled with the profound public health and economic dilemmas facing the developing world. But its messages were mixed and often incoherent. On January 23, a WHO representative in Beijing described China’s lockdown of 11 million people in Wuhan as “a very important indication of the commitment to contain the epidemic,” while calling it “unprecedented in public health history” and noting it was “certainly not a recommendation the WHO has made.”57 A month later, an assistant director general of the organization praised China’s draconian actions, claiming they had “changed the course of the virus.” Other countries were advised to “think about whether they apply something, not necessarily through lockdowns, but the same rigorous approach.”58 On March 11, 2020, the day the WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic, the organization’s director general, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, called on countries to take “urgent and aggressive action” to suppress and control the virus.59 Two weeks later, after a meeting between the WHO representative in Dhaka and the Dhaka South City Corporation mayor, Sayeed Khokon, the mayor claimed the WHO had recommended that Bangladesh move into lockdown—an assertion the organization immediately denied, saying it had instead simply “presented several alternatives.”60

Then, on April 14, the WHO updated its COVID-19 guidance, seeming to caution developing countries against the most stringent measures:


In many countries where community transmission has led to outbreaks with near exponential growth, countries have introduced widespread population-level physical distancing measures and movement restrictions in order to slow spread and set in place other control measures. Physical distancing measures and movement restrictions, often referred to as “shut downs” and “lock downs,” can slow COVID-19 transmission by limiting contact between people. However, these measures can have a profound negative impact on individuals, communities, and societies by bringing social and economic life to a near stop. Such measures disproportionately affect disadvantaged groups, including people in poverty, migrants, internally displaced people and refugees, who most often live in overcrowded and under resourced settings, and depend on daily labour for subsistence.61



On the very same day, however, the organization’s regional director for Southeast Asia lauded India’s “tough and timely” nationwide shutdown, saying it “would go a long way in arresting the virus spread.”62 Through late spring and summer, the WHO urged developing countries to be cautious in lifting stay-at-home orders lest it contribute to uncontrolled spread of the coronavirus. Matshidiso Moeti, WHO regional director for Africa, acknowledged in May that “these actions came at great social and economic cost, particularly for the most vulnerable and there is an understandable push to lift the measures as rapidly as they were implemented.” But, she added, “WHO urges countries to follow a step by step approach” in opening back up.63 And as restrictions eased and COVID cases inevitably escalated, the WHO urged governments to consider reimposing intermittent lockdowns to curb the spread.64

In other words, the WHO had difficulty reconciling the inherent tension between the emergency public health measures required to contain exponential growth of the virus and the harsh economic realities present throughout much of the developing world. On October 8, 2020, David Nabarro, special envoy on COVID-19 for the WHO, tried to make the guidance crystal clear: “The only time we believe a lockdown is justified is to buy you time to reorganize, regroup, rebalance your resources, protect your health workers who are exhausted, but by and large, we’d rather not do it.”65 The tragic reality was that many poorer nations that imposed strict lockdowns were simply in no position to avail themselves of the time purchased at such great cost.

In January 2021, the World Bank estimated that emerging markets and developing economies contracted by 2.6 percent in 2020, representing the worst economic performance in the developing world since at least 1960 (the earliest year with available aggregate data). Excluding China, the downturn was projected to be a whopping 5 percent. More than 80 percent of emerging markets and developing economies experienced recessions, reflecting a higher share of suffering than was the case during the 2008–9 financial crisis. The pandemic caused per capita incomes to fall in more than 90 percent of emerging markets and developing economies; in over half of these countries, five or more years of gains were wiped out, and more than a quarter saw at least ten years of per capita gains erased.66

Consequently, poverty rates across the developing world increased in 2020 for the first time since 1998.67 In just the first six months of the crisis alone, the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation estimated that extreme poverty across the globe had already increased by 7 percent, swelling the ranks of the world’s poorest by 37 million people.68 All told, the World Bank projected that 110 to 150 million people could be added to the rolls of the extremely impoverished by the end of 2021, representing the largest projected increase since it began tracking data, while the UN Development Programme estimated that the pandemic could increase the current number by 207 million. The UN also assessed that the pandemic could force 490 million people into poverty as defined more broadly to include those losing access to either clean water, adequate food, or shelter.69 Moreover, even as the world economy continues to bounce back from the Great Lockdown, deepening poverty could linger for years. Homi Kharas, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, calculated that half of the expected rise in extreme poverty could become permanent.70 In the absence of dramatic action, the UN warned that the global poverty rate could still be as high as 7 percent by 2030, compared to the pre-pandemic projection of 3 percent.71

The long-term ripple effects on development and inequality stemming from disruptions in childhood education, nutrition, water, sanitation, and access to vaccinations for other diseases could also be profound. A November 2020 report by UNICEF found that the number of children living in “multidimensional poverty”—defined as lacking access to education, health, housing, nutrition, sanitation, or water—had already increased by 15 percent (representing an additional 150 million children) by mid-2020 due to the pandemic. “And there are more hidden impacts,” the report continued, including “loss of future employment potential, rising violence, increased poverty, mental health issues and COVID-related long-term morbidity for children who are malnourished or already vulnerable.”72 In December, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs estimated that pandemic-related disruptions in essential health services could wipe out twenty years of progress in combating HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria, potentially doubling annual death tolls from these diseases.73

Taken together, the sheer scale of economic misery set in motion by COVID-19 seemed almost unimaginable. Yet the international community did far too little to help those most at risk. Major donors were already becoming increasingly stingy before the pandemic. In 2019, the volume of international humanitarian assistance around the world dropped by $1.6 billion to less than $30 billion—the first such decrease since 2012—even as humanitarian requirements increased.74 Then, as the pandemic wreaked its havoc, most wealthy countries became fixated on their crises at home. Cooperation aimed at assisting the world’s poorest nations and people was scant. In March 2020, the UN announced the COVID-19 Global Humanitarian Response Plan (GHRP), aimed at addressing the short-term needs of five dozen of the world’s most vulnerable countries. The initial financial appeal for the plan, which would be implemented by UN agencies in cooperation with international nongovernmental organizations, was for $2 billion; that amount was increased to $6.7 billion in May and $10.3 billion in July.75 Combined with other humanitarian appeals, in 2020 the UN was asking for the largest-ever donations from member states, a total of $39 billion. But by November only $17 billion had been provided. Meanwhile, the UN anticipated that a record 235 million people would need humanitarian assistance in 2021—a 40 percent increase from the 168 million in need in 2020.76



PERU’S POTEMKIN PROGRESS

It was not just the world’s poorest countries that were pummeled by the pandemic. Many nations that had been rapidly on the rise fared no better. No country epitomized this more than Peru.

In the decades before COVID-19, Peru was one of Latin America’s true success stories—a country that had moved beyond insurgency and dictatorship to become one of the region’s most dynamic economies. Propelled by free market reforms, fiscal discipline, and strong mineral and agricultural exports, the country’s economy grew by 6.1 percent annually between 2002 and 2013, outpacing most other countries in the region. Peru catapulted into the upper tier of middle-income countries (defined by the World Bank as having per capita incomes of between $4,046 and $12,535). As per capita incomes increased, poverty declined and the middle class swelled.77

Peru reported its first COVID case on March 6, when a twenty-five-year-old man who had traveled to Spain, France, and the Czech Republic tested positive.78 This was typical: initially COVID-19 came to Latin America through wealthier citizens who had recently traveled overseas.79 But soon the contagion became indiscriminate, with the harshest impacts falling on the poor and marginalized. By May, COVID-19 was so pervasive throughout Latin America that the WHO declared it the new global epicenter of the pandemic.80

Unlike regional powers Brazil and Mexico, Peru took the outbreak seriously from the start. The same day the WHO officially declared COVID-19 to be a global pandemic, March 11, Peru canceled all classes in public and private schools. Four days later, when the country had only seventy-one confirmed COVID-19 cases and no deaths, President Martín Vizcarra declared a state of emergency, moving aggressively to seal the country’s borders, limit domestic travel, and forbid nonessential businesses’ operations. It was one of the earliest and most stringent lockdowns in Latin America. The nation’s police and army were mobilized to help enforce containment measures, detaining thousands of people who violated the protocols. Only in July did the government begin gradually reopening the economy. This seemed to put Peru in a good position: early moves to shut down the country bought time to stock up on ventilators and add hundreds of new intensive care beds across the country. The government also tested people at a higher rate per capita than anywhere else in Latin America.81

After nearly two decades of impressive economic growth, Peru had resources its neighbors did not, and it quickly rolled out one of the region’s biggest economic relief packages. Aid not only aimed to keep businesses afloat and people on official payrolls but also targeted the poor and workers in the informal economy with cash transfers. The government initially provided approximately 7 billion soles (1.1 percent of GDP) in direct transfers to support vulnerable households during the lockdown, and in late July it approved an additional cash transfer of 6.4 billion soles (0.9 percent of GDP).82

In other words, Peru seemed to do a lot of things right. And yet it was not enough. By July, when public health restrictions were loosened, the country of 33 million people had more than 288,000 confirmed cases of COVID-19 and 9,860 deaths. Peru rocketed to the second-highest number of cases (after Brazil) in Latin America, and it became one of the globe’s worst coronavirus hotspots. In mid-August, as cases spiraled out of control, the government was forced to reimpose some restrictions. By late December, the number of cases had climbed to more than 1 million, with more than 37,000 deaths. At the time, this represented the sixth-highest number of recorded deaths per 100,000 people in the world.83 Peru’s fate seemed similar to that of other middle-income countries in Latin America, including Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, and Mexico, all of which had very high numbers of deaths per capita and case fatality rates. Moreover, analysis of excess deaths in Peru suggests that the real toll was perhaps double the reported figure.84

How could this happen? Put simply, Peru’s actions to contain the virus were not enough to overcome the deep structural challenges it—like so many other developing nations—faced: densely packed cities, an underresourced health care system, gaping inequality, a large number of informal workers, and grinding poverty. Across Latin America, almost one-fifth of the population lives in situations that make social distancing a pipe dream; in pre-COVID Peru, more than one-third of the urban population resided in crowded slums in the capital, Lima, and other cities. These impoverished neighborhoods—characterized by shacks made of wood, scrap metal, and bricks—also typically lack adequate sanitation and clean water and have limited access to health care.85 “They asked us to wash our hands,” Hugo Ñopo of the Peruvian research group Grade said in June, “but [only] one in three poor households has access to running water.”86

For decades, Peru also had one of the lowest levels of public investment in health care in Latin America. The result was a run-down system with low capacity, a shortage of essential supplies, and highly unequal access to care. Though the government acted quickly, the systemic vulnerability at the heart of the problem was too deep to overcome.

Economic disparities were another critical factor. In 2018, Peru’s Gini coefficient—a common measure of inequality—was 0.43 (the average across Latin America and the Caribbean as a whole was 0.46). A Gini coefficient of zero expresses perfect equality, whereas a coefficient of 1 expresses maximum inequality. By comparison, the average score in high-income countries in 2018 was 0.32. Peru’s inequality was emblematic of Latin America’s standing as the second-most-unequal region in the world (after sub-Saharan Africa).87 Consequently, despite years of economic growth, poverty remained a major challenge. In 2018, 16.8 percent of Peruvians still fell below the poverty line, and the proportion of people living in extreme poverty was 3.7 percent.88 The pandemic “expos[ed] the fact that there are still a lot of people in poverty who we didn’t see before,” a Peru-based advisor for an international nongovernmental organization advocating for informal workers remarked in June. “They are earning day to day and working in difficult conditions.”89

Moreover, many Peruvians not technically considered poor still worked in highly precarious circumstances. Across Latin America and the Caribbean, about 54 percent of the labor force works in street sales, small retail shops, part-time construction, domestic work, and other jobs in the informal economy. In Peru prior to the pandemic, that number was nearly 70 percent.90 “The government’s [lockdown] strategy works for the 30 percent of Peru that is employed in the formal sector, that’s been growing economically,” Iván Hidalgo Romero, academic director at the Institute of Government and Public Management in Lima, observes. “But there’s another 70 percent of Peru, which is informal, that doesn’t have access to basic services of health, education, nutrition, or to pensions and financial safety nets.”91 This combination meant that millions of Peruvians had little to no cushion against the twin shocks of the pandemic and lockdown. The veneer of meteoric economic progress had obscured these underlying realities—but COVID-19 revealed them.

Economic assistance from the government helped, but the sheer scale of the crisis overwhelmed these efforts. The lack of adequate, up-to-date information on impoverished households frustrated government attempts to assist those most in need. This became harder still as tens of thousands of Peruvians fled the cities for their home villages, which complicated disbursement of the economic relief that so many of them needed. The fact that only 43 percent of Peruvians had a bank account made cash transfers difficult to execute. And local corruption further weakened the impact of assistance programs; by June, anticorruption prosecutors had opened more than 500 inquiries looking into reports that officials diverted assistance for the poor into their own pockets.92

Socioeconomic conditions also aggravated design flaws in the government’s pandemic containment strategy. “When the option is to die of hunger or hope that this illness doesn’t get you,” Luis David Arias Gutiérrez, a street vendor in Lima, said in June, “of course you break quarantine to try and feed your family.”93 The stringency of the lockdown led to crowds clustering at markets and banks at particular times, helping spread the virus. Because over 40 percent of Peruvian homes lack refrigerators, daily trips to the market are a part of life. This was always going to make it difficult for many Peruvians to stay home. But by limiting times and days available for people to shop for food, and by prohibiting delivery services and closing restaurants even for takeout, government restrictions produced massive crowds desperate to get to stores during operating hours. Thus the country’s markets became “the main sources of contagion,” President Vizcarra acknowledged. “We had markets with 40, 50, 80 percent of sellers infected.… You would buy, you would get infected, you would go home with the virus, and you would spread it to the whole family,” he told the BBC.94 Similarly, the widespread lack of bank accounts created swelling crowds outside banks as desperate people waited to receive physical cash payments that would help them weather the crisis.95

As the virus seeped through these cracks, the Peruvian economy was effectively crushed. Total economic activity fell by more than 40 percent in April, the first full month of the lockdown, and then contracted by a record 72 percent in the second quarter. In October, the IMF estimated that Peru’s economy would decline by 13.9 percent in 2020. In December, the International Labour Organization estimated 2020 job losses in Peru to total 1.5 million.96 This mirrored the calamity throughout Latin America and the Caribbean, with the IMF calculating that the economic contraction spawned by the pandemic was 7.4 percent in 2020, amounting to the region’s worst downturn on record.97

All of this threatened to throw Peru’s success story out the window. The number of Peruvians living in poverty was estimated to have increased to 25.8 percent by the end of 2020, jumping around 9 percentage points from the previous year, while the ranks of the extremely poor were forecast to more than double, from 3.7 percent to 7.6 percent.98 “Here we are congratulating ourselves in Peru for starting to be a middle-class country,” Pablo Lavado, an economist at Lima’s Pacific University, told the New York Times in June. “But it turns out our middle class is very vulnerable, very fragile.”99 The same proved true across Latin America. As Luis Alberto Moreno, the president of the Inter-American Development Bank from 2005 to 2020, observed:


Latin America’s COVID-19 crisis is, above all, a crisis of inequality. All over the world, the virus has fallen hardest on vulnerable racial and socioeconomic groups, revealing vast inequalities in access to education, health care, and other resources.… This is a crisis that has been decades in the making, one that therapeutics or a vaccine will not solve.100





WORSE THAN THE CONTAGION

“It has been clear for some time that it is not the virus itself doing most harm in vulnerable countries,” Mark Lowcock, the UN’s undersecretary general for humanitarian affairs and emergency relief coordinator, wrote in December 2020. “It is the secondary impacts of the subsequent lockdowns and global recession.” Moreover, while the coronavirus “has been devastating … for many countries,” Lowcock observed, “it was yet another layer of hardship on top of protracted conflicts, the effects of climate change, and the worst locust plague for a generation.”101

Consider the case of Kenya. In early 2020, hundreds of millions of desert locusts descended across East Africa. The crop-eating pests devoured everything in their path. It was the worst infestation in seventy years, exacerbated by abnormally heavy rainfalls the previous fall caused by the Indian Ocean dipole, a phenomenon made worse by the warming of the Indian Ocean due to climate change. Troublingly, this accelerated the locusts’ breeding capacity. “They are up and down, they are everywhere,” Mwikali Nzoka said as she observed her eight-acre farm in Maseki, a town in eastern Kenya, in February. “It was so green here. It might become a desert soon.”102

In the five years preceding COVID-19, Kenya’s economy grew by an average of 5.7 percent per year, making it one of the fastest-growing countries in sub-Saharan Africa.103 Yet more than a third of the country’s 46 million people still experienced extreme poverty, and 14.5 million experienced some level of food insecurity. In a country where three-quarters of the population earn all or part of their income from agriculture, the locusts and the effects of climate change were already posing an enormous challenge. Then the pandemic struck.104

By the end of March, with relatively few COVID-19 cases reported, President Uhuru Kenyatta’s government moved to suspend most air travel, tighten border controls, close schools and churches and mosques, restrict public gatherings, severely limit movements within the country, and impose curfews in urban areas.105 But given that only 23 percent of Kenyan households have an internet connection and nearly 84 percent of the workforce are informal laborers, such measures were of limited value. Just as we saw with Bangladesh and Peru, for the significant number of Kenyans living in urban slums—in this case, in Nairobi, Mombasa, and elsewhere—social distancing was simply a fantasy. People left their homes to eke out a living. On several occasions, Kenyan police were accused of using excessive force to enforce lockdowns, shooting and beating people found shopping at markets or out on the street returning from work, prompting protests and further clashes.106

As in so many other countries, the global economic crisis pushed Kenya to the edge of disaster. The country’s exports, tourism revenue, and remittance flows suffered, and personal incomes fell. Kenya’s finance minister estimated that COVID-19 would cause Kenya’s once-impressive economic growth to fall to around 0.6 percent in 2020—not nearly enough to keep pace with the country’s rapidly growing population.107

As economic marginalization deepened, a battle developed for something many in wealthier countries take for granted: food. Lockdown disruptions contributed to short-term spikes in prices for maize and beans in Nairobi and other localities as demand grew and cross-border trade was disrupted.108 In April, thousands of hungry people, desperate for help, stampeded food aid deliveries in the Kibera neighborhood of Nairobi, the country’s largest slum. Many were injured and two people were killed. Men with sticks beat people back, and the police fired tear gas.109 That same month, a video went viral of a widow in Mombasa who once washed laundry but now struggled to find work. The clip showed her cooking stones for her eight children in the hope that they would fall asleep before realizing there was no food to eat.110

Abundant rains helped keep Kenya’s agricultural production high. But falling incomes meant that many Kenyans’ ability to afford the available food was declining. In a June survey conducted by the International Committee of the Red Cross in the Lamu area, for example, 85 percent of respondents reported that food prices at local markets had increased, while 82 percent said the pandemic had reduced their incomes and thus their ability to buy food.111 All told, outside of active conflict zones in Africa, Kenya was listed among the nations on the continent projected to be in the greatest need of humanitarian relief, with 3.6 million facing hunger.112 The situation in many of Kenya’s neighbors—including Ethiopia, South Sudan, Sudan, and Somalia—was even worse.

Mounting distress forced a gradual reopening of Kenya’s economy at the end of April, and in early July many other restrictions were scrapped. The rollback of containment measures occurred despite rising infection rates: cases increased from a total of around 6,700 (with 149 confirmed deaths) at the beginning of July to 34,000 (with 577 confirmed deaths) by September and approximately 96,000 (with 1,670 confirmed deaths) by the end of the year. Yet, interestingly, case fatality rates appeared exceedingly low (around 1.7 percent as of December, far below the global average), perhaps a result of the youthful composition of the population in Nairobi and Mombasa, where COVID-19 was most prevalent.113 Kenya was not unique in this regard. In September, the WHO observed that deaths from the virus remained relatively low across sub-Saharan Africa. In fact, despite a second wave of cases in the fall and winter, by December almost every one of the fifty-four countries on the continent registered fewer total deaths than the United States suffered each day.114 In a cruel twist, in Africa as a whole, economic marginalization and food insecurity unleashed by the pandemic and the measures to contain it loomed much larger than the disease itself.



A PANDEMIC OF HUNGER

Globally, from 1990 to 2015, the number of people facing chronic hunger dropped by roughly a quarter. But by 2020, that number had risen from 796 million to 821 million, with those experiencing acute hunger increasing by 70 percent to 135 million.115 Hunger plagued even agriculture-rich regions, such as Latin America. A 2019 report by the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) found that despite Latin America and the Caribbean producing 23 percent of global agricultural and fisheries exports, one in three people in the region experienced food insecurity.116 Worldwide, the biggest factors driving these trends were ongoing armed conflicts, climate change, and existing economic vulnerabilities. The pandemic intersected with these existing trends and magnified their impact. Food insecurity worsened in Afghanistan, Burkina Faso, Central African Republic, Chad, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Kenya, Lebanon, Lesotho, Myanmar, Niger, Palestine, Pakistan, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, Uganda, Yemen, and elsewhere.

There were fears at the outset of the COVID crisis that it might trigger reductions in the aggregate worldwide food supply. In the United Kingdom, for example, nonprofits warned that farmers would be forced to throw out a third of their harvests in the case of a coronavirus-induced shortage in the migrant workforce.117 In some developing countries, pastoral communities were unable to move animals to seasonal sources of food and water, harming the animals’ health and reducing the sales value of their livestock.118 Globally, however, production levels for rice, wheat, and maize—the three most widely consumed staple crops—managed to remain at or near all-time highs despite the pandemic.119

Disruptions in the global food trade caused by COVID-19 were also less than initially feared. By late April 2020, seventeen countries had announced or introduced temporary export restrictions on foodstuffs, including Russia, the world’s largest exporter of wheat.120 At their height, total export restrictions represented about 5 percent of the caloric value of globally traded food.121 This created particular risks for sub-Saharan Africa, which relies heavily on imports of cereals to compensate for shortages in local food production.122 But most of these restrictions proved short-lived (as of September, only Kyrgyzstan had such a ban still in place), and generally speaking, the global food trade proved more resilient than overall trade.123

It is important to note, however, that hunger crises rarely originate from problems with aggregate supply. Rather, they stem from disruptions in supply chains that prevent food from getting to those who need it. Hunger is also impacted by sudden changes in economic circumstances—such as spikes in food prices or declines in income—that limit the poor’s access to food. And it was here where the impact of the pandemic on food insecurity was most acute.

By December 2020, the FAO had reported seven consecutive months of rising world food prices, producing an almost six-year high in the index of cereals, oilseeds, dairy products, meat, and sugar; a separate estimate by the World Bank found that food prices increased by 14 percent across the globe in 2020 even as income losses made it harder for many to afford to eat.124 Price hikes were even more pronounced in certain locales. In Syria, monthly food costs surged 240 percent, and in Sudan, the price of staple food crops doubled.125 In large part, local fluctuations were the consequence of restrictions put in place to contain the pandemic. Farmers, traders, and workers involved in agricultural and food supply chains were typically exempt from lockdowns and mobility restrictions. But curfews limited the work of farmers and traders bringing food to the markets. Some street and open-air markets were closed. And with broader restrictions on travel, the local cost of food soared. Simply put, at a time when incomes were falling and prices were rising, millions of people across the developing world could not access the essential food items they required.126 Meanwhile, falling commodity export prices, declining tourism, and other sources of economic distress robbed developing countries of the cash required to address mounting humanitarian needs. And as international donor countries suffered their own economic crises and turned inward, the revenue and political will to provide necessary aid failed to materialize.

In August 2020, the United States Department of Agriculture predicted that the income shock from COVID-19 would add 83.5 million people in low- and middle-income countries to the global ranks of the chronically hungry.127 Meanwhile, the UN World Food Programme (WFP) estimated that in countries where it operated, approximately 272 million people were acutely food insecure or at risk of being so due to COVID-19, doubling the 2019 total. Absent concerted international action, the UN agency concluded, the pandemic might eventually produce famines in as many as thirty-five countries.128 The humanitarian organization Oxfam echoed those concerns, noting that COVID-19 had “combined with the impacts of conflict, spiraling inequality, and an escalating climate crisis to shake an already broken global food system to its foundations, leaving millions more on the brink of starvation.”129

On October 9, 2020, the WFP was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for its efforts to combat surging global hunger in the midst of the pandemic. While the committee noted the WFP’s efforts to ramp up assistance, the award seemed to be driven primarily by a desire to call attention to the escalating food crisis unleashed by COVID-19. Immediately following the announcement, David Beasley, the executive director of the WFP, issued an urgent plea to the international community—and to the world’s many billionaires in particular—to step up to provide $5 billion in additional aid. In the absence of more resources, Beasley predicted, there were “a dozen or two dozen places around the world that, if we don’t get the support that they need,… you are going to have famine … of biblical proportions.” He also warned that food crises sparked by the pandemic could fuel further destabilization, conflict, and mass displacement, contributing to a vicious cycle that threatened to immiserate millions more people around the world.130 In December, Beasley predicted that 2021 was likely to be “the worst humanitarian crisis year since the beginning of the United Nations” more than seven decades ago.131
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Conflict and Contagion


ON FEBRUARY 24, 2020, Ali Rabiei, a government spokesperson for the Islamic Republic of Iran, stepped to the podium. His objective was simple: reassure the Iranian people that the regime had COVID-19 contained. Standing next to him was Iraj Harirchi, Iran’s deputy health minister and the official in charge of battling the outbreak. Both men offered confident and comforting words, but the video of the press conference told a different story. Throughout the briefing, Harirchi coughed, wiped his face and eyes, and sweated profusely. A day later, the public learned that Harirchi had contracted COVID-19, which showed that the contagion was not, in fact, under control.1 Not only was the virus spreading throughout Iran, but it had penetrated the inner sanctum of the Iranian government.

The virus seems to have traveled to Iran via Chinese students or workers visiting seminaries in the holy city of Qom. Though the Iranian government had reported the first confirmed fatalities from the disease on February 19, COVID-19 had been circulating unchecked in the holy city for weeks. Because Qom is the spiritual center of Iran’s clerical establishment, with a steady stream of religious pilgrims and official visitors, the outbreak in the city helped radiate the virus outward to other population centers and facilitated its spread within elite circles. It soon became impossible to mask the growing crisis. A video widely shared on social media revealed body bags piling up at a Qom cemetery, and satellite images surfaced showing mass graves being dug in the city.2 By mid-March, tens of thousands of Iranians were infected, including dozens of government officials and prominent religious figures. At the time, the World Health Organization estimated that the mounting Iranian death toll, officially numbered in the thousands, might be off by a factor of five.3

The refusal to level with the Iranian people about what was happening in Qom was indicative of the regime’s bungled response. Early on, as the epidemic raged in Wuhan, Iran’s government hesitated to cut off travel to China out of concern about alienating its largest trading partner and the only remaining buyer of the country’s oil. Early suspicious cases were dismissed, and the regime failed to prepare the nation’s health care system.4 Then, when Tehran finally announced a ban on flights from China in early February, Mahan Air—a private airline operated by the regime’s praetorians, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)—continued to covertly fly routes to and from Chinese cities.5 To further maintain the appearance of normalcy, Iranian officials encouraged mass demonstrations to celebrate the forty-first anniversary of the Iranian revolution on February 11 and went ahead with the scheduled February 21 parliamentary elections—decisions that undoubtedly facilitated the spread of the virus.

Even as the Revolutionary Guard was circumventing official efforts to contain COVID-19, it sought to politicize the pandemic, casting blame on Iran’s enemies and positioning the IRGC as national heroes. Guard officials described the virus as an “American biological invasion” and a “Zionist biological terrorist attack.” A professor at the IRGC-run Baqiyatallah University of Medical Sciences declared on Iranian state TV that the contagion was a “biological ethnic weapon” specifically created by both the Americans and Israelis to target Iranian DNA. The country’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, echoed these conspiracy theories.6 Meanwhile, the Guard presented itself as the nation’s health savior, ready to help beleaguered doctors and nurses. In early March, Iranian authorities announced that 300,000 troops from the IRGC and its Basij militia would deploy across the country to help sanitize public places, direct traffic, and test and treat sickened individuals.7

As COVID-19 spread, the country found itself caught in an economic maelstrom. In 2015, Iran had reached an agreement with the Obama administration, along with China, France, Germany, Russia, and the United Kingdom, to constrain its nuclear activities in exchange for sanctions relief. But regime corruption and mismanagement had prevented Iran from reaping the full economic benefits. Then, in May 2018, President Trump walked away from the nuclear accord—which he had described as a “disaster” and “the worst deal ever negotiated” during the 2016 presidential campaign—and reimposed sweeping economic penalties on Tehran. American sanctions cut Iran off from the global financial system and crippled its ability to sell oil. In doing so, Trump promised that his “maximum pressure” campaign would force the regime to capitulate to a tougher nuclear agreement and tame Iran’s support for terrorism and militancy across the Middle East. The opposite happened. Iran resumed nuclear activities prohibited under the nuclear pact and ramped up its regional provocations: targeting shipping in the Persian Gulf, launching drone and missile strikes against Saudi oil infrastructure, and authorizing Iranian-backed Shia militia to launch rockets against U.S. forces in Iraq. Nevertheless, Trump’s sanctions did succeed in decimating the Iranian economy. Oil exports—which made up a substantial portion of Iran’s overall economic activity and, especially, government revenue prior to the reimposition of sanctions—plummeted from around 2.5 million barrels per day in 2018 to a few hundred thousand barrels a day in early 2020. Inflation skyrocketed, Iran’s currency sank, and unemployment swelled. Iran’s economy declined by more than 7 percent in 2019, and the country was poised for a dismal 2020 even before the pandemic.8 Sanctions also complicated Iran’s ability to manage the coronavirus. Although there were technical exemptions for humanitarian and medical assistance, the sweeping nature of Trump’s maximum pressure campaign made foreign entities skittish about providing such aid during the pandemic—a problem made all the worse when the United States completely blacklisted Iran’s entire banking system in October 2020.9

Already on economic life support, Iran was further battered as COVID-19 destroyed global demand for oil and Russia and Saudi Arabia refused to cut production. The resulting steep decline in oil prices hit all oil producers hard—but Iran suffered disproportionately because sanctions forced it to sell its oil below market prices.10 Moreover, while the regime never imposed a complete lockdown, the steps it took to curtail the spread of COVID-19—including incrementally ratcheting up restrictions on public and religious gatherings, schools, and businesses from late February to mid-March—further compounded its already abysmal economic situation. Millions of Iranians lost jobs or had their wages and hours cut. Declining tax revenues due to business closures and ongoing sanctions robbed the regime of the financial wherewithal to provide an adequate safety net.11 All told, the International Monetary Fund estimated that Iran’s economy declined by another 5 percent in 2020.12

As Iran sought to pull itself out of its economic death spiral, it increasingly turned to China. Trade relations between the two nations had already deepened in the wake of Trump’s reimposition of sanctions. During an August 2019 visit by Iranian foreign minister Javad Zarif to Beijing, China’s foreign minister, Wang Yi, had described the two countries as “comprehensive strategic partners.” The pandemic provided an incentive to make this a reality. In July, a leaked document suggested that Iran and China were edging toward a twenty-five-year strategic agreement to deepen trade, political, cultural, and military ties. The deal was signed in March 2021, potentially paving the way for as much as $400 billion in Chinese investment in Iranian infrastructure over the course of twenty-five years and the integration of the Islamic Republic into China’s Belt and Road Initiative. In exchange, Beijing would reportedly gain preferential access to Iranian oil.13

Iran’s president, Hassan Rouhani, was also forced to ease up on restrictions at home in a desperate attempt to salvage the economy. In the months before the pandemic, economic conditions and grievances against the regime had driven widespread demonstrations across the country. In November 2019, an estimated 200,000 Iranians in more than 100 cities and towns had taken to the streets. The demonstrations had prompted mass arrests, and the IRGC and other security forces had gunned down hundreds of people. It was the deadliest response to political unrest since the revolution, outstripping even the violence deployed by the regime during the 2009 Green Movement protests.14 Then, as COVID-19 entered the mix, the regime was confronted by new existential challenges. By early April 2020, conditions had become so dire that fifty economists sent a letter to Rouhani warning that the pandemic and associated economic situation could spark escalating social upheaval. Shortly thereafter, Rouhani eased businesses and government entities back online, declaring it “a necessity for the country.”15

The decision to loosen restrictions before the virus was under control predictably contributed to a second devastating wave of infections. When the lockdown was lifted in April, Iran had officially reported around 70,000 COVID-19 cases and 4,400 deaths. By July, the numbers skyrocketed to nearly 230,000 confirmed cases and almost 11,000 deaths—by far the highest tally in the Middle East. And this was only officially released data; the actual numbers were likely much higher.16 Rouhani had let slip that serological testing suggested that as many as 25 million Iranians (out of a total population of 83 million) might have been exposed.17 Beginning in October, the regime had no choice but to reimpose some of the containment measures it had eased months earlier in Tehran and other cities, shutting public spaces, canceling events, and closing schools, mosques, movie theaters, museums, wedding venues, beauty salons, gyms, cafes, zoos, and swimming pools.18 By the end of the year, Iran recorded more than 1.2 million COVID-19 cases and 55,000 deaths (representing 426 percent and 404 percent increases, respectively, in just six months). As eye popping as these numbers were, health officials acknowledged that the real number of cases was probably twice as high, and a senior member of Iran’s Supreme Medical Council said that deaths were likely three or four times higher than the official number.19


SPILLOVER

In the weeks following the initial outbreak in Iran, more than 130,000 Afghans who had sought refuge and work in their neighboring nation returned to Afghanistan. The two countries share a 500-mile border, and many Afghans had made the journey to Iran years earlier to escape war, drug trafficking, and economic deprivation. Now they were reversing course. “The situation [in Iran] was getting worse every day,” one young Afghan laborer at a camp in Herat province, on the Iranian border, told The Guardian. “Because of the quarantine I couldn’t work anymore,” and “I was afraid of the coronavirus.”20 As the mass exodus ensued, returnees encountered few border controls and no medical screenings—so they came back to Afghanistan carrying the virus unchecked and unmonitored. On February 25, Afghanistan reported its first case of COVID-19 in Herat, which would become the Afghan epicenter of the pandemic.21 The Iranian outbreak was spreading beyond its borders.

Soon the Afghan government jumped into action to contain the virus, closing schools and banning large gatherings and celebrations. By late March, government offices and all nonessential businesses in Kabul and other provincial capitals were ordered closed, domestic airlines were grounded, and road travel was restricted. The imperative to do so was clear: given the inadequacy and fragility of Afghanistan’s health care system, there was no prospect of the country handling the full brunt of COVID-19. Months after the contagion reached the country, there were still only a few hundred ventilators available nationwide for 35 million Afghans.

As was the case in many low-income nations, the fact that the majority of Afghans worked in the informal sector and fell below the poverty line meant that social distancing was neither feasible nor enforceable, especially given the limited capacity and reach of the government. Low health literacy, a paucity of masks, and limited awareness of handwashing techniques further complicated the situation. So too did religious beliefs—including gathering in mosques—and a degree of cultural fatalism built up over decades of disaster after disaster assailing the Afghan people. Add porous borders and an ongoing war, and the difficulties of containing COVID-19 proved insurmountable. Given this, most early containment measures were abandoned by June.22 By the end of the year, official public health advisories were the butt of jokes, and many Afghans shunned masks and social distancing. “There’s no coronavirus,” a young seller of secondhand shoes in Kabul told the New York Times. “It’s a lie told by the government.”23

Given Afghanistan’s limited testing capacity, it is impossible to know with any precision how hard the country had been hit. Between March and December, only 180,000 tests were conducted throughout the country.24 In April, the Ministry of Public Health estimated that 25 million Afghans would eventually be infected with the coronavirus, and 110,000 would die—surpassing the total number of civilians killed in Afghanistan since the U.S. invasion in 2001.25 Four months later, based on antibody tests conducted on approximately 9,500 people across Afghanistan by the WHO and Johns Hopkins University, Afghanistan’s health minister estimated that 31.5 percent of the country’s population, and 53 percent of Kabul’s nearly 5 million residents, had already been infected. Though the official tally at the time stood at only 37,000 cases and around 1,300 deaths, it seems likely that the actual numbers were significantly higher. Overrun by endless disease and conflict, the health care system struggled to differentiate between deaths caused by COVID-19 and those resulting from other causes.26

The pandemic also placed additional stress on Afghanistan’s brittle economy. “The war has been an economic blow, but trade continues despite fighting,” Abdul Qayum Rahimi, the governor of Herat province from January 2019 to early April 2020, told the New York Times. In contrast, “the virus, it stops everything.”27 In July, the World Bank reported that Afghanistan’s economy, which grew by 2.9 percent in 2019, sharply contracted in the first half of 2020. It also estimated that the poverty rate would rise to between 61 and 72 percent (up from 55 percent in 2017, the last time it was measured) due to disruptions in shopkeeping, street and market sales, and daily labor in construction, agriculture, and personal services.28 And, in a country already accustomed to acute food shortages, pandemic-related spikes in food prices further threatened vulnerable segments of the population. The Integrated Food Security Phase Classification initiative estimated that the number of Afghans hit by severe food insecurity had increased from 12 million at the beginning of 2020 to 13.15 million by November, with an additional 10.56 million people on the edge. Altogether, over half the country’s population was in need of livelihood support or food aid.29

The COVID-19 outbreak came at a particularly fraught time for a country trying to extricate itself from decades of war. A week after the country’s first confirmed cases, the Trump administration and Taliban militants reached a fragile peace deal in Doha, Qatar. The accord called for the withdrawal of U.S. forces over the course of fourteen months in exchange for the Taliban severing ties with Al Qaeda, ensuring Afghanistan would not be a safe harbor for other international terrorists, and entering talks with the Afghan government. But the ensuing peace talks, originally planned for March, were delayed until September, as the two sides bickered over the release of prisoners. Meanwhile, violence against Afghan security forces raged throughout the spring and summer even as the number of American troops in the country declined from 13,000 to 8,600. By November, the Trump administration announced that the number would fall further, to 2,500 military personnel by January 2021.30 As the American presence dwindled, the virus hit the Afghan security forces hard. In June, security officials from the heavily contested Nangahar, Ghazni, Logar, and Kunduz provinces told the Washington Post that between 60 and 90 percent of their forces had been infected with COVID-19. Fearing further spread, American and NATO troops advising Afghan forces suspended most in-person training throughout the country.31

This convergence of challenges—some due to the pandemic, some simply a reality of a country long afflicted by war—gifted the Taliban with an opportunity to strengthen their bargaining position.32 The Taliban also sought to play up their willingness to help contain the virus, filling a perceived void left by the Afghan government. In March, the Taliban’s spokesperson tweeted that the group “via its Health Commission assures all international health organizations and WHO of its readiness to cooperate and coordinate with them in combating the coronavirus.”33 In reality, however, the group appeared to take few steps to implement public health measures in the areas they occupied.34 Reports also surfaced of serious illness and COVID-related deaths among the senior ranks of the Taliban, including unconfirmed reports that the group’s supreme leader had been infected, creating additional uncertainty about the balance of power between factions supporting peace talks and those taking a harder line.35



AN OPENING FOR ISIS

Iraq, neighboring Iran to the west, initially had better luck. The country reported its first case the day before Afghanistan did, and its initial outbreak was similarly linked to arrivals from Iran. Iraq’s high degree of social, religious, and economic interconnectedness with Iran seemed to put the country in a particularly precarious spot. Cognizant of these vulnerabilities, and knowing the country’s dilapidated health care system could easily be overwhelmed, Iraqi authorities moved quickly to impose a twenty-four-hour curfew, restrict domestic travel, cancel religious festivals, and close borders, airports, schools, and businesses. These measures kept the virus in check throughout the early spring. But movement restrictions were loosened for Ramadan in late April. And as public protests over COVID-related measures grew and the price of oil—which accounts for 90 percent of the Iraqi government’s revenue—plummeted, authorities were forced to loosen economic restrictions and border controls. Social distancing, proper hygiene, and the use of masks were encouraged, but many Iraqis—including those who could simply no longer afford to stay home—ignored the guidance.36

An explosion of cases ensued just as a new Iraqi government, led by Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi, came to power. At the beginning of May, there were just over 2,100 confirmed cases and fewer than 100 deaths. By June, there were approximately 6,900 confirmed cases and 215 deaths. The numbers increased to more than 51,000 and 2,050 by July and nearly doubled month after month. By the end of the year, Iraq had reported nearly 600,000 cases and 13,000 deaths.37 The health care system—badly strained by years of war and economic distress—was overrun. The UN envoy to Iraq estimated in August that the pandemic had increased poverty in Iraq by 10 percent, noting that one-third of the country’s population now fell below the poverty line and that 3 million Iraqis (out of a population of 40 million) could not afford to buy food.38

The pandemic also distracted from the campaign to keep pressure on the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Iraqi security forces had to contend with the possibility of contagion within their own ranks, and they were diverted away from counterterrorism missions to support government responses to COVID-19, including curfews and restrictions on vehicle movements.39 As they did, U.S. troops and other coalition forces supporting Iraqi military operations also pulled back. American forces had already been consolidating onto fewer bases due to escalating tensions with Iran. These tensions got worse in the aftermath of Trump’s decision to authorize a drone strike on Iranian general Qasem Soleimani, the head of the IRGC–Quds Force (Iran’s elite covert action wing), on January 3. The strike, which was in retaliation for rocket attacks by Iranian-backed militia against bases hosting U.S. troops and the siege of the American embassy in Baghdad by pro-militia groups, was aimed at “restoring deterrence.”40 It did not. Although COVID-19 and associated movement restrictions complicated Iranian logistical and financial support for proxy militia forces in Iraq, the Iranian regime sensed potential American weakness and tried to exploit it. At the same time, playing up the threat from the “Great Satan” served as a convenient way for the Iranian regime to divert attention from its own mishandling of the virus.41 Consequently, Tehran greenlit an increase in militia rocket and roadside bomb attacks against American troops and contractor convoys, and in response, the U.S. military shrank its footprint across Iraq to protect its forces.42

As the COVID-19 outbreak worsened, several countries in the counter-ISIS coalition—including Canada, the Czech Republic, France, New Zealand, Portugal, Spain, and the United Kingdom—also withdrew forces as a precaution. American operations against ISIS fighters continued, but interactions with Iraqi forces were substantially curtailed, with physical engagements, advising, and training shifting online.43 In late August, the Trump administration and the Kadhimi government—pressured to limit the American presence due to rising tensions with Iran—reached an agreement to reduce U.S. troop levels in Iraq by about one-third, from 5,200 to about 3,000. Following the agreement, the Trump administration announced additional withdrawals, promising to reduce the force to 2,500. And then, in September, Secretary of State Pompeo threatened to close the U.S. embassy in Baghdad unless the Kadhimi government took steps to end escalating attacks by Iranian-backed militia.44

Although Trump declared victory against the Islamic State in 2018, the reality was that ISIS was diminished but not destroyed—and it suddenly saw a chance to make a comeback. By the end of 2017, after more than three years of brutal fighting, ISIS had lost most of the territory under its control in Iraq and Syria. But as American forces were increasingly diverted to protect themselves against Iranian proxies, there was a substantial upswing in the number and complexity of ISIS attacks beginning in mid-2019.45 Further U.S. retrenchment forced by the pandemic accelerated these trends.

“What you are witnessing these days are only signs of big changes in the region that’ll offer greater opportunities than we had previously in the past decade,” ISIS leader Abu Ibrahim al-Qurashi posted online in May.46 The Islamic State called for supporters to spread the coronavirus and step up attacks.47 Across the summer of 2020, American military commanders noted a surge in ISIS activity, attributing the increase in attacks to “opportunistic exploitation of a confluence of factors,” including the Iraqi security forces’ “preoccupation” with measures to contain COVID-19.48 The Islamic State also sought to take advantage of fresh opportunities online. As social media platforms shifted attention away from cracking down on jihadist content toward combating misinformation associated with the pandemic, ISIS increased propaganda and recruiting efforts in cyberspace. The group even sought to exploit the crisis to raise cash, creating a website to sell fake “FDA-approved” N95 masks and other personal protective equipment for hospitals, nursing homes, and fire departments.49



THE FURY OF THE VIRUS AND THE FOLLY OF WAR

“Our world faces a common enemy: COVID-19,” United Nations secretary-general António Guterres said on March 23. Noting that vulnerable populations in conflict zones—including women and children, people with disabilities, the marginalized, the internally displaced, and refugees—were also at greatest risk from the pandemic, Guterres called for an immediate global cease-fire. “The fury of the virus illustrates the folly of war,” Guterres declared. “End the sickness of war and fight the disease that is ravaging our world.”50 Six days later, Pope Francis reinforced the secretary-general’s plea. It was imperative “to follow it up by ceasing all forms of hostilities, encouraging the creation of corridors for humanitarian aid, openness to diplomacy, and attention to those who find themselves in situations of vulnerability,” Francis declared during his weekly blessing, delivered from the Vatican Apostolic Library instead of St. Peter’s Square because of the lockdown in Italy. “May our joint fight against the pandemic … inspire a renewed commitment to overcome rivalries among leaders of nations and those parties involved.”51

These calls came relatively early in the pandemic—when COVID-19 was still largely concentrated in China and the West—in anticipation of the potentially devastating impacts the pandemic could have once it inevitably took hold in war-torn societies with large, vulnerable populations and ruined health care systems. Yet the appeal to a common humanity in the face of a shared external foe failed. A number of warring parties around the world acknowledged openness to the idea. But in none of the four countries listed by the World Bank in 2020 as engaged in “high-intensity” conflict (Afghanistan, Libya, Somalia, and Syria) nor in any of the thirteen nations described by the Bank as “medium-intensity” conflicts (Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Iraq, Mali, Mozambique, Myanmar, Niger, Nigeria, South Sudan, and Yemen) did conflict cease.52 Fighting also continued in other countries experiencing some level of insurgency, separatism, or organized extremist and criminal violence (including Bangladesh, Colombia, Egypt, Ethiopia, India, Mexico, Pakistan, the Philippines, Sudan, Thailand, Turkey, Ukraine, and Venezuela).

Even in conflict zones where one party supported humanitarian deescalation, other combatants demurred and fighting resumed in full force. In Colombia, for example, left-wing National Liberation Army (ELN) rebels announced a unilateral cease-fire in April, only to see the government in Bogotà balk.53 Likewise, in Cameroon, the Southern Cameroons Defense Forces (a prominent Anglophone separatist group) endorsed the global cease-fire for two weeks to allow medical assistance to enter areas under its control, but the Ambazonia Defense Forces (the largest Anglophone rebel organization) declined to stand down, and the Francophone-dominated government also refused to declare a truce. As hostilities continued, all sides targeted aid workers, disrupting humanitarian assistance shipments at a time when Cameroon was experiencing one of the highest rates of COVID-19 infection in Africa.54

Elsewhere, violence actually escalated in the immediate aftermath of the UN’s call for global cease-fire. By June, according to the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project, political violence had increased in forty-three countries and remained constant in another forty-five since the start of the pandemic.55

In Libya, for example, the UN-backed Government of National Accord (GNA) and its adversary, the Libyan National Army (LNA), both claimed to support a humanitarian stand-down to address COVID-19 prior to the UN call. Yet both sides later rejected a formal cease-fire. Instead, the flow of weapons from external backers (from Turkey and Qatar to the GNA and from the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, France, and Russia to the LNA) increased, as did the shelling of neighborhoods in Libya’s capital, Tripoli, where civilians were ordered to shelter in place and attacks continued on hospitals essential to dealing with the pandemic. In September, Stephanie Williams, the top UN official for Libya, warned that conditions had reached a “decisive turning point” because of the compounding hardship produced by the war and COVID-19, observing that the situation appeared to be “spiraling out of control.”56 The pandemic created challenges for those seeking to broker and sustain a deescalation, forcing UN-organized meetings to be held under tight public health restrictions or virtually. As one Western diplomat told Frederic Wehrey of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace: “You just can’t do real political dialogue over Zoom.”57 Nevertheless, in late October, stalemate on the battlefield enabled a formal UN-brokered truce, signed in Geneva, that calmed the situation somewhat. The GNA and LNA promised to forge a political road map and hold elections. And in February 2021, negotiations produced a new national unity government.58

Conflict also worsened in war-torn Yemen. The Saudi-led coalition increased airstrikes by 30 percent in the weeks after the UN cease-fire plea, while the coalition’s Iranian-backed Houthi opponents—in control of the capital, Sanaa, and much of northern Yemen—launched a major assault on the oil-rich Marib province in central Yemen. In early April, the Saudis declared a two-week unilateral cease-fire that was then extended through Ramadan, ostensibly to focus on the virus. But the fighting continued, with both sides blaming the other for breaches. And as Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates increasingly turned inward to confront the virus at home and deal with the economic fallout from plunging oil prices (and, for the Saudis, the forced cancellation of the lucrative annual hajj, the pilgrimage of millions of Muslims to Mecca), the alliance of Yemeni factions they backed on the ground to oppose the Houthis blew apart. Southern separatists backed by the UAE displaced the Saudi-backed (and internationally recognized) government of Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi in the port city of Aden, creating a new “war-within-a-war.” Warring parties exploited COVID-19 public health measures, such as restrictions on freedom of movement, to vie for territorial control and block the delivery of humanitarian aid.59

As Yemen’s war raged on, the country reported its first confirmed COVID-19 case in April, although the lack of testing made it impossible to know how far the virus had—or eventually would—spread. In Houthi-controlled areas of the country, medical teams were also pressured to suppress information about the extent of the outbreak.60 But it was clear that, in a country already suffering from the worst human-made humanitarian emergency in the world, the consequences were potentially dire. Lise Grande, the head of the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, warned at the time that 16 million (out of 28 million) Yemenis were vulnerable to eventual infection—in a country with a war-ravaged health system and only 700 intensive care unit beds, including 60 for children, and 500 ventilators for the entire country.61 By July, at least ninety-seven Yemeni health care workers had already succumbed to the coronavirus, increasing the strain on remaining medical personnel battling a host of crises beyond COVID-19, from malnutrition to diphtheria and dengue fever.62 “The worst-case scenario—which is the one we’re facing now—means that the death toll from the virus could exceed the toll of war, disease, and hunger over the last five years [in Yemen],” Grande observed in June.63 “For us, death is normal,” Amal Mansoor, a twenty-eight-year-old freelance journalist living in Sanaa, said that same month. “But I’m still afraid of the coronavirus.”64 In September, the United Nations announced that it was forced to cut critical aid to 300 health centers across Yemen because the international community failed to provide sufficient funding. By the end of the year, funding cuts from the Trump administration, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE left 4 million Yemenis without much-needed humanitarian aid, sending the country teetering back toward famine.65

Zooming out to see the broader picture, there are several reasons that the global call for combatants to put down arms to jointly fight the virus went unheeded. First, nearly all the underlying conditions that have historically driven internal armed conflicts were exacerbated by COVID-19.66 Political scientists argue that internal wars typically result from the intersection of state failure—that is, the inability of governments to provide essential services and security—and some combination of economic, social, and political grievances or predation by opportunistic rebel groups and government elites. Research has consistently identified several indicators associated with higher levels of state fragility and civil strife, including poor health, low per capita income, economic vulnerability produced by dependence on oil and other natural resources, low levels of international trade, government discrimination, democratic backsliding, and instability in neighboring countries—and all of these were exacerbated by the pandemic. In July, for example, a group of conflict researchers at the University of Denver’s Korbel School of International Studies updated a statistical model of internal war to include the possible effects of COVID-19. Prior to the pandemic, their statistical simulation—which incorporated a wide array of human and social development indicators—predicted that the number of armed conflicts around the world would plateau or even decline starting in 2020 and continue on that path through the remainder of the decade. However, when they updated their model to account for possible effects of COVID-19 and associated disruptions, using economic projections from the International Monetary Fund and making certain assumptions about the pandemic’s prevalence and mortality, their analysis produced a very different result. Instead of predicting a gradual decline in violence, the model now forecasted that thirteen additional countries would be at risk of descending into internal war by 2022, potentially producing the highest level of instability in more than three decades.67

Second, it is clear that many warring parties across the globe either distrusted calls for a pandemic cease-fire or, more cynically, saw opportunities to seize on the crisis to shift circumstances in their favor. In some countries, insurgents and terrorists exploited the diversion of security services and the pullback of international forces, as the Taliban in Afghanistan and ISIS in Iraq did. Similarly, in Mexico, drug cartels exploited the vacuum created by sickened police officers, the diversion of security forces to guard medical centers, and the need to convert military barracks into COVID-19 clinics.68

In other conflict zones, the government sought to use the virus to tilt dynamics on the ground in its favor. In Syria, COVID-19 struck at a time when President Bashar al-Assad’s government believed it was on the cusp of victory in the country’s brutal nine-year-old conflict. The outbreak hit the capital, Damascus, and other regime-controlled areas hard, despite official government statistics claiming the country had relatively few cases.69 Iran’s economic difficulties also curtailed financial support for Afghan and Pakistani fighters supporting Assad’s regime, while the pandemic prompted other Iranian-backed militia to return home to Iraq and Lebanon. This might have created breathing room for the remaining armed opposition groups, which were clustered in Syria’s northwestern Idlib province, home to 4 million Syrians and a bombed-out health care infrastructure. In the context of a fragile pause in fighting aimed to ease human suffering, Russia and China, both backers of Assad, worked at the UN Security Council in July to restrict the number of authorized border crossings into Syria to just one (through Turkey) and to ensure that all humanitarian assistance across internal lines go through the regime. The Assad regime, in turn, curtailed humanitarian aid to Idlib in an effort to ensure that COVID-19 would hit the last remaining rebel stronghold the hardest. From the late summer through the winter, cases surged in Idlib, where hundreds of thousands of displaced Syrians resided in camps, unable to social distance and without access to proper sanitation.70

Finally, even in places where a cease-fire might have proved possible, there was no international support system in place to enforce such arrangements. Travel and movement restrictions put in place to contain COVID-19 limited the ability of international mediators to engage with combatants and made it difficult to bring warring parties together.71 The pandemic undermined UN peacekeeping missions, freezing troop rotations and minimizing interactions with local populations.72 And squabbling on the UN Security Council dealt a further blow to peace efforts. The United States and Russia tied up initial efforts to back the call for a global cease-fire by insisting that they be allowed to continue counterterrorism operations. Washington and Beijing then clashed on whether to include an endorsement of the World Health Organization’s efforts to combat the pandemic, with the Trump administration blocking a resolution in May that was supported by fourteen other members of the Security Council because it included a small, indirect reference to the WHO.73 The French realized it would be difficult to get a resolution, but they hoped that the permanent members of the Security Council could nevertheless engage in a dialogue that would clarify the rules of the road. France’s efforts failed, and Paris cast blame on the United States, China, and Russia for having little interest in it.74 The Security Council finally endorsed a global cease-fire on July 1—more than three months after Guterres’s urgent plea—but it had little effect.

In at least one instance, the international discord and distraction produced by the pandemic seemed to provide an opening for a long-dormant armed conflict to reemerge. On September 27, Azerbaijani forces launched an offensive into the breakaway region of Nagorno-Karabakh, an Armenian ethnic-majority territory that, while internationally recognized to be part of Azerbaijan, has long operated as a de facto independent state. In the early 1990s, Azerbaijan and Armenia clashed over the status of the region in a war that killed thousands. Ever since, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) Minsk Group (chaired by France, Russia, and the United States) had sought to sustain a cease-fire. Yet the co-chairs had been unable to convene face-to-face with Armenia and Azerbaijan’s foreign ministers since January 2020, and in April the OSCE Minsk Group was forced by the pandemic to suspend on-the-ground monitoring of the cease-fire across the line of control separating Armenian and Azerbaijani forces. The international community also failed to bring the parties together after clashes between the two sides’ forces left dozens of people dead in July. Just two days prior to launching the September offensive, Azerbaijani president Ilham Aliyev complained to the UN General Assembly about the lack of progress in resolving the dispute. And, in the face of a stalled negotiating process and distracted world powers, Aliyev appeared to calculate that he had an opportunity to win by force what he had not achieved at the bargaining table.75

The result was a dramatic military escalation with Armenia and the prospect of a wider interstate conflict. Turkey, which shares ethnic and cultural ties with Azerbaijan, backed Aliyev, seeing the conflict as an opportunity to expand Ankara’s influence. Meanwhile, Russia attempted to broker a deescalation but leaned toward Armenia, with which Moscow has a collective security arrangement. The pandemic made any international effort to stop the fighting harder. “In the past,” The Economist notes, “the ground would have been thick with negotiators from an alphabet soup of peacemaking outfits and concerned nations, all trying to build local and regional confidence.” Yet COVID-19 “makes that sort of diplomacy much harder in conflict zones all around the world.”76 As the fighting escalated, thousands were killed. Then, in November, the downing of a Russian helicopter by Azerbaijani forces prompted a threat of direct military intervention by Moscow. Under intense pressure, the sides finally agreed to end the bloodshed and accept Russian peacekeepers.77



STRANDED

The Greek island of Lesbos resides just off the coast of Turkey, and for years it has been a staging point for refugees attempting to make their way from war zones in Central Asia and the Middle East to Europe. On September 2, authorities reported the first confirmed case of COVID-19 at the island’s Moria camp. Moria was built to house 3,000 refugees, but it was home to some 13,000 displaced people from Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and elsewhere, making it the largest such facility in Europe. Residents at the camp lived cramped together in tents, with limited access to toilets, showers, or health care services. To prevent the virus from reaching Moria, strict movement restrictions had been instated by Greek authorities in February, and all new arrivals were tested and quarantined if they tested positive. Such measures kept COVID-19 out of the camp for months. But starting in mid-August, the number of cases increased in the island’s capital, Mytilene, not far from the camp, and the virus managed to slip through the cracks.78 Fearing conditions were ripe for the rapid spread of the contagion, authorities clamped down.

On September 8, camp residents protested new quarantines put in place after at least thirty-five refugees tested positive for COVID-19. Some desperate and furious individuals set fires—triggering a fast-moving blaze that quickly consumed most of the camp.79 Suddenly, people already displaced by war and economic hardship found themselves displaced yet again, forced to sleep along roadsides or in nearby supermarket parking lots, gas stations, and cemeteries. Meanwhile, the thirty-five camp residents who had tested positive had gone missing, sparking fears among the island’s citizens that the refugees would spread the virus across Lesbos. The now homeless refugees demanded that they be allowed to leave the island to make their way to Europe, but Konstantinos Kostakos, the director of the Greek migration minister’s office, made it clear that “the Greek government will not be blackmailed. What happened—this ‘burn and go’ tactic—will not be tolerated.”80 New protests erupted, and riot police responded with tear gas. The refugees and migrants were relocated to Kara Tepe, a hastily constructed camp nearby that was even more squalid and uninhabitable than Moria.81

According to the United Nations, from 2000 to 2019, the number of international migrants worldwide increased from 174 million to 272 million.82 Many of these migrants left their homes in search of greater economic opportunity elsewhere, while others fled civil war, collapsing states, horrific levels of criminal violence, persecution, and environmental disaster. At the beginning of 2020, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees estimated that there were almost 80 million displaced people around the globe, including nearly 46 million internally displaced individuals, approximately 30 million refugees, and around 4 million people awaiting the outcome of asylum requests. This startling statistic—more than 1 percent of the world’s population—represented the highest level of displacement since World War II. About two-thirds came from just five countries: Syria, Venezuela, Afghanistan, South Sudan, and Myanmar. And around 85 percent of refugees were hosted in developing nations, typically a country neighboring the one they fled.83

As COVID-19 spread throughout the developing world, the international community braced for a brutal outcome. Most anticipated the contagion would be impossible to contain once it found a foothold inside refugee camps. After all, the majority of low- and middle-income nations that held refugees struggled to provide basic services even during normal times. Moreover, a huge proportion of refugees live in crowded camps with limited sanitation and little access to soap or clean water—conditions ripe for disaster.84 In April, David Miliband, the CEO and president of the International Rescue Committee, predicted “death on an absolutely appalling scale.”85

By the fall of 2020, the virus had been detected in dozens of camps for refugees and internally displaced people across the world, including camps in Cox’s Bazar in Bangladesh housing 745,000 Rohingya refugees from Myanmar as well as camps in Greece, Iraq, Jordan, Kenya, Lebanon, the Palestinian territories, Syria, and elsewhere. Yet the reported number of confirmed cases and deaths from the disease remained modest through the autumn and winter. None of the world’s largest refugee camps reported widespread COVID-19 outbreaks, likely due to the isolation of these camps.86 Some speculated that the low numbers were due to a lack of testing and that it was only a matter of time before the unseen virus picked up momentum. “There is consensus that there is community transmission going on, but we don’t know the extent to which people are getting infected,” Mercy Laker, a deputy country director for Care in South Sudan, said in September. “So it’s definitely a time bomb.”87 Regardless, for the moment, the absence of major outbreaks seemed to represent a sliver of good news in an otherwise bleak landscape.

That did not mean displaced people were spared—far from it. Living conditions for refugees, already precarious, deteriorated, and many asylum seekers had their petitions denied. At the height of the pandemic, 168 countries closed borders, and 90 of those countries refused to make exceptions for those seeking asylum.88 As they responded to the pandemic and the economic fallout, host nations often excluded refugees from assistance programs aimed at protecting vulnerable populations. Jobs and incomes for refugees evaporated as well. In places where refugees manage to find work, they typically do so in the informal sector. As we saw in the previous chapter, these were precisely the type of jobs most threatened by the COVID-19 crisis, with one study estimating that refugees were 60 percent more likely than others to work in jobs highly impacted by the pandemic and the economic downturn.89 In September, a Norwegian Refugee Council survey of internally displaced people and refugees in fourteen countries found that 77 percent had lost a job or income since March 2020, 71 percent had difficulty affording rent or housing, and 70 percent had been forced to reduce the number of meals in their households.90 In Turkey, for example, economic difficulties caused many Syrian refugees to lose their jobs and meager incomes, while forcing others to accept jobs others refused to do because of the higher risks of catching COVID-19.91 Regionwide, the UN estimated that the rate of extreme poverty for Syrian refugees increased from a pre-pandemic level of 55 percent to 75 percent by September.92

As the pressure on fragile states and at-risk populations grew, efforts by UN agencies, nongovernmental organizations, and their partners to ramp up assistance to vulnerable refugee populations faced significant challenges. Travel restrictions and lockdowns prompted by the pandemic disrupted aid shipments to refugee camps.93 And some nongovernmental organizations were forced to decrease the number of staff going into camps in order to reduce the risk of bringing the virus with them.94 Humanitarian staffing in Rohingya camps in Bangladesh, for example, was reduced by 80 percent to help control the spread of COVID-19—a trade-off that essentially removed the support such personnel provided.95 While reported cases inside the camps remained low, the fear of what might happen if the contagion picked up speed inside their overcrowded confines was substantial. “The combination of the size of the camps and a pandemic is something completely new. Both aid agencies and the state are facing challenges,” Pablo Percelsi, the head of the International Committee of the Red Cross delegation in Bangladesh, said in September. “If something goes wrong, it could lead to very bad consequences.”96

Furthermore, travel restrictions and border closures temporarily froze migration across much of the globe, leaving many would-be migrants stranded.97 For the same reason, asylum-seekers found themselves increasingly stuck as countries shut their doors and the UN suspended all travel for refugee resettlement. In the 1990s, on average 1.5 million refugees were able to return to their country of origin each year. Over the past decade, that number has declined to around 385,000. With Trump in office, the United States moved to significantly curtail the number of asylum cases it would consider, setting a restrictionist example for other nations to follow. The pandemic made this increasingly bleak situation even worse.98

These problems are not likely to abate anytime soon. As the virus lingers in many conflict zones and poorer nations, and the economic hangover produces higher rates of unemployment across the globe, there will be considerable political pressure to continue keeping migrants and refugees out. As a consequence, it may be difficult, if not impossible, for many migrants and refugees fleeing hardship and violence to find safe harbor for years to come.
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Demagogues and Democracy


WHEN THE NOVEL coronavirus made landfall in the mountainous South American nation of Bolivia in March 2020, the country was in the midst of a political transition. Or so it seemed.

In November 2019, Bolivia’s socialist president, Evo Morales, fled the country after fourteen years in office. During his long tenure, Morales—a charismatic left-wing populist and the country’s first indigenous president—gained widespread acclaim for his focus on Bolivia’s deep inequalities and injustices. His policies helped cut the number of Bolivians living in extreme poverty by more than half, improving the lives of millions, including many indigenous Bolivians who had long been marginalized by the country’s white elite.1 But Morales was also a deeply polarizing figure, both at home and across Latin America’s intense left-right ideological divide. And the longer he remained in office, the more allegations of corruption and abuses of power—including the persecution of opponents, harassment of journalists, and the erosion of judicial independence—surrounded him.

Weeks before he went into exile, Morales had declared a narrow victory that would have given him an unprecedented (and constitutionally questionable) fourth term. Observers from the Organization of American States (OAS), however, concluded the elections were riddled with irregularities and fraud, raising the prospect that he may have manipulated computer databases used to tally votes to stay in power.2 Protests erupted across the country, triggering strikes and disruptive roadblocks in Bolivia’s biggest cities, and pro- and anti-Morales demonstrators clashed violently in the streets. Mutinies among the country’s security services ensued: police officers joined the protests, and commanders of the Bolivian military and national police stepped in to “suggest” that the president resign. On November 10, Morales resigned and, fearing for his life, sought refuge in his rural stronghold in the central coca-growing region of Chapare. The next day he fled to Mexico on a private jet sent by Mexican president and left-leaning populist Andrés Manuel López Obrador. In December, Morales was granted asylum in Argentina.

In a country with a history of 190 revolutions and military coups, Morales’s supporters saw his removal as yet one more military usurpation of democracy. To his critics, however, it represented liberation from a creeping socialist autocracy.3 The country seemed to be at an inflection point—but the future remained highly uncertain.

With Morales gone, the next three officials in the line of succession—all members of Morales’s Movement Toward Socialism (MAS) party—resigned, making Jeanine Áñez, the second vice president of the Senate, the country’s interim president. A little-known far-right senator, Áñez promised to run a caretaker government, unify the country, and respect the prospect of a new free and fair election scheduled for May 2020. She also pledged not to run herself and to step aside once a new leader was selected.

Nevertheless, Áñez immediately began maneuvering to stay in power, weaponizing the state apparatus to attack her MAS opponents. She greenlit a violent crackdown on pro-Morales protesters, granting security forces free rein to reestablish order. They did so with impunity, allegedly killing twenty-three indigenous anti-government demonstrators.4 Inside the administration, Áñez stacked her cabinet with conservative ministers and, though Bolivia’s constitution defines the country as a secular state, quickly infused Catholicism into the trappings of government. The move rallied Bolivia’s conservative religious groups to her side while creating considerable anxiety among the nation’s majority indigenous population.5 As she strode into the presidential palace for the first time, in front of right-wing allies and the media, Áñez brazenly hoisted a large leather-bound Bible over her head and declared, “The Bible has returned to the palace.”6

Other swift actions were taken to overturn Morales’s left-wing geopolitical alignment in the region. Seven hundred Cuban doctors providing public health care across Bolivia were expelled, full diplomatic relations with the United States and Israel were restored, and the government swung behind the Trump administration’s efforts to pressure the Nicolás Maduro regime in Venezuela. Morales’s legacy was purged at every turn.

On January 24, 2020, barely two months after assuming the role of interim president, Áñez reversed her earlier commitment, announcing her candidacy in the upcoming election. Then COVID-19 emerged, creating a convenient opportunity for Áñez to continue her power play.7 On March 17, shortly after Bolivia confirmed its first two cases, she implemented a strict national quarantine, suspending public transportation and imposing stay-at-home orders (only one person from each household was permitted to leave their home once a week). A week later, citing the pandemic as a reason, she announced that the May election would be indefinitely postponed. She then issued Supreme Decree 4200, imposing criminal charges (including up to ten years in jail) for any “individuals who incite non-compliance” or “misinform or cause uncertainty to the population,” again under the guise of pandemic response.8 The criminalization of “disinformation” was later expanded to allow charges against anyone who published information the government deemed to generate uncertainty or put public health at risk in any medium, including print, online, and through artistic expression.9

As the coronavirus crept across the country, the government seemed more focused on targeting opponents than grappling with the outbreak. Within a month of Supreme Decree 4200’s implementation, sixty-seven “political actors” were arrested.10 In late April, police in riot gear raided the home of a MAS Senate candidate, arresting her and several others for violating quarantine orders.11 Meanwhile, government prosecutors were pressured to target more than 100 former MAS officials and supporters with corruption, sedition, and terrorism charges. The MAS-majority parliament was also intimidated by senior military officials to get in line and bend to the will of the interim president.12

On April 30, the Bolivian parliament passed a law requiring that the presidential election occur within ninety days. Áñez immediately accused the MAS opposition of putting the lives of Bolivians at risk in an attempt to regain control of the country.13 And despite the legislative action, the interim president managed to keep the election further at bay.

Yet, ironically, while Áñez sought to seize on COVID-19 to solidify her grip, the government’s inept response to the worsening outbreak threatened it. During lockdown, little had been done to assist the millions of Bolivians laboring in the country’s informal sector with no economic safety net, estimated to make up around 83 percent of the country’s workforce.14 This not only undermined support for her government but also ensured that many struggling Bolivians would ignore stay-at-home orders to scrape out a living. By the beginning of May, the number of recorded COVID-19 cases in Bolivia had increased to around 1,200 with 66 confirmed deaths. In June, to lessen the severe economic strain, the government was forced to relax some public health restrictions. Predictably, infections spiked. Prior to the easing of restrictions, the country had recorded more than 10,500 cases and 343 deaths. A month after they were lifted, the numbers jumped to 34,000 and 1,200, respectively.

As the virus spun out of control, rumors of miracle cures circulated. Politicians and popular public figures promoted the notion that drinking chlorine dioxide—a disinfectant normally used to clean swimming pools and floors—could keep the virus at bay. Desperate Bolivians with little access to hospitals lined up to buy the elixir.15 By August, COVID-19 infections had skyrocketed to nearly 79,000 cases and more than 3,000 deaths. In a country of only 11.5 million people, this toll represented one of the highest death rates per capita in the world. As Bolivia’s underfunded and beleaguered health system was swamped and funeral homes and cemeteries were inundated, the actual numbers were difficult to verify. An analysis of excess deaths between March and August by the New York Times suggested the real death toll might be nearly five times higher than the official figures.16 The economic impact was also brutal, with the World Bank estimating that the Bolivian economy declined by 7.3 percent in 2020, while poverty increased by almost nine percentage points (from 22 to 31 percent).17

Áñez’s machinations were widely seen as undermining Bolivia’s effort to forge a coherent response to the outbreak. “She is not recognized as a legitimate leader,” Santiago Anria, a professor of political science and Latin American studies at Dickinson College in Pennsylvania, told the New York Times, “which makes it extremely difficult to coordinate a complex response that the pandemic requires.”18 Corruption further gutted the government’s credibility. In May, Áñez’s health minister Marcelo Navajas was arrested on charges that he had used money from international donors to buy hospital ventilators for twice as much as they were worth.19

As was the case with a number of other world leaders, in early July Áñez tested positive for COVID-19, along with half of her cabinet, including the new health minister, María Eidy Roca. The contagion’s advance into the corridors of power contributed to the nationwide sense that Bolivia had simply been overwhelmed by the pandemic.20 Áñez recovered from the coronavirus, but her political prospects continued to sink.

That same month, in a move seen as yet another attempt by Áñez to consolidate power, Bolivia’s electoral court again delayed elections from September 6 to October 18.21 The reaction was immediate and fierce. Nearly 150,000 labor unionists, miners, coca leaf farmers, indigenous activists, and other MAS supporters took to the streets. They used sandbags, piles of wood, and burning tires to set up dozens of roadblocks across the mountainous country, paralyzing Bolivia’s already weakened economy. The disruptions also blocked ambulances, cutting off some patients from critical medical supplies—as a result, at least thirty patients died from shortages of oxygen and other equipment.22

The demonstrators saw all of this as necessary. “We are in a dictatorship, and we are in the streets because we want a return to democracy,” Segundina Orellana, executive director of the group of coca leaf farmers, told the Washington Post. Áñez “has used the pandemic as a pretext to cling to power. We want immediate elections,” she continued. “We are the majority in this country, and we will not allow them to treat us like this.”23

Back in April, Áñez had been leading in a field of eight candidates, with 69 percent of Bolivians approving of her management of the COVID crisis. But as the deaths piled up, her lead diminished.24 Once the protests began, Áñez was polling significantly behind conservative front-runner Carlos Mesa and MAS candidate Luis Arce, a finance minister for former president Morales.25 On September 17, when it became clear her presence was splitting the conservative vote, Áñez withdrew from the race.26

On October 18, 2020, almost a year to the day of Morales’s escape into exile, Luis Arce won in a landslide. Promising a return to stability while eschewing the antidemocratic excesses that had come to define the Morales period, Arce’s platform resonated with the Bolivian people.27 The OAS, which had criticized the 2019 vote, described the 2020 election as “exemplary.”28 And with the nation moving on and MAS back in power, the threat of prosecution for Morales abated, and the former president returned to the country shortly thereafter.

“I think the crisis of the last year did a lot of damage to Bolivian democracy, part of an accumulative process,” Fernanda Wanderley, director of the socioeconomic institute at the Universidad Católica Boliviana, observed after the October election. “But in the end, Bolivia found a path to overcome that crisis, and was able to conduct a clean, legitimate election in which the winner was decided by the popular vote.” In short, “democracy won in Bolivia,” she said.29

As we shall see in this chapter and in Chapter 11, in numerous countries across the globe, illiberal leaders sought to capitalize on the pandemic to strengthen their authority, target opponents, erode civil liberties, and manipulate elections. Yet people pushed back, even under significant duress, suggesting the enduring hope for greater freedom and democracy held by millions of average people around the world.


THE GLOBAL DEMOCRATIC RECESSION

In 1991, the late Harvard University political scientist Samuel Huntington coined the phrase “the third wave” to describe a surge of political liberalization and democratic governance across the globe that started in the 1970s and 1980s and accelerated after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the demise of the Soviet Union two years later. According to Huntington, the first wave involved the gradual spread of democracy in the nineteenth century, and the second occurred in the decades after World War II. Each wave was followed by reversals, with some countries slipping back into autocracy. Yet even if it felt like a two-steps-forward-one-step-back development, the aggregate number of democracies worldwide increased.30 Then, as the Cold War ended, former Soviet republics and communist nations in eastern Europe moved toward greater political freedom. The end of superpower patronage also forced many military regimes and one-party dictatorships in the developing world to transition toward democracy. As a result, the third wave accelerated.

Using data from the organization Freedom House—which annually scores countries based on ten measures of political rights and fifteen measures of civil liberties—and other sources, Stanford University’s Larry Diamond estimates that by 1993, the majority of countries with a minimum of 1 million people (seventy-seven in total) were democratic. According to Diamond, the number of democracies peaked in 2006 at eighty-six.31 Another analysis, by the Varieties of Democracy Institute (V-Dem), based on an even more robust database of political indicators from 1789 to the present, found that the number of democracies reached its height at ninety-eight in 2010.32

Then things took a turn. During the 2010s, a “third wave of autocratization” took hold.33 Trends were particularly bleak in the years immediately preceding the pandemic. According to Freedom House, twenty-two of the forty-one countries consistently rated “free” from 1985 to 2005 registered a net reduction in freedom in the five years before COVID-19 emerged.34 V-Dem found that democracy declined in twenty-six countries in 2019 alone. For the first time since 2001, the majority of countries (ninety-two) were autocracies, and for the first time since the end of the Cold War, the majority of the world’s people (54 percent) did not live in a democracy. All the trends seemed to be going in the wrong direction: 35 percent of the global population lived in countries undergoing autocratization, while only 8 percent lived in countries that were becoming more democratic.35

Some democracies in this period fell from uprisings and coups. For example, in 2013, Egypt’s military rode popular unrest to overthrow the democratically elected government of Mohamed Morsi. In Thailand in 2014, a coup replaced a fragile democracy with a military junta. But more often, democratic backsliding emerged from illiberal leaders duly elected—such as Vladimir Putin in Russia, Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, Viktor Orbán in Hungary, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, Sheikh Hasina in Bangladesh, Narendra Modi in India, Jaroslaw Kaczyński and Andrzej Duda in Poland, Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines, Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil—who then chipped away at the institutional checks and balances, norms, and civil liberties that undergird free societies. These leaders seized on highly polarized political contexts, exploited economic and cultural anxieties, and deployed nationalist, antiestablishment, populist, and xenophobic appeals to win elections.36 Once in office, they followed an illiberal “playbook” of sorts: extending executive power; limiting legislative oversight; compromising the independence of the judiciary, the military, and other government institutions; cracking down on political opposition, civil society, and the media; and controlling information while propagating disinformation.37 And, as we will see, this playbook was tailor-made to take advantage of national crises such as a deadly pandemic.

The trend toward democratic backsliding has been further compounded by the shift in the global balance of power, with the United States and other advanced industrialized democracies increasingly challenged by a more assertive Russia and a rising China. The two authoritarian states differ in important ways: Russia has used its still considerable strategic assets to reassert itself despite long-term decline, while China is a rapidly rising superpower. Yet both have pursued similar goals: seeking to carve out military, political, and economic spheres of influence in their respective regions; undermining human rights and democratic norms that might otherwise endanger their regime’s hold on the country; and aiming to end the American supremacy that emerged after the Cold War.38

Putin’s Russia has pursued regional dominance by illegally annexing Crimea and supporting separatists in eastern Ukraine in an attempt to undermine its nascent democracy and prevent Kyiv’s alignment with the West. The Kremlin has also used cyberattacks, covert and overt disinformation campaigns, and financial support to populist movements on the right and left to sow division within and between Western democracies. Putin has sought to influence referendums and elections in the United Kingdom, the United States, France, and elsewhere, with the aim of empowering movements and leaders skeptical of the transatlantic alliance. And Russia’s vast oil and gas resources have been leveraged to coerce governments and buy influence in both eastern and western Europe.39

Under Xi Jinping, China has sought to become the preeminent power in Asia—flexing its muscles in the South China Sea, in the East China Sea, and across the Taiwan Strait—at the expense of the United States and its regional allies. China’s Belt and Road Initiative (which involves seventy countries), new international economic institutions such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, and new multilateral agreements such as the fifteen-nation Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership are all illustrative of Beijing’s assertive pursuit of global influence. It has made massive investments in emerging technologies such as 5G and artificial intelligence at home and then aggressively exported these technologies abroad. In doing so, Beijing has sought to influence global norms—consistent with its own regulatory and governing principles—that determine how these technologies are managed and used. As Xi has consolidated power and taken steps to increase the repressive apparatus of the Chinese Communist Party, he has held up China’s blend of state-run capitalism and digital authoritarianism as a model superior to liberal democracy—an effort greatly aided by the economic and political struggles across the West in the aftermath of the 2008–9 global financial crisis.40

Meanwhile, America’s ability to credibly push back against revisionist authoritarian powers has eroded. For decades, the United States saw itself as the leader of the so-called free world. After the Cold War, successive U.S. administrations sought to marry unrivaled military strength, economic power, and idealism in an effort to more expansively promote human rights and democracy. The democratic project was never simple, and America’s performance at home and abroad has been far from perfect. Nonetheless, the democratic wave of the 1990s was very much the work of U.S. activism on the world stage. After 9/11, however, the nation-building fiascos in Afghanistan and, most critically, in Iraq greatly tarnished the perceived effectiveness and legitimacy of American democracy-promotion efforts.41

In the years before COVID-19, however, the biggest challenges to America’s ability to stand up for democracy around the world—and serve as a “shining city on a hill,” as Ronald Reagan liked to say—were much closer to home. Even before Donald Trump became president, hyperpartisanship, polarization, growing inequality, and the outsized role of money in politics had made the nation increasingly unrepresentative and dysfunctional. Trump’s win in 2016 made this all the more apparent. Tragically, his own illiberal playbook mirrored the actions of autocrats abroad: winning the White House on the back of populism and nativism, fanning the flames of xenophobia and racism, ignoring congressional oversight, attacking the independence of courts, and compromising the apolitical nature of law enforcement, intelligence agencies, and the military. He flagrantly ignored the rule of law, denigrated the free press, and actively spread disinformation. With Trump, the United States abandoned its long-standing tradition of championing human rights and democracy around the world. America’s closest democratic alliances in Europe and Asia were treated as transactional protection rackets instead of ironclad security commitments. Meanwhile, the world’s autocrats and strongmen, including Putin, Xi, Erdogan, Orbán, Duterte, Bolsonaro, Kim Jong-un (North Korea), Mohammed bin Salman (Saudi Arabia), and Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (Egypt) found a supplicating American president eager to embrace their brand of leadership.42



PANDEMIC BACKSLIDING

Like so many of the global trends explored in this book, COVID-19 accentuated already precarious democratic conditions around the world. While the emergency measures adopted in most established democracies did not fundamentally undermine liberal democratic principles, the pandemic was seen as an opportunity to consolidate power by illiberal leaders in several countries with weaker democratic institutions. Jeanine Áñez attempted to run this play in Bolivia but failed. Others had more success.43

In the Philippines, President Rodrigo Duterte—who had spent years eroding the country’s democratic institutions and attacking civil liberties—exploited the pandemic to get Congress to pass legislation in mid-March that gave him sweeping unilateral powers to both respond to the crisis and crack down on those who spread “false information” (that is, anyone who disagreed with official messaging). As Duterte touted his new authority to “move, decide, and act freely for the best interest of the Filipino people during this health crisis,” prominent Philippine human rights groups described his actions as “tantamount to autocracy.”44 These executive authorities were extended in August and then again in September (for a year), prompting fears that Duterte intended to impose a permanent state of emergency on the fragile democratic nation.45

In India, Prime Minister Narendra Modi—backed by his Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party—also used emergency responses to the pandemic to consolidate his grip. Government measures disempowered India’s states and marginalized parliamentary opposition. Critics of Modi’s lockdown, including journalists and activists, were commonly harassed. And BJP officials scapegoated the country’s large Muslim-minority population, accusing them of being superspreaders. All of this exacerbated the backsliding evident in the world’s largest democracy since Modi and the BJP came to power in 2014.46

In neighboring Sri Lanka, a similar story played out, but with two power-hungry brothers at the center of it. In November 2019, just months before the pandemic arrived in the country, Gotabaya Rajapaksa was elected as Sri Lanka’s new president. He had been the nation’s defense minister from 2005 to 2015 and had overseen the defeat of the Tamil Tiger separatists in 2009 after twenty-six brutal years of suicide bombings and war. He owed his position to his brother, Mahinda Rajapaksa, who was president at the time. Mahinda Rajapaksa’s decade of rule was notable for his efforts to enhance executive powers at the expense of Parliament, compromise the independence of the judiciary, and undermine the rule of law. When the brothers lost power in 2015, it looked like Sri Lanka was turning the page and moving toward more democratic and accountable governance.47

Four years later, however, a series of bombings on Easter Sunday by Islamic State militants created an opportunity for Gotabaya Rajapaksa to leverage his reputation for fighting terrorists to return the family to power.48 This time it was Gotabaya as president, with Mahinda appointed as prime minister. There was just one problem: the Rajapaksa brothers lacked a working majority in the legislature. So in early March, Gotabaya Rajapaksa dissolved Parliament, with the aim of holding new elections on April 25 to win a two-thirds majority for his Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) party.

Just as the Rajapaksa brothers were working to re-create their past dominance of Sri Lankan politics, the pandemic offered them a golden opportunity to use emergency powers to do so. The country confirmed its first case of COVID-19 on January 27 after a Chinese tourist visiting the country fell ill, and by March the contagion began spreading within its borders. Soon thereafter, the government imposed a monthslong nationwide curfew.49 In the weeks following the dissolution of the legislature in March, as the outbreak worsened, the country’s National Elections Commission decided to indefinitely delay the April parliamentary elections because of the threat from the disease. This hurtled the country into uncharted territory. Because Sri Lanka’s constitution specifies that Parliament can remain dissolved for no more than three months before an election must be held, the country entered political limbo. For the first time in its modern history, the president would be able to rule without legislative oversight.50

President Rajapaksa moved swiftly to exploit the political vacuum, appointing former military officials to key ministry posts. Meanwhile, he used lockdown orders—which proved relatively effective in containing the virus—to crack down on journalists, lawyers, human rights activists, and others opposing the government.51 Anyone who criticized or contradicted the official line on the coronavirus became vulnerable to arrest. And, as was the case in India, Sri Lanka’s Muslim minority population was accused of spreading COVID-19, with some members of government blaming Muslims for the inability of other Sri Lankan communities to celebrate the Sinhala and Tamil New Year.52

Parliamentary elections were finally held in August, with Mahinda Rajapaksa serving as the face of the SLPP campaign. The party won in a landslide, securing enough seats (in combination with allied parties) for a two-thirds majority. The outcome set the Rajapaksa family up to once again push the country in a more autocratic direction.53 Within two months, the Parliament passed the twentieth amendment to the Sri Lankan constitution, weakening the powers of the prime minister and Parliament and granting virtually unfettered authority to the presidency. In an odd addition, the amendment also specified that Sri Lankans of dual nationality could now serve in Parliament or as president, opening the way for yet another brother, Basil Rajapaksa, to enter the legislature and cement the family’s dynastic future.54

Halfway around the world, Hungary offers perhaps the starkest example of a would-be autocrat taking advantage of the pandemic. The country was a vibrant liberal democracy at the turn of the century. But in the decade before COVID-19, Prime Minister Viktor Orbán and his populist-nationalist Fidesz party changed laws and regulations, amended the country’s constitution, and took other steps to systematically dismantle Hungary’s democratic norms and institutions. Executive powers were enhanced, the judiciary and key state institutions lost their political independence, and measures were taken to coerce and censor independent journalists and news organizations. All the while, Orbán called for the defense of Christian civilization against foreign influence and the supposed onslaught of immigrants and refugees (especially from Muslim nations). Orbán took pride in transforming his country into what he described as an “illiberal democracy.”55

By 2020, however, the democracy part of Orbán’s formulation was very much in doubt. When COVID-19 arrived, Hungary was already on the cusp of becoming the first authoritarian regime in the European Union.56 Then, on March 30, when the country had around sixty confirmed cases, Orbán was granted vast powers under the guise of combating the virus. This included the authority to suspend existing laws, indefinitely rule by decree, and punish anyone “disseminating false information.”57 According to R. Daniel Kelemen, a professor of political science and law at Rutgers University, Hungary became the world’s first “coronavirus autocracy.”58 On June 18, Parliament voted to end these emergency powers. But the seeming rollback was a mirage. The new law permitted the government to reintroduce rule by decree whenever it declared a state of public health emergency, without need for a parliamentary vote. In other words, it did not eliminate emergency powers so much as normalize them. “There is no place to step back from here,” Zoltán Fleck, a law professor and director at the Károly Eötvös Institute, a pro-democracy organization in Budapest, told the New York Times. “They have worked very successfully to make permanent the essence of such emergency situations.”59 In November, as the second wave of the pandemic swept across Europe, the state of emergency was reinstated. “We have to put aside political debates, fast action and measures brought in time are needed,” Orbán said, citing the prospect of surging coronavirus cases to once again reassert rule by decree.60



ELECTION GAMES

Holding an election in the midst of a pandemic is, to say the least, a fraught affair. But the first country to attempt a nationwide election during the COVID crisis, South Korea, was actually a success story. As we saw in Chapter 6, the country’s effective early response to the virus was one of the few bright spots in the world. Its election, held in April 2020, was no different. The South Korean government did not make voters choose between voting and protecting their health. It took proactive steps to ensure voting could be conducted safely. Voting by mail and early in-person voting were expanded to reduce crowd sizes on election day. More than half a million government workers and volunteers were mobilized to disinfect 14,000 polling places. Separate polling stations were also set up in hospitals so COVID-19 patients could vote. Voters were required to wear masks and were given hand sanitizer and gloves upon their arrival at the polls. Every voter was subject to a temperature check, and if a voter’s temperature was too high, they were directed to a special voting place. Lines were marked to ensure each voter was appropriately spaced from the others, and the floors were covered with paper to ensure the facilities were not contaminated. The voting places were repeatedly cleaned throughout the day. As a result, the election was conducted safely and credibly, and it produced the highest voter turnout in nearly three decades.61

Elsewhere, however, many governments seemed less interested in conducting elections safely than in using COVID-19 to manipulate the timing and conduct of elections in their favor. In Burundi, for example, after fifteen years of autocratic rule by President Pierre Nkurunziza, a forthcoming election held promise of a potential democratic turnaround. Yet in the spring of 2020, the government used the pandemic to stack the deck in favor of Nkurunziza’s hand-picked successor, Évariste Ndayishimiye. In the lead-up to the May 20 vote, the government downplayed the risk of the coronavirus. It expelled the country’s WHO representative for raising concerns about holding large election rallies. And it took few precautions to protect people going to the polls. Then, on election day, the government imposed a complete social media blackout and used COVID-19 quarantine requirements to justify blocking regional election observers from confirming the fairness of the process. Despite allegations of massive fraud, Ndayishimiye was declared the winner.62

That same month, in Poland, incumbent president Andrzej Duda—backed by the nationalist Law and Justice Party (PiS)—also hoped to move forward with elections. Duda sought to exploit the fact that lockdown orders essentially prevented the opposition from campaigning. Meanwhile, he remained free to hold public events and benefit from favorable coverage by state-controlled media.63 To address COVID concerns, PiS hastily organized an all mail-in ballot system. But, under pressure from the opposition, the election was delayed to late June to accommodate the possibility of safely voting in person. It did not make much of a difference. While in the ensuing weeks Poland’s strict lockdown was loosened, the government maintained its ban on large public gatherings. Duda thus retained his significant advantage in holding campaign events. In a field of eleven candidates, Duda—whose campaign was notable for its anti-LGBTQ and xenophobic rhetoric—ultimately received 44 percent of the vote, compared to the 30 percent secured by his chief rival, Rafał Trzaskowski, the liberal mayor of Warsaw. Duda then narrowly defeated Trzaskowski 51 to 49 percent in a runoff two weeks later, further entrenching Poland’s slide toward illiberal populism.64

These were not isolated examples. All told, from late February 2020 through March 2021, the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance found that at least forty-one countries and territories postponed national elections or referendums due to COVID-19.65 In many instances, these decisions were temporary and justifiable based on public health concerns. In September 2020, for example, New Zealand delayed its election for fear of a renewed spike in COVID-19 cases. A month later, the vote went forward without incident, with Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern and her Labour Party decisively winning reelection, in part due to Ardern’s admirable handling of the pandemic.66 But postponements in a number of other countries seemed to be motivated at least in part by the desire of leaders to cling to power.

That appeared to be the case in Ethiopia—and the implications proved disastrous. In the spring of 2018, a wave of popular protests brought the reformist prime minister Abiy Ahmed to power. Abiy moved quickly to make peace with Eritrea (for which he won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2019) and to push for democratic reforms. This included dismantling the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF)—a coalition of four main political parties, largely divided along ethnic and geographic lines—that had ruled the country since 1991. The effort represented a particular affront to Ethiopia’s Tigrayan ethnic minority. Tigray, the northernmost region of Ethiopia, is home to only 6 percent of the country’s 110 million people, but the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) had long dominated the EPRDF coalition. The TPLF, infuriated by the purging of Tigrayan officials from the government and the arrest of numerous TPLF associates on corruption and other charges, refused to join Abiy’s new Prosperity Party. As a consequence, in 2019, frictions mounted between the Tigray region and the Abiy government.67

In a country with a long history of repression and questionable elections, Abiy promised to hold Ethiopia’s first truly free and fair elections in fifteen years in August 2020. But in March, elections were postponed due to concerns about COVID-19, though at the time Ethiopia only had twenty-five confirmed cases.68 Then, in June, Abiy’s government announced that elections would be indefinitely delayed, saying the vote would be held nine to twelve months after health officials deemed the pandemic under control. The decision effectively extended the terms of Ethiopia’s current federal and regional governments (due to expire in early October) beyond their five-year constitutional mandate. This was all presented as a prudent response to emergency conditions. But to the TPLF and other critics, it appeared as if Abiy was maneuvering to unconstitutionally extend his power.69

In defiance, in September the Tigray region went forward with an election of its own, but Abiy’s government refused to acknowledge it. Tigray, in return, declared it would not recognize the Abiy administration beyond the expiration of its original term on October 5 (the term Abiy had unilaterally extended). The federal government responded by suspending funding and cutting ties with Tigray, a move the region described as “tantamount to a declaration of war.” Rhetoric then turned to action. On November 4, the government launched a bombing campaign and ground offensive against the region after accusing the TPLF of attacking a federal military base in west Tigray.70 Two weeks later, in a bizarre twist, the Ethiopian army chief of staff used a television address to accuse WHO director general Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, a former member of the TPLF who had previously served as the country’s health minister, of helping provide arms to Tigrayan fighters.71 As the country seemed to tip into civil war, thousands were killed and as many as 2 million people (about one-third of the Tigrayan population) were displaced, including tens of thousands who fled into neighboring Sudan. At the end of November, the Ethiopian army eventually seized the Tigrayan capital, Mekele, declaring victory. But the TPLF retreated to the mountains and pledged to fight on, raising the prospect that Ethiopia could face a long and costly insurgency.72




 



11

Rights, Robots, and Resistance


THE SMALL, LANDLOCKED nation of Rwanda had big reasons to worry about COVID-19. With 13 million people in a country roughly the size of Massachusetts, Rwanda had the second-highest population density on the African continent (after Mauritius), making it vulnerable to rapid transmission. And, despite providing nearly universal health care to its citizens, the low-income nation had limited resources, with only one doctor per 10,000 citizens and very few intensive care units. All of this put a premium on early containment.1 So President Paul Kagame’s government had to act fast.

In January, a few months before it reported its first case, the Rwandan government deployed fever scanners and handwashing stations to all border posts and stationed medical staff at Kigali International Airport to screen travelers for the coronavirus. As the threat grew, the government moved swiftly to impose some of the most stringent measures deployed anywhere in the world. In early March, it banned gatherings at places of worship, schools, weddings, and sporting events. Nonessential businesses were shuttered, and social distancing and hygiene requirements were imposed across the country, with special protective measures implemented for those parts of the economy—such as agricultural collection centers—that were allowed to stay open. Borders were closed, flights into the country were banned, and domestic travel between cities and districts was suspended. The government also encouraged the use of mobile money apps and online banking to limit physical interactions. On March 21, the government imposed a nationwide stay-at-home order. In late April, the lockdown was loosened, but the government put in place a mask mandate for all public places and multifamily compounds. A nighttime curfew was also maintained, and places of worship and schools remained closed.2

As was the case in many other countries that acted quickly, recent experience contending with infectious diseases appeared to play a role in shaping the Rwandan government’s actions. In particular, Rwanda’s history of combating HIV/AIDS and its success in preventing the 2019 Ebola epidemic in the Democratic Republic of the Congo from crossing its border clearly contributed to the rapidity and seriousness of its response to COVID-19.

Kagame’s government also employed a number of innovations to keep the virus at bay. To account for limited COVID-19 testing capacity, the government used a rapid “pool testing” approach that evaluated batches of samples from groups of people and then tested them individually only if a certain batch came back positive. Rwandan mathematicians designed a special algorithm to help lab technicians decide how many samples to pool and how many individuals from the pool to test if there were positive results. As of the end of September, Rwanda had conducted 37,000 tests per million people, ranking it third in Africa. Those who tested positive were mandated to stay in a government-run COVID-19 clinic and their contacts were required to quarantine.3

Rwanda’s approach to surveillance and enforcement combined a mix of low- and high-tech strategies. The country’s security services were authorized to ensure compliance with lockdown orders and movement restrictions, and health care workers, police, and even college students were mobilized as contact tracers. Meanwhile, the government used cutting-edge technologies, including human-sized robots in COVID-19 clinics to take patients’ temperatures, deliver medicines, and detect if patients were not wearing masks. Above the skies of Rwanda’s capital, Kigali, drones were used by police to identify those violating prohibitions against large gatherings and other infractions. Drones were also deployed to spread public health messages (complementing government-sponsored TV and radio awareness campaigns) and to transport protective equipment, test samples, and medical supplies between cities and distant rural areas.4

From a public health perspective, the country’s aggressive strategy appeared to pay significant dividends. Compliance rates were high, with cellphone data suggesting that Rwanda was second only to South Africa on the African continent in terms of physical distancing.5 By the end of 2020, Rwanda had recorded only 8,383 COVID-19 cases and 92 deaths. As was the case in many other countries, Rwanda was hit by a significant second wave of the pandemic in the new year. Despite a renewed lockdown, cases surged to nearly 22,000 by the end of March 2021. Nevertheless, with only 307 confirmed fatalities by that point, Rwanda’s deaths per capita still remained among the lowest in the world.6

There was a more troubling side to the Rwandan government’s response, however—one consistent with a long-standing pattern of repressive governance under Kagame and his Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) party. Together, they rose to power in 1994 after ousting the Hutu extremists responsible for the mass killing of 800,000 ethnic Tutsis and moderate Hutus during the Rwandan genocide. Kagame formally became president in 2000, and the country’s 2003 constitution granted him expansive executive powers and the ability to remain president until 2034. Two decades later, Kagame’s government had overseen an extended period of stability and economic development, leading to significant reductions in poverty, improvements in health and education, and women’s empowerment. But the regime’s rule was also grounded in widespread surveillance and the near-complete suppression of political dissent.7

Emergency measures during the pandemic played into these authoritarian tendencies. By the late summer of 2020, more than 70,000 people had been arrested for violating COVID-related restrictions, such as curfews and mask mandates. Detained individuals were often taken to sports stadiums where they could be questioned and forced to listen, under armed guard, to all-night lectures about the dangers of the coronavirus. Those violating mask requirements more than twice could be jailed for up to a year. The government also arrested journalists and human rights activists for reporting on abuses by police enforcing government restrictions. Meanwhile, Rwandan police signaled that they intended to use the surveillance technologies deployed to enforce public health measures to help maintain order and security even after the pandemic was over.8 “Policing is more efficient with technology,” a police spokesperson told the Wall Street Journal in September. “We are in a much better control of the situation than before.”9


CIVIL LIBERTIES UNDER EMERGENCY

The Rwandan case is emblematic of a fundamental dilemma posed by pandemics. By their very nature, significant public health emergencies require decisive government action. As we discussed in Part II of this book, governments that moved swiftly to deploy measures to encourage social distancing, impose stay-at-home orders where necessary, restrict movement, provide widespread testing and contact tracing, and isolate ill individuals were generally better positioned to slow the spread of COVID-19. But aggressive action and strict enforcement of public health measures can easily bleed into abuses of civil liberties. The threat of a deadly contagion and the nature of containment measures can provide an all-too-tempting rationale and toolkit for leaders to crack down on dissent. While most consolidated democracies kept emergency measures largely within the constraints of their respective constitutions during the COVID-19 crisis, this was not the case in many countries where commitments to basic freedoms and the rule of law were already fragile.10

Across the world, the pandemic was used to accelerate the assault on civil liberties. Governments in Bangladesh, Ghana, India, Nigeria, the Philippines, Russia, Serbia, Tanzania, Turkey, Zimbabwe, and elsewhere used COVID-19 as a rationale to fine, harass, arrest, and drive journalists into hiding for spreading “fake news”—that is, any information at odds with the government’s public line about the pandemic.11 All told, by the fall of 2020, 47 percent of countries in the world had imposed some restrictions on the media as part of their response to the coronavirus, and 38 percent had imposed pandemic-related restrictions on free speech and criticism of the government.12

In several countries, health care workers attempting to provide warnings and truthful information about COVID-19 outbreaks were targeted. As we saw in Chapter 4, Chinese officials cracked down on doctors seeking to warn their colleagues about the novel coronavirus early in the outbreak. Similar steps were taken by governments in Egypt, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and Venezuela to silence and arrest health workers accused of disseminating information at odds with the regime’s public line on the pandemic.13 In one extreme example, three front-line doctors in Russia who had been critical of their government’s response to the crisis mysteriously fell from hospital windows; two of them died and the third was sent to the hospital in critical condition.14

Broadly, public health measures were seized upon to crack down on regime critics, civil society leaders, and political opposition figures in Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, the Balkans, Cambodia, Thailand, Venezuela, Zimbabwe, and elsewhere.15 Large-scale arbitrary arrests, excessive force, and other abuses by police and military forces enforcing lockdowns were reported in El Salvador, Kenya, Liberia, Nigeria, the Philippines, South Africa, Uganda, and numerous other countries.16 By October, Freedom House had documented detentions and arrests linked to the pandemic response in at least sixty-six countries and found evidence of police violence against civilians in at least fifty-nine countries. These abuses were most common in authoritarian countries and partial democracies.17



BRAVE NEW WORLD

As governments sought to monitor and slow the spread of COVID-19, many turned to new high-tech tools. Some seemed both sensible and relatively benign, such as the use of medical robots in a handful of countries to minimize the exposure of front-line health workers to COVID-19. In early March, for example, China constructed a “smart field hospital” in Wuhan completely run by medical robots and other Internet of Things devices.18

More troubling was the deployment of robotic surveillance tools. China repurposed and reprogrammed drones to spray disinfectant, deliver medical samples, chastise people for being out of their homes and for not wearing masks, check for fevers at a distance using thermal imaging, and otherwise monitor and enforce the world’s biggest quarantine.19 In India, authorities in Delhi and across the country used drones to sanitize large areas, monitor traffic, and identify lockdown violators.20 Spanish police used drones to blast warning messages telling people in Madrid to vacate public parks and stay inside during the country’s declaration of an emergency in March.21 That same month, in the French city of Nice, drones were used to monitor compliance with travel restrictions and social distancing; two months later, the Conseil d’État (one of France’s supreme courts) banned the use of drones for COVID-related surveillance on privacy grounds.22

Even more pervasive was the proliferation of mobile smartphone apps designed to disseminate public health alerts, assess personal health status, facilitate contact tracing, and enforce the isolation of infected individuals. In Poland, for example, those required to quarantine were given a choice between having police periodically check in to verify compliance and downloading an app requiring the individual to take selfies at randomly assigned times to verify their whereabouts.23 By the fall of 2020, one survey documented 120 COVID apps in seventy-one countries.24

These digital tools—which typically leveraged a smartphone’s Bluetooth or Global Positioning System (GPS) technology—proved indispensable to containing the pandemic. But they also raised long-term questions about enhanced state surveillance. The data typically collected by these apps—including where people live, with whom they reside and come into contact, their movements and daily routines, and their health conditions—was both sensitive and highly susceptible to abuse by governments and criminals. Developers in some countries, such as Estonia and the United States, appeared to emphasize privacy safeguards. But elsewhere, whether by design or due to the urgent conditions under which these digital tools were developed, the imperative to act often overrode any principled stand to protect data privacy.25

Critics warned that autocracies such as Bahrain, China, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey could exploit the data collected by COVID-19 apps to further tighten social control.26 But red flags were also raised in some democracies. In South Korea, for example, researchers identified several vulnerabilities in a widely used app for tracking the real-time location of people under quarantine, potentially allowing hackers access to a wide array of personal information. When made aware of the security vulnerabilities, South Korean authorities said they had put a priority on the speed of app development over security in order “to save lives.” (Later, they addressed the issue.)27

In India, even more serious concerns were raised over the Aarogya Setu app. The mobile app collected the user’s name, phone number, age, gender, profession, and other personal details, and evaluated their risk of infection based on geolocation, self-reported symptoms, medical history, and travel records. The phone’s Bluetooth and GPS were used to track the user’s location every fifteen minutes and to trace their contacts. The data was automatically shared with the government. The app also alerted users if they had come into contact with an infected person and allowed other users to see regional concentrations of the outbreak within a range of 6 miles from their device. In April, India became the first democracy in the world to make downloading the app mandatory for millions of its citizens. Initially food delivery workers, other service providers, and all federal government employees were required to download it. Then, in May, the mandate was extended to all public and private sector employees, all train travelers, and others living in areas deemed high risk. One Delhi suburb threatened fines and jail time for people who failed to install it. As a result, by late August, Aarogya Setu had been downloaded 152 million times, making it the world’s most popular COVID-19 app. India promised to take steps to improve transparency and data security. But in the absence of a national privacy law, concerns lingered over Aarogya Setu and dozens of other similar apps employed throughout the country.28

The pandemic also allowed authorities around the world to justify gaining greater access to existing troves of telecommunications information. An October 2020 study by Freedom House found that at least thirty of the sixty-five countries surveyed had sought expanded access to cellphone location data.29 The justifications seemed reasonable: the access would enable governments to better conduct contact tracing and enforce social distancing and quarantine measures. It would also facilitate the use of Big Data analytics to understand and predict broad patterns of people’s movements and behaviors, helping to assess the effectiveness of public health interventions and more efficiently allocate resources. But human rights organizations noted considerable risk of abuse given the lack of transparency, proportionality, and privacy protections associated with many of these arrangements—and the prospect that enhanced state surveillance capacity would long outlive the COVID emergency.30

Brazil provides one example of this dynamic. In the months before the pandemic, the Bolsonaro government had already moved to compel all federal bodies to share citizen data on everything from health records to facial profiles, fingerprints, and other biometric information for the purposes of creating a vast consolidated database. The stated goal was to improve government efficiency and service delivery. But it raised questions about whether the government could be trusted with the data. Then COVID-19 arrived. While Bolsonaro consistently downplayed the pandemic (even after contracting COVID-19 himself), his administration continued using the crisis to further centralize mass data collection. This included a mandate that the country’s telecom companies hand over data on 226 million Brazilians as a monitoring measure.31

Elsewhere, governments justified redirecting technologies and telecommunications data previously used for narrow national security purposes to fight COVID-19. Pakistan, for example, retooled a system used to track jihadists—originally designed by the country’s spy agency, Inter-Services Intelligence—to trace coronavirus cases.32 Similarly, Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu employed emergency powers to authorize the domestic intelligence agency Shin Bet to repurpose a program used to hunt terrorists to instead track (without their consent) the cellphones of Israelis suspected or confirmed of having COVID-19.33

Perhaps most ominous was the prospect that—under the guise of pandemic response strategies—these tactics would eventually be integrated into a wider ecosystem of ubiquitous sensors, facial recognition and other biometric technologies, and artificial intelligence (AI) algorithms. In Paris, for example, authorities employed CCTV cameras, facial recognition programs, and AI to measure aggregate compliance with mask mandates in the city’s metro system; by the summer, New York City was contemplating doing the same (although the system was never implemented).34

China—the world’s pacesetter and lead exporter of digital authoritarianism—appeared to be especially poised to exploit the pandemic to speed up the arrival of this dystopian future. Beijing’s efforts to contain the COVID-19 outbreak took advantage of the country’s massive preexisting digital surveillance program, including a nationwide network of millions of security cameras, facial recognition technologies and other biometrics, telecommunications tracing, digital passenger information, and internet, chat, and social media monitoring. The pandemic augmented this panoptic system by providing an excuse to expand the deployment of security cameras beyond public spaces to citizens’ front doors (or even inside their homes) to enforce quarantines, and to deploy thermal scanners and facial recognition technology at transportation hubs and other public places. Meanwhile, an enormous amount of additional information began flowing to the central government and to local authorities from intrusive new mobile phone apps and other COVID-related collection efforts—all integrated into AI-enabled Big Data analytics aimed at giving authorities a much clearer picture of social behavior.35 The near-term purpose of these actions was to stop the spread of the contagion. But they also served the CCP’s more enduring objective of ensuring stability via social control.36 As Lydia Khalil of the Lowy Institute, a prominent Australian think tank, argues, the pandemic “provided a proof of concept, demonstrating to the CCP that its technology with ‘Chinese characteristics’ works, and that surveillance on this scale and in an emergency is feasible and effective.”37

The potential implications expanded far beyond China’s shores. Although Beijing was active in exporting its surveillance systems and methods prior to COVID-19, its success in leveraging these technologies to roll back the virus at home seemed likely to further expand the appeal of its digital authoritarian toolkit abroad. Existing authoritarian regimes were not the only potential customers. In Ecuador, for example, Chinese-engineered surveillance systems integrating thousands of cameras with geolocation technologies—already in use by Ecuadorean police—were quickly augmented with data from COVID-19 tracking apps and redirected to combat the pandemic.38



CRACKDOWNS

The growth of high-tech surveillance was not the only opportunity for social control presented by the global health crisis. States also exploited the chance to get millions of people demanding greater freedom and better governance around the world off the streets. The decade before COVID-19 saw more mass protests around the world than at any time since World War II. The number of pro-democracy protests reached an all-time high in 2019, with the organization V-Dem estimating that 44 percent of countries experienced substantial pro-democracy demonstrations (up from 27 percent a decade before).39 That year—in places as diverse as Algeria, Chile, France, Hong Kong, India, Iraq, and Lebanon—millions of demonstrators railed against rising inequality, the high cost of living, inadequate services, corruption, government repression, and police abuse. Yet as nations banned large gatherings and issued stay-at-home orders in response to the pandemic, many protest movements were forced to stand down. The effect was to relieve political pressure on a number of governments under siege. “The virus is just what the government needed,” Antonio Cueto, a volunteer rescue worker who assisted protesters in Chile, told the Washington Post. “It’s saved them for a bit.”40 Similarly, in India, Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s imposition of a nationwide lockdown effectively ended widespread criticism and protests of his anti-Muslim citizenship policies.41 Modi also employed antiterror laws to charge hundreds of journalists, political activists, and members of civil society who opposed him, including several organizers of antigovernment peaceful protests from early 2020.42

In other locales, the pandemic seemed to provide a window for leaders to attempt to crush pro-democracy movements altogether. In Algeria, the government capitalized on the COVID-induced lull in demonstrations to launch a massive campaign of arrests aimed at ending a yearlong protest movement challenging the regime.43 In the Philippines, President Rodrigo Duterte carried out mass arrests, while issuing “shoot-to-kill” orders to security services to deal with “troublemakers” violating or protesting lockdown orders. “Do not challenge the government,” Duterte threatened would-be demonstrators in April. “You will lose.”44

Hong Kong, the site of some of the world’s largest and most dramatic pre-pandemic protests, provides yet another illustration. Starting in March 2019 and continuing for nearly a year, pro-democracy demonstrators streamed into the streets of the semiautonomous city-state to demand protection of their basic rights. Over the course of 2019, as many as 2 million Hong Kongers—out of a population of 7.5 million—joined the protests. The proximate cause was outrage over a law permitting the extradition of Hong Kong residents to mainland China and Taiwan. But the deeper issue was growing concern over the Hong Kong government’s collusion with the CCP in Beijing to destroy the principle of “one country, two systems.” The freedoms and political autonomy enshrined in the territory’s Basic Law, agreed to as part of the 1997 transfer of Hong Kong from British colonial rule to China, were promised to endure until 2047—and now they seemed to be in existential jeopardy.45

Hong Kong’s free press played a vital role in making the world aware of COVID-19 in the first place, calling attention to the efforts by Chinese officials to cover up the virus and silence health workers such as Li Wenliang. Meanwhile, given Hong Kong’s proximity to the mainland, the territory’s government proactively enacted measures to detect and minimize the possible spread of the coronavirus on January 3, nearly three weeks before the first two confirmed cases on January 22.46 In late January, it closed ten of thirteen border checkpoints and shut down schools.47 The city also put in place extensive testing, contact tracing, and surveillance of travelers, and it provided residents an interactive online map to track confirmed cases, including the dates and times of movement of individuals who tested positive. Then, in late March, having recorded 411 cases and four deaths, Hong Kong closed its borders completely and required all visitors to quarantine. Indoor and outdoor public gatherings of more than four people were banned (in July, the government lowered the cap to two), and government offices, video game arcades, movie theaters, gyms, karaoke bars, nightclubs, mah-jongg parlors, and other leisure venues were closed. Having lived through the 2003 SARS outbreak, Hong Kongers took the risk of infection seriously. Mask wearing was nearly universal and compliance with social distancing regulations was high.48

With government actions and public concern over COVID-19 discouraging crowds, the scale of pro-democracy demonstrations dwindled starting in January. Social distancing regulations were used disproportionately to target pro-democracy activists, breaking up even small, dispersed gatherings. “They are using this law politically to suppress the freedom of assembly in Hong Kong,” Roy Tam, a pro-democracy district councilor, noted.49 With the virus deterring people from congregating, Hong Kong police targeted opposition figures without fear of sparking mass protests. “Hong Kong people are very alert to the concern of infection, so [the authorities] are using the chance of the pandemic,” Lee Cheuk Yan, a veteran politician and activist arrested in April, told The Guardian. “This is a golden opportunity for them.”50

Roundups of activists began in April with the arrest of fifteen high-profile advocates and former pro-democracy legislators and continued throughout the year, resulting in hundreds of politically motivated arrests.51 As one analyst with close ties to the CCP admitted at the time, Beijing was eager to take advantage of the lull “to end the chaos in Hong Kong once and for all.”52 Three days after his arrest on April 18, Martin Lee, the founder of Hong Kong’s Democratic Party, penned an op-ed with a stark warning. “Hong Kong people now face two plagues from China: the coronavirus and attacks on our most basic human rights,” he wrote. “We can all hope a vaccine is soon developed for the coronavirus. But once Hong Kong’s human rights and rule of law are rolled back, the fatal virus of authoritarian rule will be here to stay.”53

In June, as the world’s attention remained focused on the pandemic and the global economic crisis, authorities in Beijing pounced, imposing a draconian new National Security Law on Hong Kong aimed at strangling the opposition before the protest movement could rematerialize. The law established a vast security apparatus in the territory and granted the CCP broad powers to oversee and manage schools, social organizations, the media, and the internet in Hong Kong and crack down on political dissent under the cover of combating “secession,” “subversion,” “terrorism,” and “collusion with foreign forces.” Almost immediately, the law was used to crack down on press freedoms, pro-democracy slogans, social media, and other forms of peaceful expression, and to arrest a number of high-profile activists and politicians.54

Then, in late July, Hong Kong’s chief executive, Carrie Lam, cited the pandemic as a justification for postponing Legislative Council elections (due to take place in September) for a year, blocking another pathway for the pro-democracy movement to make gains. While the virus was used as a rationale, the territory had recorded only 3,000 cases and two dozen deaths from COVID-19 at the time.55 This was followed in August with a ban on twelve pro-democracy candidates who had planned to run in the elections. In November, the entirety of Hong Kong’s elected pro-democracy opposition resigned from the city’s Legislative Council in protest of Beijing’s use of the security law to force the expulsion of four fellow lawmakers.56 By the end of the year, the prospect of rescuing any semblance of democracy and autonomy in Hong Kong seemed more remote than ever.



RESISTANCE

Yet, despite clear setbacks, protest movements around the globe did not die. Instead, they adapted. Some shifted toward organizing community responses to COVID outbreaks and other economic and social consequences of the pandemic, such as surging gender-based violence under lockdown. Others turned to methods such as car caravans, collectively banging pots and pans inside homes, and walkouts from “essential” but unsafe workplaces.57

And even as governments were deploying new digital tools to police lockdowns, activists were also utilizing this domain in creative ways. In Russia, activists “tagged” themselves in digital space in front of government buildings. In Chile, thousands shared a virtual mural on social media demanding more stringent actions to stem the pandemic, while others projected images of past demonstrations and victims of state repression onto buildings throughout the capital, Santiago. Some activists in Hong Kong used the popular video game Animal Crossing—in which players build their own island and invite others to visit—to design and share pro-democracy images and hold virtual protests, prompting the removal of the game from Chinese online stores.58

Traditional protest movements also reemerged, driven back into the streets by perceived state corruption and mishandling of the pandemic, by outrage at government attempts to exploit COVID-19 to curtail civil liberties and manipulate elections, and by the heightened inequalities resulting from the crisis. In Sudan, for example, the Million Man March movement decried the slow transition to democracy. In Kyrgyzstan, protesters brought down President Sooronbay Jeenbekov amid allegations of vote-rigging and corruption. As we saw in the previous chapter, demonstrators in Bolivia were outraged over the perception that their government was exploiting the pandemic for political gain. Similar protests broke out in Israel, Serbia, and Uganda.59

Meanwhile, in Belarus, mass protests erupted after President Alexander Lukashenko declared victory in the country’s August election, claiming he had secured a sixth term in office with 80 percent of the vote. As with previous plebiscites in Europe’s most authoritarian country, the election was marred by extensive repression and allegations of widespread fraud. But the background conditions this time around were different. Lukashenko’s failure to take COVID-19 seriously had breathed new life into a once-marginalized opposition. In March, as countries around the world were imposing strict public health measures, Lukashenko refused to follow suit, fearing it would further damage an economy already battered by Russia’s decision in February to reduce energy subsidies and the worldwide plunge in oil prices.60 Lukashenko characterized lockdown measures as an act of “frenzy and psychosis,” and instead encouraged Belarussians to drink vodka, visit saunas, and drive tractors to ward off the virus.61 Even after Lukashenko himself contracted COVID-19 in July, the government took no meaningful action, leaving it to local officials and civil society to self-organize to combat the pandemic. As a result, coronavirus cases surged, reaching at least 68,000 by the time of the election. As early as April, Ryhor Astapenia, a Belarus analyst at the British think tank Chatham House, observed that Lukashenko was “playing a dangerous game with not only public health, but [his] own political role.”62 Public disillusionment with the regime grew, even among segments of the establishment.63 “In the runup to the election,” Lucan Ahmad Way, a political science professor at the University of Toronto observed, “there was a palpable sense that people had had enough.”64

Demonstrations began the day after the rigged election. As August progressed, more than 100,000 Belarussians turned out in the capital, Minsk, each weekend to demand new, free, and fair elections.65 Mass pro-democracy protests persisted for months in the face of a brutal regime response—including mass arrests, excessive use of force by security services, and torture—and threats by Russian president Vladimir Putin to intervene on Lukashenko’s behalf.66

Around the world, COVID-19 heaped new grievances upon old ones. In some places, protesters railed against their governments for not taking the virus seriously enough. But elsewhere, demonstrators fumed at their governments for doing too much rather than too little. Across the United States in the spring and summer of 2020, for example, demonstrators took aim at state and local officials enforcing lockdown orders. In an eerie prologue to the January 6, 2021, riotous siege of the U.S. Capitol in Washington, DC—which threatened the very heart of American democracy—armed protesters stormed the Michigan state capitol building on April 30, 2020. The demonstration occurred with the encouragement of President Trump, who just days before the demonstration had told his supporters to “Liberate Michigan” on Twitter. The swarm of protesters, some wearing military fatigues and carrying assault rifles, demanded entry into the state House of Representatives’ chamber, chanting “Let us in.” In October, the FBI disrupted a plot to overthrow the Michigan government, including a plan to kidnap the state’s governor, Gretchen Whitmer, and bomb the state capitol. A number of the plotters had participated in anti-lockdown protests in April, May, and June.67

By the end of 2020, according to Benjamin Press and Thomas Carothers of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, anti-lockdown demonstrations had emerged in at least twenty-six countries. Besides the United States, protests against curfews and stay-at-home orders occurred in countries as diverse as Australia, Germany, Mexico, and Nigeria.68

In other locales, the coronavirus triggered renewed demonstrations by exacerbating pre-pandemic demands for more responsive governance. Lebanon provides a case in point. Even before COVID-19, the small Middle Eastern nation was experiencing acute fiscal, banking, and exchange rate challenges, all amounting to the worst economic crisis in the country’s history.69 Rising poverty, the lack of government services, widespread corruption, and a dysfunctional sectarian political system sparked a mass protest movement in the fall of 2019, forcing the resignation of Prime Minister Saad Hariri.70 In mid-March, as the government locked the country down to contain the coronavirus, protests necessarily dissipated. Swift government action helped keep COVID-19 infection rates on par with success stories such as Australia, New Zealand, and South Korea.71 Yet while public health restrictions successfully tamped down the spread of the virus, they also dealt another devastating blow to the economy. Business closures, job losses, currency depreciation, soaring inflation, and inadequate government support crushed livelihoods, worsening extreme poverty and producing widespread hunger.72 As a staggered reopening concluded in June, protesters returned to the streets.73

It was an increasingly explosive situation. And then, on August 4, a literal explosion rocked the country when 2,750 tons of ammonium nitrate improperly stored in a warehouse at the Beirut port detonated. The massive blast caused destruction over a six-mile radius and was heard more than 150 miles away. At least 180 people died, more than 6,500 were injured, 300,000 people were displaced, and 70,000 were left unemployed. Blaming government negligence and corruption for the carnage, tens of thousands of demonstrators flooded Beirut. Clashes with security forces left hundreds injured.74 In response to mounting public vitriol, Prime Minister Hassan Diab and his entire cabinet resigned; in October, Saad Hariri (who had stepped down a year earlier) was tasked with forming yet another government.75

In the midst of Lebanon’s political chaos, efforts to control the pandemic collapsed. Protests in the streets, mounting homelessness, large numbers of volunteers assisting with clearing debris and providing humanitarian relief, overwhelmed hospitals, and widespread mistrust of the government all made social distancing measures moot. Coronavirus cases skyrocketed, with infections increasing from around 5,000 on the day of the port explosion to nearly 45,000 just two months later. By the end of the year, Lebanon, a country of just 6.8 million people, had more than 160,000 cases, effectively nullifying the early progress it had made in containing the virus.76

Western democracies were not immune to demands for greater justice and accountability. In the United States, the pandemic highlighted and accentuated profound inequalities, contributing to a historic wave of racial justice protests nationwide during the summer of 2020. The impacts of the virus fell hardest on Black, Latinx, and Native American populations. People of color were at much greater risk of contracting the coronavirus due to higher rates of work in essential service sectors that remained open during lockdowns. Black Americans and other minorities were more likely to hold jobs that could not be done remotely, less likely to have paid leave, more likely to lack an economic cushion, and less likely to live in households with multiple earners than whites. Exposure risks were further magnified by the fact that people of color were more likely to live in densely populated urban areas and to be more reliant on public transportation.77 And, once infected, Black and Latinx Americans were 4.7 times more likely to be hospitalized and twice as likely to die of COVID-19 compared to whites, largely due to a higher prevalence of other preexisting health conditions and less access to health care—themselves byproducts of systemic racial inequalities.78

Pre-pandemic inequality—including lower levels of income and wealth, higher rates of unemployment, lower savings, and greater food and housing insecurity—also left Black Americans much more susceptible to the massive economic disruptions produced by the pandemic. In April 2020, the unemployment rate for Black Americans was 16.7 percent, compared with 14.2 percent for whites; in May, the Black unemployment rate increased to 16.8 percent, while the white unemployment rate fell to 12.4 percent.79

As the dual health and economic crises highlighted and exacerbated centuries-old racial disparities in the United States, the horrific killing of George Floyd—a Black man arrested for allegedly using a counterfeit $20 bill—at the hands of Minneapolis police on May 25 lit a spark. Floyd had tested positive for COVID-19 in April, and an autopsy would later reveal that traces of the disease lingered in his body from the previous infection. But the cause of death was another human being, not the coronavirus.80 A bystander video of the deadly arrest showed Floyd struggling and declaring “I can’t breathe” as officer Derek Chauvin kneeled on his neck. The clip was broadcast in an endless loop on cable news and social media to millions of Americans cooped up at home.

Large-scale protests demanding police reform and racial justice immediately erupted in Minneapolis and then quickly spread across the United States and around the world. Black Americans, fed up with living in underresourced and overpoliced communities, were joined by a multiracial, multigenerational coalition. Widespread outrage at injustice was the driving force, but growing frustration with stay-at-home requirements and the disproportionate impact of the economic downturn on young people of all races also seemed to play a role in the movement’s momentum.81 Over the coming weeks, demonstrations swept through 140 U.S. cities. At the movement’s peak, on June 6, half a million people protested in 550 locations. Four polls conducted in June and July suggested that the number of Americans who had attended a Black Lives Matter or police brutality demonstration totaled between 15 million and 26 million, making it the largest protest movement in U.S. history.82 By late August, one study found, there had been over 7,750 protests across more than 2,440 locations in all fifty U.S. states and Washington, DC. And while President Trump and conservative media in the United States attempted to portray the movement as anarchic and violent, the same study concluded that more than 93 percent of the protests had been peaceful.83

Moreover, in a poignant reminder that the world remained invested in the fate of American democracy, protests in solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement were held in Berlin, Brussels, Copenhagen, Johannesburg, London, Mexico City, Nairobi, Rio de Janeiro, Paris, Seoul, Sydney, and dozens of other cities and locales around the globe. Demonstrators, ranging from a few hundred to tens of thousands, braved the pandemic to voice outrage at the police brutality on display in George Floyd’s killing—often linking the incident to local struggles for racial justice—and to demand that the United States live up to its stated ideals.84 As one common slogan held aloft at a mid-June rally attended by thousands in Tokyo declared: “Racism is a pandemic.”85

All told, by October, Freedom House estimated that there had been significant protests in at least ninety countries, in every region of the world, since the onset of the pandemic (despite 158 countries putting in place new COVID-related restrictions on such gatherings). Approximately 39 percent of democracies, 60 percent of partial democracies, and 43 percent of autocracies experienced demonstrations.86

Consequently, as 2020 came to a close, the contest between the forces of authoritarianism and democracy remained fully engaged, although the side that would ultimately win out remained highly uncertain. New emergency powers, disruptions to legislative processes and elections, widespread threats to civil liberties, abuses by security services, dystopian technologies, and attacks on critics and activists associated with government responses to the pandemic had combined to weaken political freedoms in eighty countries.87 But the desire for greater freedom and more accountable and representative government was equally evident. People in many nations stood up, often at great risk, to keep hope for a more just future alive.
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Variants and Vaccines


THE TECHNICAL NAME for the virus that produces the COVID-19 disease is SARS-CoV-2. But to epidemiologists, SARS-CoV-2 is broad enough to encompass a series of variants that emerge naturally as the original coronavirus spreads and evolves. As a result, the waves of the pandemic are not waves of exactly the same thing. The emergence of new variants, sometimes very early on, adds layers of complication and danger. The genome of SARS-CoV-2 has approximately 30,000 letters of ribonucleic acid (RNA) that force the human body to assemble up to twenty-nine types of protein to spread the virus and infect the body. As the virus replicates, small copying errors sometimes occur. These are mutations. And when a virus is widely circulating and causing many infections, the likelihood of mutations increases. A virus with one or more distinctive mutations, in turn, is known as a variant. A new variant may not meaningfully change the ability of the original virus to infect and kill people. But some do.1

The first variant of SARS-CoV-2 was a single mutation labeled 614G. It was discovered in eastern China in January 2020, very early in the pandemic. Scientists suspect that this 614G variant was more contagious than the original Wuhan variant and it was this one that made its way to Italy and then on to New York and the rest of the United States.2

In late November 2020, scientists identified a new variant, known as B.1.1.7, in the United Kingdom, thought to be 30 to 50 percent more contagious than other versions of the virus, and increasingly linked to a higher risk of death.3 The first known case of B.1.1.7 was traced back to September 20, and by the middle of November, it accounted for roughly one-quarter of cases in London.4 It reached the United States in late December, and by early February 2021 it was doubling there every ten days.5 As of late March, it had been detected in over ninety countries. Despite growing evidence that B.1.1.7 was both more contagious and deadlier, emerging vaccines—including those produced by Pfizer-BioNTech, Moderna, and AstraZeneca in late 2020 and by Johnson & Johnson in early 2021—still seemed effective in combating it. Testing conducted in Israel in early February 2021 revealed that although the variant was present in close to 80 percent of samples, widespread vaccination was damping its effect.6

Around the same time, two other concerning variants were also discovered: P.1 in Brazil and B.1.351 in South Africa. Both shared a number of similar mutations and appeared to be more transmissable. Most disturbingly, unlike the U.K. variant, available vaccines seemed somewhat less effective against P.1 and significantly less effective against B.1.351. Initial studies suggested that the AstraZeneca vaccine, in particular, was 86 times less effective against the South African variant.7 By late March 2021, the P.1 variant had spread to at least twenty-five countries and the B.1.351 variant had spread to forty-eight countries.8

The trio of dangerous variants came to light against the backdrop of surging COVID-19 infections across the globe. By the beginning of September 2020, the world had recorded 25.77 million COVID-19 cases; by the end of the year, that number had reached more than 83.56 million. That represented a 224 percent increase in worldwide cases in just four months. The biggest increases during this period were in Europe (549 percent, with a 699 percent increase in the European Union), North America (219 percent, with a 231 percent increase in the United States), and Asia (187 percent; 189 percent excluding China, which saw only a 7 percent reported increase). The increase was significant but less profound in Africa (119 percent) and South America (107 percent), and it was very slight in Oceania (just 12 percent).9

As 2020 came to a close, therefore, a race was on between emerging variants and surging cases, on the one hand, and new hope for an end to the pandemic raised by a growing number of vaccines, on the other.


THOSE SUMMER DAYS

By early summer 2020, many governments assumed that patterns of COVID-19 infection were no longer likely to increase exponentially. They thought they understood how the novel coronavirus spread and how contagious it was. They believed early containment measures had worked and they would have plenty of warning of a second wave before it hit. So they had some breathing space to relax public health measures. In many countries, this proved to be a dangerous miscalculation.

This was certainly the case in Europe, where Europeans thought they had put the worst of the pandemic behind them. After strict spring lockdowns, the curve had fully flattened. Whereas at its peak around April 1, the EU had seen almost 30,000 new COVID-19 cases per day, the daily case rate was around 4,000 by June 1, and it remained steady until mid-July.10 Unsurprisingly, then, European leaders were eager to lift coronavirus restrictions by the summer. August especially beckoned, a month that Europeans like to take off.11 As early as April 18, European Commission president Ursula von der Leyen declared, “We will find smart solutions to have some vacation.”12 Likewise, the German interior minister, Horst Seehofer, told reporters on May 13, “The clear objective is that we want free travel in Europe again as of mid-June.”13

Sure enough, a month later, the European Commission recommended that internal EU borders be reopened by June 15 and that restrictions on nonessential travel into the EU gradually be lifted after June 30.14 They knew that the virus had not disappeared, and that it would stage a comeback in their own backyards in the fall and winter. But at the time, Europeans were convinced that the harshness of their spring lockdowns would allow them to reap lasting benefits.

The contrast with the approach taken in Asia and Oceania was stark. On July 26, China reported sixty-one new coronavirus cases. While tiny compared to infections elsewhere, it was still China’s highest number since early March. Around the same time, Vietnam had its first cases of community infection (passed from one person to another) since April, in tourist hotspot Danang. New Zealand, for its part, reported its first new cases of COVID-19 in 102 days on August 11. The response in each country to these small increases in absolute terms was overwhelming—local lockdowns and isolation of those exposed to the virus, testing and contact tracing, and a draconian travel policy, effectively closing the country to outside visitors.15

Europeans were determined not to follow suit. After suffering a 99 percent drop in international tourism between April and June 2020, Spain received over 4 million visitors in July and August.16 Nightlife and beaches drew throngs of people, with clubs and discos staying open until the early morning hours to compensate for the spring’s economic catastrophe.17 At one now-infamous beach club outside the Spanish city of Málaga, a DJ was filmed spitting at his audience on a crowded dance floor.18 The Greek islands also reopened to select countries, welcoming tourists from most of Europe, Israel, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand.19

Although Greece subjected tourists from some higher-risk European countries to mandatory testing at the airport, in other places, testing and quarantine measures were rarely enforced. By late July, it became clear that the virus was spreading again. With the notable exception of Italy, lower compliance with pandemic-related hygiene measures was observed across the continent.20 Jean-François Delfraissy, who had been tapped in March to lead the French government’s Scientific Council on COVID-19, lamented that “the French have lost the notion of social distancing and caution.”21

In many cases, younger people were driving the virus spread. In late July, Spanish minister of finance and government spokesperson María Jesús Montero expressly sought to caution “people who are younger, because some of the outbreaks are linked to the behavior in nightlife venues or places where a large number of people gather.”22 By mid-August, even the WHO agreed: at a virtual briefing, Regional Director for the Western Pacific Takeshi Kasai said, “People in their 20s, 30s and 40s are increasingly driving the spread.”23 Increases in cases were also substantial in central and eastern European countries such as Serbia, Romania, and Poland, which had mostly escaped western Europe’s deadly first wave.24

Nevertheless, by summer’s end, EU leaders still believed they could handle the expected second wave. On September 1, the daily new case rate was still lower than it had been during the spring peak (slightly over 20,000 new COVID-19 cases per day on September 1 compared to almost 30,000 on April 1), and the pace of increase was far less dramatic than it had been in late March.25 Meanwhile, compared to the peak daily death rate of almost 3,000 in early to mid-April, from the end of June to mid-September the daily deaths did not exceed 200.26 Europeans remained convinced that they had learned the lessons from the spring. The scramble for precious medical supplies was behind them. They would coordinate more closely at the EU level. The situation looked to be under control.

Above all, leaders wanted to keep internal borders within the EU open. Freedom of movement is a cornerstone of the single European market. In early September, a confidential EU briefing paper observed that while “it remains the responsibility of each member state to enact the measures it sees fit … a coherent response is critical to avoid a fragmented approach as seen earlier in the year as well as to preserve the integrity of the Schengen area.”27 Throughout the next few months, even as the EU reeled from a second wave, borders remained open. Reflecting on this in early December, von der Leyen told the Financial Times, “One of the biggest achievements of the EU is the open single market and the Schengen principles for passport-free travel. Border closures due to coronavirus cut these freedoms—and then nothing was functioning anymore.”28

What Europeans did not understand as they entered the fall was that they would not just be forced to deal with a return of the virus. They would also have to contend with new variants that would prove more contagious and undo their best-laid plans.



AN UNQUIET CHRISTMAS

On December 20, with the United Kingdom and the EU deadlocked in talks on a post-Brexit trade agreement, France closed its borders to passengers and vehicles from the United Kingdom, causing massive backups of trucks in the British port town of Dover, which sits on the narrowest part of the English Channel. Some British officials wondered whether it was a ploy to give them a sense of the turmoil a no-deal Brexit would cause, but French officials claimed it was solely because of fear of the new B.1.1.7 variant that had emerged in Britain. After forty-eight hours, British ministers announced that border restrictions would be lifted the following day for all visitors (including truck drivers), who would need to test negative for COVID-19. But the restrictions were just a sign of things to come.29

Meanwhile, after completing a six-week lockdown in mid-December, Ireland had one of the lowest case counts in Europe, with just 10 new cases each day per 100,000 people. By January 11, however, Ireland had the highest number of new daily cases per 100,000 people in the world, with 132. The B.1.1.7 variant had coincided with Christmas travel from the United Kingdom. More Irish people were infected (46,000) in a seven-day period in early January 2021 than during March to October 2020.30 The Irish government was stunned and quickly reimposed a strict lockdown that would last for months. What happened in Ireland was a warning to the rest of the EU: the new variants combined with any relaxation of social distancing rules could lead to a rapid and catastrophic reversal in fortune.

In January 2021, Germany, France, and many other European countries followed suit and went into lockdown. The Netherlands experienced what its police association called the most violent protests in forty years as thousands of mostly young men took to the streets in multiple cities to object to the country’s first curfew since World War II. The protesters looted shops, attacked police officers, and destroyed property, including a coronavirus testing center.31 Borders began to close again. Germany placed restrictions on its frontier with the Czech Republic and Austria, resulting in long delays for truckers. France required a negative COVID test for visitors from other EU member states, while also closing the country to nonessential travel from almost all non-EU countries.32

Europe’s political leaders exchanged barbs on the restrictions, which critics saw as yet another blow to European integration caused by COVID-19, jeopardizing the future of Europe’s borderless Schengen Area. Ursula von der Leyen told the media, “Last spring we had 17 different member states that had introduced border measures and the lessons we learned at the time is that it did not stop the virus but it disrupted incredibly the single market and caused enormous problems.” She was blunt in her assessment: “The virus taught us that closing borders does not stop it.” But the commission president’s remarks angered Germany’s interior minister, Horst Seehofer, who told the German tabloid Bild, “We are fighting the mutated virus on the border with the Czech Republic and Austria.” The European Commission “should support us and not put a monkey wrench in the works with cheap advice,” he said.33



A MOONSHOT AT WARP SPEED

Unlike Europe, the United States never had a lull. Once the pandemic seemed to be under control in the Northeast and on the West Coast, it spiked in the South and the Midwest. Nationally, the picture was grim throughout the summer and fall of 2020. The seven-day case average peaked at 75,687 per day on July 16 before declining to approximately 35,000 per day in early September. From that point forward, however, it began to rise again, crossing the threshold of 100,000 daily cases on November 4 and reaching an astonishing 300,669 on January 8, 2021, the highest yet, with a seven-day average for daily deaths over 3,300.34 In the dark winter of 2020–21, each and every day more Americans were dying from COVID-19 than had been killed on 9/11. Yet, unlike the terrorist attacks two decades earlier, the pain and suffering caused by the pandemic did not unify the country. Instead, it became a point of partisan strife.

The Trump administration continued to delegate most COVID-related decisions to the states, contributing to an incoherent patchwork of interventions. The aggregate availability of testing increased markedly, but it remained uneven across the country.35 States and localities also varied wildly in terms of mask mandates, social distancing requirements, stay-at-home orders, and business and school closures. For his part, President Trump appeared to lose all interest in containing the virus and instead tried to project that everything was returning to normal. The White House pressured the CDC to make its guidance for reopening the economy vaguer, to play down the risk of children returning to school, and to discourage testing of people without COVID-19 symptoms.36 Meanwhile, some prominent Trump advisors seemed to favor a “herd immunity” approach that would prioritize reopening the economy while allowing COVID-19 to spread through most of the population.37 But there was one area where the Trump administration saw the federal government playing a critical role: vaccine development.

Pharmaceutical companies around the world began work on a vaccine immediately after scientists Zhang Yong-Zhen and Edward Holmes released the genetic sequence of COVID-19 to the world on January 11, 2020.38 However, few believed they would develop a safe and effective vaccine as quickly as they did. Speaking to the U.S. Senate on March 3, 2020, Anthony Fauci said that even if vaccine development was incredibly fast, “the entire process … would take a year to a year and a half” before it was available to the public.39 In his book about the coronavirus, Apollo’s Arrow, published in October 2020, Nicholas Christakis, director of Yale’s Human Nature Lab, noted that traditionally vaccines do not arrive until herd immunity has already been achieved and that a COVID-19 vaccine was unlikely before 2022.40 Against any historical metric, 2022 would have constituted an incredible success. Until COVID-19, the record for developing a vaccine was for mumps—and that took four years.41 Most had taken a decade or more, while some, like a vaccine for HIV/AIDS, still do not exist.

Once a vaccine candidate is developed, several types of testing take place: laboratory testing, animal studies, and human clinical trials in three phases to determine whether individuals suffer any negative effects from the jab. Phase 1 involves a small group of adults (typically 20–80), phase 2 involves several hundred, including some who may be at higher risk, and phase 3 is when the vaccine is given to thousands of people.42 Most vaccine candidates do not survive trials. It often takes at least a year to even recruit the right pool of people for phase 3 alone. In the United States, if these trials are successful, the vaccine candidate is then submitted to the Food and Drug Administration, which goes through its own exhaustive review process. The FDA stated in advance that a COVID-19 vaccine would have to be proven to be at least 50 percent effective before being authorized for use.43 On top of all that, building the manufacturing capacity to produce it in large quantities is extremely expensive and time-consuming. Thus, investors will only put significant money into manufacturing once a vaccine has been rigorously vetted and determined to be successful.

The United States has a long reputation for inventing its way out of national security crises and conflicts. The most famous example is, of course, the Manhattan Project and the creation of the atomic bomb during World War II. The invention of the microchip in 1959 helped give the United States a decisive technological competitive advantage over the Soviet Union. In 1969, at the height of the Cold War, America became the first nation to put a human being on the moon—and the term “moonshot” is now employed for any endeavor in which the government engages in a monumental effort to leap forward in science and technology. Even following the disastrous invasion of Iraq, U.S. development of drone technology transformed the conflict and the global war on terrorism. The same dynamic was evident in coping with the global pandemic. The United States may have struggled mightily in the face of COVID-19—but it also ended up pumping much more money into vaccine development than any other nation and harnessed an advanced industrial base that was second to none.

On May 15, 2020, President Trump announced the formation of Operation Warp Speed (OWS), an ambitious public-private partnership that aimed to get more companies involved in vaccine development at a massive scale.44 The OWS program was largely financed by emergency COVID-19 funding passed by Congress as part of the April stimulus package. The congressional appropriations had not provided money specifically for vaccines, but several accounts contained funds that were available for vaccine-related activities carried out by the Department of Health and Human Services and the Department of Defense. The Trump administration then shifted billions of dollars from other public health projects, such as replenishing the national stockpile of protective medical gear and ventilators, to OWS. By mid-October, OWS had announced contract awards in support of six vaccines, with obligations totaling at least $10 billion and an estimated value of $18 billion.45 The idea behind OWS was simple: remove the financial risk for companies associated with the rapid development and testing of vaccines and cut through the red tape associated with approving and distributing them. The government paid companies to build manufacturing plants and produce millions of doses before the vaccines were proven effective. If one of them succeeded, it would be worth it.46

Trump chose a man named Moncef Slaoui to head the initiative. Slaoui was born in Morocco. As a child, his younger sister died of whooping cough—a tragedy that led Slaoui to develop an interest in medicine. When he was seventeen, he enrolled in college at the Free University of Brussels, where he studied molecular biology and immunology. He moved to the United States to pursue postdoctoral studies at Harvard University and Tufts University. He subsequently joined the vaccine department of pharmaceutical giant GlaxoSmithKline (GSK), where he rose to be chairman of research and development, and eventually chairman of global vaccines in 2009. In 2017, after thirty years, he left GSK and joined the board of Moderna.47

Operation Warp Speed directly funded vaccine work by Oxford University-AstraZeneca, Moderna, Johnson & Johnson, and several others. Another major player, Pfizer (in collaboration with the German company BioNTech) operated independently and put its own money at risk because it worried about political influence. However, Pfizer did receive a $1.9 billion advance purchase agreement in July 2020. The OWS initiative received some criticism domestically because it tapped senior pharmaceutical executives, including Slaoui, and then funneled enormous amounts of money to these firms. Senator Elizabeth Warren called on Slaoui to resign or be fired because he held millions of dollars in GSK stock, which she said was a conflict of interest. There were controversial decisions too. One Maryland company, Novavax, was on its last legs in 2019. It had existed for thirty-three years without once producing a successful vaccine (it had come close on a number of occasions). At a time when it was facing delisting from the Nasdaq and the financial short-sellers were circling, OWS injected $1.6 billion into the company in May.48

Astonishingly, by mid-November 2020, less than a year into the pandemic, the first COVID-19 vaccines that had successfully completed all the necessary testing began to come online.49 The vaccine developed by Pfizer-BioNTech demonstrated a stunning effectiveness rate of 95 percent, while a similar vaccine produced by Moderna was shown to be 94 percent effective. In mid-December, the U.S. FDA issued emergency use authorizations for both. Beyond their remarkable efficacy, the Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna vaccines were notable in a second respect: they relied on a revolutionary technology developed over the past decade that utilized messenger RNA (mRNA). As Dr. Philip Dormitzer, the chief scientific officer for viral vaccines at Pfizer, described it, with a gene-based vaccine such as mRNA, “you don’t inject … a piece of the virus … [Y]ou simply inject an instruction set that teaches your body how to make a piece of the virus, and then your body learns to recognize the piece that it has made and make it a target for the antibodies to kill the virus.”50 This method focused on the “spike protein” found on the surface of the virus. In one of the most common artist-generated images of SARS-CoV-2 that has circulated widely in the media, the spike protein is the distinctive red spike with a crown that sits on the blue virus surface.51

In an interesting twist, Pfizer’s choice to hold off on participating in OWS may have had a catalytic effect on the development of the Moderna vaccine. A senior Trump administration official told us that Pfizer’s decision to go it alone was seen as a sign that they were supremely confident that their mRNA method would work. Prior to that, influential figures working on OWS were skeptical that the technology behind the Moderna vaccine would pan out, but it was the same type that Pfizer was using. “That’s when we realized we have a real horse race here” between the pharmaceutical companies, the official said.

Meanwhile, a third vaccine, produced by a partnership between Oxford University and the British-Swedish company AstraZeneca, was developed using an adenovirus-based technique whereby the scientists added the gene for the coronavirus spike protein to another virus like the common cold or flu. In this case, the Oxford-AstraZeneca team used a modified version of a chimpanzee adenovirus.52 This vaccine also reported test results in November, showing a respectable efficacy rate of 63 percent. (The vaccine was approved for use by the European Medicines Agency in January 2021, but further U.S.-based trials delayed judgment by the FDA, and as of the end of March, the AstraZeneca vaccine had not yet been issued emergency use authorization in the United States.53) Then, in February 2021, another adenovirus-based vaccine, developed by Johnson & Johnson, demonstrated a 72 percent overall efficacy rate in the United States (and 64 percent in trials held in South Africa) and received FDA emergency use authorization. The vaccine raised hopes for more rapid immunizations since, unlike the two-dose Pfizer-BioNTech, Moderna, and AstraZeneca vaccines, the Johnson & Johnson vaccine only required one shot.

The OWS bet on Novavax seemed to pay off. In March 2021, Novavax announced it had produced a vaccine that was 96.4 percent effective against the original COVID-19 virus, even higher than Pfizer and Moderna (although it appeared to be less effective against the British and South African variants, with 86 and 49 percent efficacy, respectively).54

One question that arises is whether Trump deserves credit for the development of the vaccine. And, if so, does that compensate for his other failings? Other writers—those more expert in immunology, industrial policy, and logistics—will be better placed than us to pass definitive judgment on this question. But it is possible to draw a few provisional conclusions.

The first thing to acknowledge is that OWS did not occur in a vacuum. Some of the preliminary research informing the rapid development of COVID-19 vaccines had already been done with work on the spike proteins in HIV, as well as in SARS and MERS (which are also coronaviruses). This prior work helped scientists quickly identify the spike protein of SARS-CoV-2 and understand that it was the right target for a vaccine. Moreover, incredible advances had been made on mRNA technology over the previous decade. This was not targeted at coronaviruses, but, as Slaoui put it,


it is 100 percent the same product in terms of chemical composition whether you have a vaccine against COVID, flu, herpes, or hepatitis. All of the work on that platform over the last 10 years to understand the toxicology, the clinical expectation of safety, and the manufacturing strategy was all relevant to the COVID-19 vaccine because it involves the same processes.55



At the same time, it is clear that OWS did help significantly. The Trump administration poured vast sums of money into vaccine development. By contrast, the EU, with a far larger population, spent just $2.7 billion. The administration essentially gave the pharmaceutical industry a blank check and trusted its executives, which others may not have been inclined to do. In an interview with Science, Slaoui gave his opinion on Trump:


I completely disagree with the values that he projects, as a person, in terms of respect, in terms of capacity to listen, accepting diversity. Many of the policy decisions that ended up politicizing this pandemic were wrong, particularly around wearing the mask. But at the same time, I do think that Warp Speed was absolutely visionary to put together science, government, the military, and the private sector and just give us full empowerment.56



Ultimately, the rapid development of vaccines demonstrated some of America’s core strengths as a superpower: an unrivaled high-end technological industrial base, the potential for public-private partnership, and a willingness to make enormous investments without any guarantee of success. Yet the tremendous accomplishment would also create new problems, challenges, and geopolitical developments. Some countries handled the vaccine rollout better than others, and the major powers would use the distribution of life-saving inoculations to advance their foreign policy goals, raising significant global equity concerns.



EUROPE’S VACCINE WOES

In the spring of 2020, the Europeans helped lead the way—working alongside the WHO, other world leaders, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, CEPI, Gavi, The Global Fund, Unitaid, and other international organizations—in creating the Access to COVID-19 Tools (ACT) Accelerator. The multilateral framework sought to provide billions of dollars to support the development and equitable global distribution of COVID-19 tests, treatments, and vaccines, and to strengthen health care systems buckling under the pandemic. The vaccine pillar of the ACT-Accelerator, called COVAX (shorthand for COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access), was co-managed by CEPI, Gavi, and the WHO. The aim of the initiative was to speed up vaccine research and development and to provide incentives to quickly scale up production by making up-front investments in a wide portfolio of vaccine candidates, including some that might not pan out. Then, all nations participating in COVAX would gain access to the vaccines developed on an equal basis regardless of their income. Funding to poorer nations would provide a critical lifeline for inoculations they might not otherwise be able to afford, while COVAX also enabled wealthier self-financing countries to gain access to vaccines in the event they lacked sufficient bilateral deals with pharmaceutical companies. An ambitious target of making 2 billion doses available worldwide by the end of 2021 was set.57

“Past experience has taught us that even when tools are available, they have not been equally available to all,” WHO Director General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus declared during the virtual launch event for the ACT-Accelerator and COVAX in April. “We are facing a common threat, which we can only defeat with a common approach.”58 German chancellor Angela Merkel concurred: “This concerns a global public good, to produce this vaccine and to distribute it in all parts of the world.” But in this global endeavor, two critical players were conspicuous by their absence: China and the United States. A spokesman for the U.S. mission to the WHO in Geneva justified the Trump administration’s decision to stay away by saying, “We remain deeply concerned about the WHO’s effectiveness, given that its gross failures fuel the current pandemic.” French president Emmanuel Macron, however, thought it would eventually be possible to bring Beijing and Washington into the fold. “I hope we’ll manage to reconcile around this joint initiative both China and the U.S.,” he said, “because this is about saying ‘the fight against COVID-19 is a common human good and there should be no division in order to win this battle.’”59 But it took months for Macron’s aspirations to materialize. By late August, 172 nations had expressed interest in participating in COVAX (including 92 low- and middle-income countries and 80 potential self-financing countries), but China did not do so until October, and America did not commit to COVAX until February 2021, once Trump had exited the scene.60 Even then, as nations provided funding to COVAX, it had no pathway to actually procure vaccines in the quantities required to carry out its mission.

While the Europeans were attempting to fill the vacuum in global leadership left by the U.S. and China, within the European Union itself the approach to vaccine development was chaotic. For a while, it looked like the larger countries might go their own way. France and Germany initiated joint negotiations to buy vaccines, and they were soon joined by the Netherlands and Italy in a coalition that became known as the Inclusive Vaccine Alliance. On June 13, 2020, the alliance announced it had reached a deal with AstraZeneca. Other European governments were alarmed. If every country took care of itself, huge disparities would arise among the twenty-seven member states. Some large and competent countries might do quite well, but smaller countries and those lacking adequate expertise would suffer. The euro crisis had already split the EU between creditor and debtor countries and brought it to the brink of collapse. EU leaders were determined to avoid a repeat of a two-tier Europe on vaccinations.61

There were advantages to a collective approach. The EU is the world’s largest economic bloc—by negotiating collectively, it can leverage its size and secure a better deal. European leaders also worried that if they did not work together on the vaccine, they would be dependent upon Trump’s America—which had already tried to acquire a stake in a European biotechnology company called CureVac. Faced with resistance, the quartet of countries agreed to merge their efforts into an EU-wide initiative led by von der Leyen’s European Commission. On June 17, with a budget of $2.7 billion, the Emergency Support Instrument was launched with a mandate to procure vaccines for the member states and Norway.62

The EU had no experience with major procurement projects, particularly in health care, so it fell back on what it was good at. One of the EU’s top trade negotiators, an Italian named Sandra Gallina, was put in charge. She approached it like a trade negotiation. She wanted a good price, access to several vaccines, and for the companies to remain liable for anything that went wrong. This dragged out the negotiations. At a European Parliament hearing in September, speaker after speaker called on Gallina to ensure that the pharmaceutical companies would be held liable for anything that went wrong with the vaccine. They also spoke about the risk of transferring billions of euros to companies without adequate scrutiny or transparency. Gallina replied:


The negotiations have been very difficult because we started with the idea that we wanted to uphold the status quo so … all the rights of European citizens are totally unchanged.… I was very strict at the beginning that our status quo has to remain. We have two elements in our status quo: liability and indemnification. As regards both we did not change an iota … [on liability]. It is the system we know. We would not be so mad as to change such a system.63



Unlike the United States, the European Commission had no ability to absorb the costs of such liabilities unless the member states each agreed to do so individually, which they did not.64

This legalistic approach might have made sense for a trade deal, but it was gravely out of step with what other countries were doing in the middle of a global pandemic when pharmaceutical firms were faced with many different buyers. The United States threw money at the problem and also granted liability waivers on the basis that the vaccines would be approved by the regulator, so the companies would be off the hook. After all, they were adhering to a rapid timeline at the request of governments. Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu called the CEO of Pfizer thirty times, imploring him to use Israel as an opportunity to collect data on the effectiveness of the vaccine, paying more than other countries were offering, and waiving all liability. The United Kingdom hired a vaccine team that included a venture capitalist who specialized in investing in pharmaceutical companies, former executives from pharmaceutical firms, soldiers from its army’s 101st Logistic Brigade, and a civil servant from the Submarine Delivery Agency. They focused on supply chain issues, including sourcing key components for production and the location of the factories, instead of price and liability.65 The head of the U.K. effort frequently held biweekly meetings with Slaoui, the OWS chief, to discuss strategy while the EU chose to go its own way.66

In the end, the EU did secure a lower price than the United States. The EU paid less than $2 and $15 per dose to AstraZeneca and Pfizer, respectively, whereas the United States paid $4 and $20. Israel, meanwhile, paid $28 for each Pfizer dose. But there was a downside: the EU’s agreements took longer to finalize and were vaguer on questions of supply.67 This left much less time to iron out problems in production and distribution. The EU was also heavily invested in the Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine. Confidential EU documents obtained by a German media outlet also revealed that over half of EU member states wanted more “traditional” vaccines and were “very little interested” in the new mRNA vaccines developed by Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna, mainly because they required subzero temperatures for storage and were more expensive.68

Unfortunately for the EU, AstraZeneca was beset by production problems. On January 22, 2021, the company informed the EU that it would only be able to deliver a third of the vaccines it had promised by March due to construction problems, generating a firestorm of criticism. Controversially, AstraZeneca would continue to fulfill its contractual obligations to the United Kingdom in full. There was plenty of blame to go around. The German finance minister, Olaf Scholz, erupted at a cabinet meeting, calling the European Commission’s management of the vaccine “a total shitshow.” EU leaders accused AstraZeneca of giving preference to the British government, which was continuing to receive its orders in full and was making rapid progress on vaccinating its public. The contrast with a successful and rapid vaccination program in the United Kingdom was particularly difficult to take after Brexit. In Germany, the tabloid Bild ran a front-page headline that read, “Dear Britain We Envy You,” while the weekly Die Zeit said that the European Commission had unintentionally offered “the best advertisement for Brexit: it is acting slowly, bureaucratically and in a protectionist manner. And if something goes wrong, it’s everyone else’s fault.”69

But the drama surrounding AstraZeneca was only beginning. On January 28, Commission president von der Leyen, who had been keeping a low profile on the question of vaccine procurement but took personal control of the portfolio from Gallina after the controversy broke, announced that the EU would enact a temporary mechanism to prevent the export of vaccines produced within the bloc.70 Amid criticism that Britain was receiving special treatment from the company, the mechanism was clearly targeting AstraZeneca. Ironically, the AstraZeneca vaccine had not yet even received approval for use in the European Union; that would only come the following day. The commission president’s announcement immediately provoked an uproar, especially since it included unilaterally triggering an emergency brake procedure in the U.K.-EU Brexit agreement, effectively reinstating a hard border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. Realizing the gravity of its mistake, and under pressure from the Irish government, the European Commission rolled back its decision within hours.

Meanwhile, AstraZeneca’s effectiveness was being called into question. On the same day von der Leyen announced vaccine export controls, Germany’s vaccination advisory committee warned against administering the AstraZeneca vaccine to those 65 and older.71 The next day, Macron chimed in, calling it “quasi-ineffective” on people over 65.72 Just hours later, the vaccine was authorized for use by the European Medicines Agency (EMA), with the caveat, “There are not yet enough results in older participants (over 55 years old) to provide a figure for how well the vaccine will work in this group,” adding that they expected it to be effective based on experience with other vaccines and evidence of immunity in this age group.73

By the end of February 2021, Europeans were fed up with their slow vaccine rollout and the controversy surrounding AstraZeneca, in which the EU, along with the United Kingdom, had been so heavily invested. While 14 percent of Americans, 27 percent of Britons, and a whopping 53 percent of Israelis had received at least one dose of a coronavirus vaccine by that time, only 5 percent of EU citizens had. Several EU member states began looking for ways to go beyond the bloc’s joint approach to cut their own side deals on vaccines, thus moving full circle back to the “go it alone” approach that had seemed to tempt France and Germany back in the previous spring.74 According to an investigation by the European Anti-Fraud Office seen by the New York Times, several EU member states turned to the black or gray market for vaccines, either negotiating with manufacturers directly or even doing vaccine exchanges among themselves.75

These troubles notwithstanding, AstraZeneca was becoming the backbone of the COVAX initiative because, unlike Pfizer and Moderna, it did not need to be shipped and stored at ultralow temperatures. Yet trust in the vaccine within Europe was so low that in mid-March, after reports surfaced of a small number of patients (37 out of 17 million) who developed blood clots after receiving an AstraZeneca shot, France, Germany, Italy, and others temporarily suspended its use.76 It seemed that the sluggish rollout could not get any worse. The EMA quickly confirmed the safety of the vaccine, leading the European nations to reverse their suspensions almost as quickly as they had issued them, but not before the episode had further tarnished public trust in the vaccine.77

Several officials from France and Germany told us that despite all the shortcomings they did not regret the joint EU approach to vaccines. The alternative, they said, could have torn the EU apart if some countries suffered while others powered ahead. That may well be true, but there are still lessons to be learned. The fundamental problem is that the European Union was too cautious, risk averse, and resource starved when it came to vaccine development. There was no European version of Operation Warp Speed. After all, the Europeans’ first agreement on vaccine procurement—with AstraZeneca—was not secured until August, months after the Americans had gotten a head start with OWS. The European Commission has no ability to raise revenue on its own. It can only spend what the member states give it. They allocated $2.7 billion for vaccine development, a fraction of what the United States spent, even though the EU has a larger population. The member states did not trust the commission and wanted to keep it on a tight leash. Von der Leyen noted in an interview with the Financial Times that “the U.S. has a strong advantage by having BARDA,” referring to the massive National Institutes of Health research project on vaccines, which formed the basis of OWS. “This,” she said, “is an infrastructure Europe did not have.”78 Gallina, who had led the EU’s negotiating team on vaccine procurement, insisted that she was not jealous of the U.S. experience because, she believed, “the situation here in Europe is, may I say, better.” But von der Leyen herself was more willing to admit the advantages of the American model and, in early February, the commission president hired Slaoui as a consultant after he stepped down as head of OWS.79 The following month Slaoui gave the New York Times his bottom line assessment: the EU shopped for vaccines like a customer while the United States basically went into business with the drugmakers. Later in the spring of 2021, von der Leyen took a lead from Netanyahu’s playbook and dealt personally with the CEO of Pfizer, Albert Bourla, to secure additional vaccines from the European Union.80



RUSSIA AND CHINA SKIP THE LINE

Despite all the attention given to vaccines developed by the Americans and Europeans, the world’s first COVID-19 vaccines emerged elsewhere. On August 11, 2020, Russia granted regulatory approval to Sputnik V. The name was an allusion to the Cold War–era space race, when, in 1957, the Soviet Union launched Sputnik I, the first artificial satellite put into orbit. The approval of Russia’s vaccine came a mere ten days after the completion of phase 1 and phase 2 clinical trials, and the vaccine candidate, developed by the state-run Gamaleya Research Institute of Epidemiology and Microbiology, had been tested on only seventy-six people. The Ministry of Health nonetheless issued a registration certificate for Sputnik V, allowing it to be administered to select medical staff and individuals at high risk for COVID-19. The Kremlin’s early approval of Sputnik V before phase 3 trials sparked criticism and worry around the world, from scientists and commentators alike. But President Putin endorsed it, saying at a cabinet meeting that it “works effectively enough” and that his daughter had already received it. Per the certificate, however, the vaccine was not to be used widely until January 1, 2021, by which time larger clinical trials would be completed. An interim analysis of phase 3 clinical trials of Sputnik V released on February 2, 2021, said its efficacy rate was 92 percent—which seemed comparable to Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna—although the data had not yet been scrutinized by Western regulatory agencies.81

China also developed several vaccines that it approved for either emergency or public use in the country, with two preferred by the Chinese government: Sinovac’s CoronaVac and Sinopharm’s BBIBP-CorV. After running successful phase 1 and phase 2 trials in China in spring 2020, phase 3 trials for CoronaVac were launched in Brazil, Indonesia, and Turkey in July. That same month, the Chinese government approved the vaccine candidate for domestic emergency use, and the vaccine was approved for general public use in December. Results from the Brazilian and Turkish trials yielded differing effectiveness rates—50.38 percent and 83.5 percent, respectively—which were generally lower than those for Western vaccines. Sinopharm’s BBIBP-CorV vaccine had a similar trajectory. It was authorized for emergency use in the summer as phase 3 trials started in the United Arab Emirates, Morocco, and Peru, and then approved for general use in China at the end of the year.82

As the global race for the vaccine ensued, U.S. officials believed that Russia and China were making significant efforts to steal secrets from Western pharmaceutical firms. In July 2020, for instance, the Department of Justice indicted Li Xiaoyu and Dong Jiazhi, two Chinese hackers, for exploiting “research vulnerabilities” in biotech companies, among other crimes. On several occasions, the cyber intrusions occurred the day after the company announced it was working on a coronavirus vaccine. At the press conference announcing the indictment, FBI deputy director David Bowdich said the scale and scope of Chinese government-directed hacking are “unlike any other threat we’re facing today.”83 Microsoft and a number of major pharmaceutical companies let it be known that they were experiencing vaccine-related hacking from Chinese, Russian, North Korean, and Iranian sources.84

Russia and China also sought to exploit their national vaccine efforts for geopolitical advantage. Despite struggling to administer the vaccine at home, Russia was eager to distribute it abroad. Throughout late 2020, Kremlin-supported outlets had been touting the virtues of Sputnik V while disseminating disinformation about vaccines developed in the West, calling them unsafe and stressing the potentially harmful side effects. Much of the propaganda was aimed at central and eastern European countries, and by the time Sputnik V became available for distribution, it was clear that the Kremlin’s efforts had paid off. On January 20, 2021, Hungary took advantage of a 2001 loophole in EU law to issue a six-month authorization for Sputnik V without approval from the EMA. Three weeks later, it became the first EU member state to administer the Russian jab. As of mid-February 2021, more than fifty countries had ordered doses of Sputnik V.85

Following the same playbook as the Russians, state-run media in China sought to undermine Western vaccines, while Beijing used its own vaccine diplomacy to advance its political and economic interests. To make inoculations widely available in low- and middle-income countries, China made a $1 billion loan to governments across Latin America and the Caribbean. In early March 2021, the foreign ministry announced that China would provide free vaccines to sixty-nine countries and commercially export them to an additional twenty-eight countries. It remained unclear whether China would be able to meet its promises. But having received a black eye in some countries for its heavy-handed and overly transactional approach to providing medical assistance in 2020, Beijing clearly saw an opportunity to change the narrative once again by pledging huge quantities of cheap vaccines to the developing world.86 Yet there were signs that Beijing’s vaccine diplomacy, like its previous mask diplomacy, came with strings attached. One notable example was Paraguay, whose foreign ministry released a statement in late March suggesting that offers of vaccines manufactured in China made to the country had been conditional on breaking ties with Taiwan. (The Paraguayan statement was careful to state that the proposal had been made by individuals “whose legitimacy and ties to the government of the People’s Republic of China are not proven.”)87

The jockeying among the great powers was perhaps most evident in Brazil, where the impact of COVID-19 proved unrelenting. Despite the fact that Brazil had recorded 2.83 million new coronavirus cases and more than 50,000 deaths in the final three months of 2020, President Jair Bolsonaro had declared that the country had reached “the tail end” of the pandemic by December. He was wrong. In late 2020, the P.1 variant was discovered in the Amazon region and it quickly gained a foothold throughout the country, with twenty-one of twenty-six Brazilian states reporting cases of the P.1 variant by the end of February. The new strain seemed not only to be more contagious but, some initial studies suggested, capable of reinfecting some people who had already recovered from COVID-19. In the first three months of 2021, Brazil recorded a whopping 5 million additional coronavirus cases and more than 126,000 new deaths. With nearly 12.75 million total cases and over 321,000 deaths since the beginning of the pandemic, Brazil now ranked as the second-hardest hit country on Earth (behind the United States), and in late March it surpassed the United States in new daily cases and deaths. The health system was crumbling and 125 Brazilians were dying of COVID-19 every hour.88

In the fall of 2020, Brazilian officials had announced plans to buy 46 million doses of China’s CoronaVac—which was undergoing clinical trials in the country—as part of the national immunization program (along with plans to purchase and manufacture the AstraZeneca vaccine). But Bolsonaro, a populist ally of Donald Trump, reversed course, denigrating the Chinese vaccine and writing on social media on October 21: “The Brazilian people will not be anyone’s guinea pig.”89 Meanwhile, the Trump administration had worked to discourage Brazil from acquiring Russia’s Sputnik V. In a report published by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Russia and other nations were accused of “working to increase their influence in the region to the detriment of U.S. safety and security,” prompting the department’s global affairs office and other American agencies “to dissuade countries in the region from accepting aid from these ill-intentioned states.”90

By late January, the Brazilian government had begun inoculating elderly individuals and health care workers—but the country of 213 million people faced an acute shortage of vaccines. With COVID-19 surging and the United States and other wealthy nations seen as hoarding vaccine supplies for domestic use, Bolsonaro’s government did another U-turn, asking China to expedite the shipment of tens of millions of CoronaVac doses and to provide the ingredients to mass-produce the vaccine in Brazil. In the absence of alternatives, they were willing to turn to Beijing even though Brazilian trials had shown the vaccine to be just over 50 percent effective.91 By March, Brazil had secured contracts for 200 million vaccine doses, half of which were CoronaVac and the other half AstraZeneca. That same month, Brazil reached a deal to acquire 10 million doses of Sputnik V, even though the Russian-made vaccine had not yet been approved by the country’s health agency.92



“COVID, COVID, COVID, COVID”

Even though vaccine developments had been progressing at an incredible pace, there was no scenario in which they would be ready to mitigate the spread of the virus by the time of the U.S. presidential election in November 2020. Of course, Trump had a personal political stake in how the pandemic was perceived. Behind in the polls, partly because of the virus, he was desperate to get back to campaigning and speak to Americans who were tired of restrictions on their daily lives.

Trump had held two indoor rallies in June 2020, including one on June 20 in Tulsa, Oklahoma, that Herman Cain, a former presidential candidate, attended. Ten days after the rally, Cain fell ill with COVID-19. He would die from it on July 30. By that point Trump had briefly suspended his rallies as the country reached its second peak of cases. But he restarted them in mid-August, appearing at several large events each week. On August 27, Trump accepted the Republican nomination at a crowded in-person event held on the White House South Lawn.93 Few attendees wore masks or socially distanced. As September progressed, Trump hosted more and more events in person. When he introduced Amy Coney Barrett on September 26 as his nominee to replace the recently deceased Ruth Bader Ginsburg on the Supreme Court, he held the announcement ceremony in a packed Rose Garden, along with an indoor reception where masks were scarce. Within a week, eleven people who attended the event would be diagnosed with COVID-19; the number would grow to thirty-seven after twelve days. They included Senators Thom Tillis and Mike Lee, former New Jersey governor Chris Christie, and the president himself.94

On September 29, Trump participated in his first presidential debate with Joe Biden in Cleveland, Ohio. The two men, separated by more than a dozen feet, repeatedly shouted at each other across the stage, sparring in what was widely panned as the most contentious and disorderly presidential debate in history.95 Asked about his views on masks, Trump said they were “OK,” but that he only wore them when he felt he needed to. “Tonight is an example. Everyone has had a test and you’ve had social distancing and all of the things you have to,” Trump declared, before proceeding to mock Biden for always wearing a mask.96 Trump was right that everyone in attendance had committed to taking COVID-19 tests, administered by the Cleveland Clinic. But the president and his entourage had arrived too late for them to be given the tests.97

Just three days later, on October 2, Trump tweeted that he and the first lady had tested positive for COVID-19. White House chief of staff Mark Meadows told reporters Trump’s condition was “very concerning,” and the president was rushed to Walter Reed National Military Medical Center for treatment. Trump was much sicker than the doctors acknowledged to the public, with “extremely depressed blood oxygen levels at one point and a lung problem associated with pneumonia caused by the coronavirus,” according to a New York Times report several months later. Officials believed he would need to be put on a ventilator. At Walter Reed, he was given access to experimental therapeutics unavailable to the general public. Within days, Trump recovered.98

Unlike Woodrow Wilson, whose bout with influenza a century earlier appeared to alter his decision-making, Trump’s brush with the coronavirus did not seem to fundamentally change his behavior. If anything, Trump emerged defiant. He doubled down, portraying himself as an invulnerable superman. Despite the death of nearly 210,000 Americans by that point, Trump described his quick recovery as evidence that the pandemic was nothing to worry about. “Don’t be afraid of COVID. Don’t let it dominate your life,” he tweeted as he prepared to leave Walter Reed on October 5. “I feel better than I did 20 years ago!”99

Trump then took his message on the road, continuing to dismiss public health concerns around mass gatherings even as U.S. coronavirus cases mounted. He moved forward with dozens of largely mask-free, potentially superspreading political rallies across the country aimed at propelling him to a second term. At one event in Omaha, Nebraska, a week before the election, Trump complained, “With the fake news, everything is COVID, COVID, COVID, COVID,” before adding: “I had it. Here I am, right?”100

Trump was keenly aware that the pandemic could cost him the election. He was the most unpopular president in modern U.S. history.101 In early 2020, as an incumbent riding a strong economy, he appeared to stand a decent chance of winning a second term. That was before COVID-19 changed everything. In late October, he told a large crowd in Erie, Pennsylvania—a key swing state—that he had never expected to have to campaign for their votes in person. “Before the plague came in, I had it made. I wasn’t coming to Erie. I mean, I have to be honest, there’s no way I was coming,” Trump declared. “I didn’t have to. I would’ve called you and said, ‘Hey, Erie. You know, if you have a chance, get out and vote.’ We had this thing won.”102

“If he loses, it’s going to be because of COVID,” Republican National Committee chair Ronna McDaniel said in the days leading up to the election.103 And, indeed, available evidence shows that the pandemic played a central role in the election, although not in a straightforward or one-sided fashion.

Concerns over the safety of in-person voting at the polls contributed to a massive increase in mail-in ballots across the United States. The ease of casting mail-in ballots and intense partisan feelings for or against Trump, in turn, combined to produce record turnout. In the lead-up to November 3, polls consistently showed a majority of Americans disapproved of Trump’s handling of the COVID-19 crisis. The fact that Trump and many of his inner circle became infected seemed to symbolize his administration’s unserious, mismanaged approach. Meanwhile, Trump’s best argument for reelection—the strength of the U.S. economy—was undermined by the skyrocketing joblessness and waves of collapsing businesses unleashed by the pandemic.

Yet on election day itself, the impact of the virus was complicated. The pandemic clearly shaped the views of those who voted against Trump. A postmortem prepared by his chief pollster after the election concluded that Trump’s mishandling of the COVID-19 response had hurt him badly, especially in states he had won in 2016 but which flipped to Biden in 2020.104 Survey data collected by the Associated Press VoteCast—which included interviews with more than 110,000 likely voters, conducted over several days before the November 3 election and until polls closed that day—showed that 41 percent of voters viewed COVID-19 as the most important issue facing the country (no other issue came close). Of those, 73 percent voted for Biden, compared to 25 percent for Trump. Of the 50 percent of respondents who said the pandemic was “not at all under control,” 83 percent pulled the lever for Biden, compared to 15 percent for Trump.105

At the same time, the pandemic appears to have influenced the record number of people who voted for Trump. A CNN exit poll found that of the 61 percent of Americans who said the preelection rise of coronavirus cases was “important” to their presidential vote, 52 percent voted for Biden, but of the 79 percent who said the rise in cases was “a factor” in their vote, 56 percent voted for Trump.106 In a deeply polarized political ecosystem, many Republicans seemed to agree with Trump’s narrative of downplaying the dangers of the pandemic. They also tended to subscribe to Trump’s claim that containment measures implemented by state and local officials rather than his administration’s incompetence were responsible for the economic downturn. And many Republicans seemed concerned that Biden’s proposals for getting COVID-19 under control would shutter schools and businesses and prevent the reopening of the economy.107 In the AP VoteCast survey, of the 28 percent of respondents who said the economy and jobs were their top concern, 82 percent voted for Trump (compared to just 16 percent for Biden). When asked “Which should be the federal government’s highest priority?” only 39 percent said “limiting additional damage to the economy even if it increases the spread of the coronavirus”—but of those, 86 percent voted for Trump.108 The CNN exit poll found similar results.109

In the end, Joe Biden received 81 million votes to Trump’s 74 million—a huge differential of 7 million votes. The tally in the Electoral College was 306 for Biden and 232 for Trump, which happened to be exactly the margin Trump won by in 2016. Yet despite Biden’s impressive win, the unprecedented number of mail-in votes slowed the count, delaying final results for days. That delay and the narrow margin of Biden’s victory in a number of key swing states provided plenty of space for Trump and his supporters to peddle disinformation (what would later be described as “The Big Lie”), falsely claiming that Biden had somehow “stolen” the election. The charge was nonsense, rejected by state election officials (including Republicans), by the U.S. Supreme Court, and in more than sixty lawsuits the Trump campaign unsuccessfully brought in courts around the country.110 But polls showed that a majority of Republican voters believed it.111 Bucking the long-standing American tradition of peacefully transferring power, Trump’s refusal to concede defeat led to the rockiest presidential transition in memory, capped by the violent siege of the U.S. Capitol—egged on by Trump himself—on January 6, 2021. But America’s democratic institutions ultimately held, and Biden was inaugurated on January 20.



THE WHO AND CHINA, ACT II

On Tuesday, January 5, 2021, at the WHO’s first press conference of the new year, director general Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus told reporters that members of the international scientific team investigating the origins of COVID-19 had begun traveling from their home countries to China. He continued:


We learned that Chinese officials have not yet finalized the necessary permissions for the team’s arrival in China. I’m very disappointed with this news given that two members had already begun their journeys and others were not able to travel at the last minute. But I have been in contact with senior Chinese officials and I have once again made it clear that the mission is a priority for WHO and the international team. I have been assured that China is speeding up the internal procedure for the earliest possible deployment.112



It was a stunning statement. For the past year, Tedros had steadfastly refused to say anything that could be interpreted as criticism of the Chinese government’s management of the pandemic. Tedros had not called out Beijing for denying his organization the access it needed to critical samples or data on the virus even though his own team privately said the WHO should do so. This infuriated U.S. officials—not least then-president Trump, who called the WHO a “puppet of China.”113 By early 2021, however, as the Trump administration receded in the rearview mirror, the director general changed his tune. A senior Trump administration official told us, “It was literally what we were begging him to do last year.” The results were immediate. On January 14, the WHO international investigative team arrived in Wuhan.114

The international scientific investigation had been a long time in the making. As we saw in Chapter 4, the Australian government, which has been at the forefront of the global effort to confront China in recent years, had joined the United States in calling for an investigation of Beijing’s pandemic response as early as April 2020.115 Furious, the Chinese government said this effort “[hurt] the feelings of the Chinese people.”116 In retaliation, Beijing imposed tariffs on Australian barley, beef, coal, cotton, and wine, costing up to $19 billion per year.117 At the World Health Assembly in May, Chinese president Xi finally agreed to an independent investigation after the pandemic was contained.118 But China’s reversal came with no small number of obstacles, including tactics to delay and obstruct the investigation.

In July 2020 (the same month Trump announced the U.S. withdrawal from the WHO), China permitted two WHO officials to travel to the country, but they were placed in a fourteen-day quarantine upon arrival.119 The Chinese government had promised them high-level virtual meetings, but all they got were a slow pace of low-level sessions. The WHO officials were pessimistic about the fate of the mission. Tedros called the Chinese foreign minister and complained: the meetings were terrible, he argued, and the team could not do its job. The situation improved, but when the experts exited quarantine, they were barred from visiting Wuhan.120 Although the Chinese government and the WHO designed a plan during the July visit to further investigate how the novel coronavirus had spread to humans—which involved Chinese scientists examining hospital records and samples of sewage and blood donations, interviewing victims, and mapping products and individuals who had made contact with the Wuhan wet market—Beijing delayed the follow-on WHO visit for months.121

The WHO scientific investigative team was finally allowed into China on January 14, 2021. Two days before their arrival, the Global Times, the state-run tabloid that has been described as “China’s Fox News,” ran a piece citing “experts” arguing that the upcoming WHO visit “shows the country has always been dedicated to making its contribution to the global fight against the pandemic with a transparent, responsible attitude and a spirit of respect for science.”122 The WHO team was forced to spend the first two weeks of their visit in quarantine before finally moving to a lakeside hotel in Wuhan. Their goal was to visit labs, markets, and hospitals in the area to finally get more definitive answers on the pandemic’s origins. The investigative team managed to get access to some new information, especially aggregated data, which was helpful in their inquiry. However, other information was held back, including raw data on early COVID-19 cases that could help ascertain how and when the virus originally spread in China.123

Chinese officials, meanwhile, were frustrated with the team’s questions and requests for data and stipulated that Chinese scientists should oversee parts of the investigation.124 They encouraged the WHO to accept explanations pushed by Chinese state media and certain government officials, including the possibility that the virus may have originated outside of China.125 Thea Kølsen Fischer, a Danish epidemiologist and member of the team, told the New York Times, “It was my take on the entire mission that it was highly geopolitical. Everybody knows how much pressure there is on China to be open to an investigation and also how much blame there might be associated with this.”126

After four weeks on the ground (including the two in quarantine) the WHO unveiled its preliminary findings at a press conference in Wuhan on February 9.127 Peter Ben Embarek, the WHO’s food safety and animal disease specialist and chair of the investigation team, said the theory that SARS-CoV-2 escaped from a lab was “extremely unlikely” and “isn’t a hypothesis we suggest implies further study.” He explained that the virus had likely jumped from one animal species to another before being transmitted to humans. This seemed consistent with the most widely held hypothesis about COVID’s origins, while seemingly dismissing the claims made by some Trump administration officials about a possible link to the Wuhan Institute of Virology. At the same time, in what was seen as a public relations victory for Beijing, the investigative team also held open two other explanations pushed by the Chinese government: that the coronavirus might have been imported into China via frozen food and that a first outbreak could have occurred outside of Wuhan, even outside of China.128 One member of the WHO team, Peter Daszak, president of EcoHealth Alliance, even told reporters that the investigation might turn to examine other countries, particularly in Southeast Asia, from which the infected animal or animal products sold at the Wuhan market might have originated.129

When Embarek seemed to publicly rule out the lab theory, officials in WHO headquarters in Geneva were stunned. “We fell off our chairs,” one told us. Geneva felt the experts did not have sufficient access or the underlying data needed to make an assessment on the lab theory one way or the other. When the investigative team came back, Tedros told them they did not have enough information to make any judgment. The investigative team was defensive. They felt that even getting a reference to the lab was a victory. Their Chinese counterparts had not wanted to include it at all, so they believed that saying it was “extremely unlikely,” not impossible, was a win. Tedros, who had previously worked in a lab himself, would have none of it. He told them they should not have compromised on the language.

The reaction from the United States, now led by Joe Biden, to the WHO team’s public statements was swift and skeptical. President Biden’s national security advisor, Jake Sullivan, issued a statement on February 13 referencing China’s refusal to share data on early COVID-19 cases. “We have deep concerns about the way in which the early findings of the COVID-19 investigation were communicated and questions about the process used to reach them,” Sullivan said. “It is imperative that this report be independent, with expert findings free from intervention or alteration by the Chinese government.” This all seemed to suggest that, while the new U.S. administration had rescinded Trump’s notice of withdrawal from the WHO and was committed to reengaging with the organization, it would refuse to simply accept the status quo. In Sullivan’s words, “Re-engaging the WHO also means holding it to the highest standards. And at this critical moment, protecting the WHO’s credibility is a paramount priority.”130

On March 30, six weeks after the completion of their investigation, the WHO team finally released its report. The lab claim was still there, with the report stating: “introduction through a laboratory incident was considered to be an extremely unlikely pathway.”131 Tedros was frustrated—he believed the report was excellent in many ways but, as he had told them, the team should not have drawn this conclusion. He had made clear at a press conference the day before that “all hypotheses [regarding the origins of SARS-CoV-2] are open” and merited continued investigation.132 Now, as the report was rolled out, he highlighted the inadequacy of Beijing’s cooperation and the limitations of the team’s report. “In my discussion with the team,” he said, “they expressed the difficulties they encountered in accessing raw data. I expect future collaborative studies to include more timely and comprehensive data sharing.” In discussing the report’s dismissal of the possibility that the novel coronavirus may have leaked from a lab, he pointedly added:


I do not believe that this assessment was extensive enough. Further data and studies will be needed to reach more robust conclusions. Although the team has concluded that a laboratory leak is the least likely hypothesis, this requires further investigation, potentially with additional missions involving specialist experts, which I am ready to deploy.133



Meanwhile, the new U.S. secretary of state, Antony Blinken, questioned the report’s methodology and process, “including the fact that the government in Beijing apparently helped write it.”134 A joint statement issued on March 30 by the United States, Australia, Canada, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Israel, Japan, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Slovenia, South Korea, and the United Kingdom noted their “shared concerns that the international expert study [convened by the WHO] on the sources of the SARS-CoV-2 virus was significantly delayed and lacked access to complete, original data and samples.”135 A similar statement by the European Union followed.136

The Chinese were not happy with all the criticism. Tedros talked to the Chinese ambassador to the WHO in Geneva to clear the air. Tedros explained that in 2020 he had restrained himself from criticizing China, even as others were accusing the WHO of complicity with Beijing’s cover up, because he had lacked firsthand information. Now he was going to tell the truth about the report even if China did not like it.137

One senior Trump administration official told us that Biden’s election may have stripped away some of the cover Tedros had previously enjoyed. As long as Trump was playing the pantomime villain, bashing the WHO and displacing blame at every opportunity, other countries would stand by the director general, even if they had concerns of their own. But with Trump out of the way, Tedros was more exposed to broader criticism for appearing to bend to China’s preferences. Sensing this, the official continued, Tedros had begun to change tack—hence his growing willingness to call Beijing out for obstruction beginning in January. Officials at the WHO dispute this, arguing that the contrast between Tedros’s approach in early 2020 compared to early 2021 was explained by the different phases of the pandemic and the urgency of securing Chinese cooperation at the outset. In the beginning, a WHO official told us, Tedros desperately needed China to work with the organization to contain the contagion before it spread around the globe, so he was keen to avoid any public criticism of Beijing. In contrast, by 2021, the pandemic had reached a different stage, and Tedros was now more willing to diplomatically push back. He had also exhausted all other options—he had given China time and space and yet it had continued to drag its heels.
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Fighting for a Better Future


THE LEADERS OF the G7—the grouping of the world’s seven wealthiest democracies—were due to convene for their forty-seventh annual summit in Cornwall, United Kingdom, in June 2021. But the United Kingdom, which held the group’s presidency, could not wait. It called for an emergency virtual summit to be held four months early, on February 19. There was much to discuss. The COVID-19 pandemic was still raging, with headlines about revolutionary vaccines competing with news of mutant strains rampaging across Britain and other nations. However, Downing Street’s sense of urgency was also driven by another factor: the arrival of a new administration in Washington.

British prime minister Boris Johnson had spent considerable time cultivating a good relationship with Donald Trump, a fellow populist. At the same time, the two differed on key issues, such as climate change and the importance of multilateral institutions including the World Health Organization and the COVAX initiative. Moreover, unlike Trump or Brazil’s leader, Jair Bolsonaro, Johnson’s personal bout of COVID-19 triggered a real shift in his approach to the virus—he took it seriously. But Johnson was also anxious about Joe Biden, the new occupant of the White House. Johnson was aware that Democrats viewed him as a Trump ally. Furthermore, Johnson’s government had clashed with candidate Biden in the run-up to the election over the prime minister’s approach to exiting the European Union. The Americans worried that the split with the EU would create a hard border between Ireland (which would remain in the EU) and Northern Ireland (which would exit with the United Kingdom), jeopardizing the 1998 Good Friday Agreement that had brought an end to about thirty years of conflict known as the Troubles. In September 2020, Biden had issued a warning on Twitter, which he knew Johnson would take seriously given the United Kingdom’s need to chart a viable economic path outside the EU.


We can’t allow the Good Friday Agreement that brought peace to Northern Ireland to become a casualty of Brexit. Any [future] trade deal between the U.S. and U.K. must be contingent upon respect for the Agreement and preventing the return of a hard border. Period.1



Months later, with Britain’s G7 presidency, Johnson thought he had an ace in the hole. He had the power to hold a meeting a month into the Biden administration and forge a personal bond with the new U.S. president. He hoped to take advantage of Biden’s commitment to reengage America’s closest democratic allies and turn the page on the turbulence of the Trump era. There seemed to be a renewed opportunity to find common cause—to combat the pandemic, address the economic fallout, and grapple with other shared threats. “The solutions to the challenges we face—from the colossal mission to get vaccines to every single country, to the fight to reverse the damage to our ecosystems and lead a sustainable recovery from coronavirus—lie in the discussions we have with our friends and partners around the world,” Johnson said ahead of the online meeting.2

The Biden team also saw an upside to an early summit. There was some internal deliberation about whether to focus attention on the G7 or the larger G20 in the early months of the administration. The latter could prove vital for navigating issues such as mounting emerging-market debt. But the G20 is also a collective in which China and Russia play a more prominent, and potentially unhelpful, role. Given the escalating geopolitical rivalry, aggravated by the pandemic, Johnson’s proposed meeting seemed like a way for the new administration to cement the support of the world’s leading democracies immediately and more seamlessly. “It was a chance for us to be on offense rather than play defense,” one White House official told us.

This was significant. After the financial crisis of 2008–9, the Obama administration made a conscious effort to work with the G20 because of a belief that it was necessary to bring rising powers into the international order. When asked at the G20 press conference in 2009 if U.S. influence had diminished, Obama replied, “If there’s just Roosevelt and Churchill sitting in a room with a brandy, that’s an easier negotiation. But that’s not the world we live in, and it shouldn’t be the world that we live in.”3 But twelve years later, the Biden administration recognized that the idea of a more inclusive order would not get you very far unless the United States first built consensus within its democratic core.

Johnson’s gambit seemed to work. In March 2020, G7 foreign ministers could not agree on a common approach to fighting the pandemic, due in part to the Trump administration’s insistence that COVID-19 be called the “Wuhan virus.” As we saw in the introduction, plans to hold a G7 leaders’ summit in the United States that summer also collapsed over intramural, and often deeply personal, disputes. This time around, however, the G7 leaders went out of their way to emphasize solidarity. “Drawing on our strengths and values as democratic, open economies and societies,” their February 19 joint statement declared, “we will work together and with others to make 2021 a turning point for multilateralism and to shape a recovery that promotes the health and prosperity of our people and planet.” The leaders agreed to “intensify cooperation” on the pandemic and economic recovery measures, “accelerate global vaccine development and deployment,” and strengthen the World Health Organization.4

A major issue was unequal access to lifesaving vaccines. “Just 10 countries have administered 75 per cent of all COVID-19 vaccines,” UN secretary-general António Guterres said two days before the G7 convened. “Meanwhile, more than 130 countries have not received a single dose.”5 WHO officials echoed these concerns. “I need to be blunt,” Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus told the WHO Executive Board in January. “The world is on the brink of a catastrophic moral failure—and the price of this failure will be paid with lives and livelihoods in the world’s poorest countries.”6 The issue was top of mind at the summit, where the assembled leaders promised additional funding for COVAX to bolster the purchase and distribution of vaccines to poorer countries. This included $4 billion in new funds from the United States for COVAX, a program the Trump administration had refused to participate in. (The money was approved by the U.S. Congress in December 2020.) The American contribution was meaningful. The U.S. funds, $2.5 billion of which were made immediately available, brought the total funding for COVAX to $8.6 billion. That still left a projected funding shortfall of $3.1 billion required for global vaccines, but the remaining $1.5 billion disbursement of U.S. cash would help close that gap across 2021 and 2022.7

Yet money was not the only, or most pressing, problem. Rather, as Kate Elder, senior vaccines policy advisor for Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders), observed, the real challenge was that advance purchase arrangements negotiated by wealthy countries like the United States and the United Kingdom to inoculate their national populations had “sucked up the supply” available for distribution to poorer countries. Consequently, COVAX simply had “very few tangible doses ready to distribute to the multitude of countries that are relying upon it.”8

European leaders at the G7 shared that view. French president Emmanuel Macron was emphatic that funding alone was not sufficient to ensure equitable distribution so long as there was not enough vaccine made available for purchase. Macron called on members to allocate up to 5 percent of current vaccine supplies to developing countries. “We are allowing the idea to take hold that hundreds of millions of vaccines are being given to rich countries and that we are not starting in poor countries,” Macron told the Financial Times. “It’s an unprecedented acceleration of global inequality and it’s politically unsustainable too because it’s paving the way for a war of influence over vaccines.” Warning that Beijing and Moscow could make additional geopolitical inroads by providing vaccines to developing countries if the G7 failed to deliver, Macron added: “You can see the Chinese strategy, and the Russian strategy too.”9

The U.S. position, however, remained that all Americans who wanted to be inoculated should receive a shot before any of its vaccine supplies were sent overseas. Biden administration officials felt constrained by domestic politics, knowing that there would be an outcry if the vaccine was exported while it was still needed to address the dire situation at home. The best thing they could do, they thought, was to produce so much of the vaccine and distribute it so quickly that America would be in a position to share it with the world as soon as possible.10 The U.S. position irritated EU officials, who, as we saw in Chapter 12, were struggling to vaccinate their own populations yet still exported 34 million doses to thirty-one countries.

As a practical matter, however, differences between Washington and its allies seemed mild compared to what they had been under Trump. German chancellor Angela Merkel explained the shift in her characteristically straightforward way: “The change in the United States of America [since Biden’s election], in particular, has strengthened multilateralism.”11

Almost as if to prove Merkel’s point, the White House followed up the G7 leaders meeting with a virtual summit of the so-called Quad on March 12, where Biden was joined by Australian prime minister Scott Morrison, Indian prime minister Narendra Modi, and Japanese prime minister Yoshihide Suga. Among the commitments made, the four democratic nations agreed to invest in expanded global vaccine manufacturing capacity, including U.S. financial support for the Indian manufacturer Biological E, with the goal of addressing vaccine shortages in Southeast Asia and elsewhere.12 Then, a week later, responding to criticism that it was sitting on a large stockpile of AstraZeneca vaccine not yet approved for emergency use in the United States, the Biden administration agreed to “loan” millions of doses to Canada and Mexico. Those governments would provide an equivalent number of doses later to the United States when their supplies of vaccines increased.

Matters seemed to come to a head in April when the world experienced its worst-ever weeks of the pandemic. Despite news that the excess mortality rate from COVID-19 for Americans had surpassed that of the Great Influenza, the public health situation in the United States had markedly improved thanks to a rapid and successful vaccination program. But it deteriorated rapidly elsewhere. In South America, Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Peru, and Uruguay all experienced record death rates. In India, a horrific surge fueled by political and religious superspreader events and a double mutation of the virus produced hundreds of thousands of new cases day after day, bringing the country’s health system to the brink of collapse. These events seemed to confirm the reality that, despite the promise of vaccines, the pandemic was far from over and humanity was not likely to enter the post-COVID world anytime soon. Indeed, it seemed increasingly likely that the planet might never fully put COVID-19 in the rearview mirror. With worldwide vaccine distribution falling short and so many places for the virus to go, circulate, and mutate, the prospects mounted of the disease becoming endemic in many corners of the globe.13

In the spring of 2021, the most urgent task facing the Biden administration and all governments was to engage in a monumental, multinational effort to contain COVID-19 globally and mitigate its effects. A two-tier world was rapidly emerging, divided between the largely vaccinated and the unvaccinated. Such an outcome risked profound human tragedy, compounding existing inequalities and incentivizing reduced connections between the vaccinated and unvaccinated blocs, with less travel, less investment, and less trade. By the end of April, and under intense pressure, the Biden administration agreed to export crucial raw materials for vaccines to India, and it also promised to export its stockpile of AstraZeneca vaccines. In early May, the Biden administration announced it would support the waiver of intellectual property rights pertaining to the vaccine. These steps appeared to lay the foundation for a global effort to fight the pandemic.14

These moves seemed to show that Donald Trump’s defeat had opened a window of opportunity for America to change course even if there were a few bumps in the road. The U.S. government would now take the pandemic more seriously—not just domestically but as a multidimensional challenge to global security. But even if the United States successfully pivots from “America First” to “America is back,” as Biden liked to say, the old international order will not be restored. It was increasingly brittle before COVID-19 and, as we have described throughout this book, the international reaction to the pandemic seemed to push it past the breaking point. Nationalist pressures, aggravated by COVID-19, will not disappear. The era of unquestioned U.S. primacy has passed, and the global distribution of power has shifted. Doubts about America’s commitment to sustained multilateral engagement will linger despite Trump’s departure from the Oval Office. And the difficulty of cooperating with an ascendant and more assertive China, even on shared problems such as pandemics, is manifest. To be sure, the United States still retains considerable capacity to shape world affairs, especially if it works alongside other leading democracies. But America cannot simply go back to the way things were. And that applies to the world writ large. If the United States hopes to lead once again, it will have to chart a new path forward—one that accounts for new realities and constraints.

That starts with understanding the wreckage caused by COVID-19 and the pandemic politics it unleashed.


THE ENDURING RELEVANCE OF 2020

The COVID-19 pandemic was not the first global crisis of the twenty-first century. During the 2008–9 international financial crisis, the world experienced bigger drops in the stock market, global trade, and economic growth than in the first few years of the Great Depression. Yet policymakers managed to avert a second depression because the major powers cooperated with each other and made enlightened decisions at home—stimulating the economy, avoiding protectionism, and protecting financial institutions. As Daniel Drezner, a professor of international politics at Tufts University, documented in his book on the subject, “the system worked.”15 This was no accident. Geopolitically, the world was a benign place in 2008. Yes, there was a war in Iraq, and Russia had invaded part of Georgia, but relations between the major powers were generally good, with a near consensus on the global economy. The United States still saw China as being on a pathway to becoming a responsible stakeholder in the international order. Populist nationalism was a thing of the past, or so it seemed.

Then, in 2020, the system failed. In the face of a once-in-a-century pandemic and a historic global economic catastrophe, there was hardly any international cooperation. Nations looked after themselves and governments went in different directions domestically. A tiny few succeeded. Some of the most powerful, like the United States, failed catastrophically. While this was shocking, in retrospect it is not surprising. In the decade before COVID-19, the international order’s deterioration was hiding in plain sight. Failing states, yawning inequality, and mounting anxieties produced by globalization left hundreds of millions of people vulnerable, displaced, and dissatisfied. Democracies around the world suddenly found themselves on the back foot, besieged by forces from within and without. Nationalists and populists came to power in Turkey, Hungary, Brazil, and even the United States, while illiberal voices became louder in numerous other countries. China’s authoritarian system hardened, while its regional and global ambitions greatly expanded. Russia grew bolder, invading more of its neighbors, interfering in democratic elections across the West, and pioneering new strategies of disinformation. After Trump was elected, the United States pulled back from international cooperation and its traditional leadership role, shredding one multilateral commitment after another, berating traditional allies, embracing dictatorships, and launching trade wars against multiple countries. Meanwhile, societies across the globe became increasingly polarized, with plummeting trust in authority of any form—whether governments, the media, corporations, or scientific expertise. As we discussed in Chapter 3, when the COVID crisis hit, the international community’s collective immune system was already deeply compromised.

Even if the world pursues a more cooperative response to the pandemic in 2021 and beyond, the year 2020 will forever stand as an example of what happens when the planet confronts a major crisis in the absence of international leadership and a collective response. Not all the results were negative, however. Some things still managed to function. For instance, in the face of the Great Lockdown, the world’s central banks kept liquidity flowing and governments sought to stimulate the economy, at least initially, even though the G20 finance ministers did very little to facilitate it. It was a form of mutually reinforcing unilateralism without extensive, formal cooperation—and it did much to keep the global economy afloat. Government officials in several G7 countries would say this was “correlation without coordination.”

Throughout 2020, experts warned that vaccine nationalism would undermine the multilateral cooperation needed to develop and deploy the vaccines equitably. Initially, the United States and China both stayed out of COVAX, exacerbating these concerns. But vaccine competition proved to have mixed consequences. There is no question that the unprecedented national race for the vaccine, particularly in the United States, accelerated development, providing the world with larger quantities of viable vaccines at a much earlier stage than anticipated. Could this have been accomplished multilaterally with sufficient political will by world leaders? Almost certainly yes. There is no reason why America’s Operation Warp Speed would be inherently incompatible with participation in COVAX and a commitment to share the vaccine with front-line health care workers and vulnerable people around the world. The Trump administration could have pursued this route. Instead, America and other key states decided to go it alone. Ultimately, it is hard to argue that great-power competition and rivalry impaired the development of vaccines. But it did raise serious questions about how the United States, China, and Russia would ultimately distribute vaccines, and what role geopolitical considerations—rather than public health or equity concerns—would ultimately play in their calculations.

It is also important to acknowledge that, even as governments competed, the development of vaccines was actually made possible by a remarkable process of collaboration among scientists and the business community that could only take place in an open and interconnected world, pandemic politics notwithstanding. For example, Pfizer, the company that developed the first highly effective vaccine, was led by Albert Bourla, a Greek immigrant who became an American citizen. Pfizer partnered with a German company, BioNTech, founded by Turkish immigrants. The Pfizer-BioNTech partnership thrived even though Merkel and Trump were hardly speaking and the U.S. administration sought to acquire another German pharmaceutical firm. If the open and collaborative world of science breaks down into rival blocs that see innovation as zero-sum, the negative consequences for global public health will be profound. Fortunately, that did not occur in 2020.

If monetary policy and vaccine development were qualified successes, in most other areas the system short-circuited. Borders were closed in a chaotic way that left tens of millions stranded throughout the crisis. This could have been avoided if best practices had been shared more transparently. Governments competed for critical medical supplies, outbidding each other on runways and seizing shipments if given the opportunity. The United Nations Security Council was paralyzed by disputes between the United States and China, preventing the major powers from cooperating to ease violent conflicts and provide humanitarian relief. New foreign policy crises popped up with frequency—whether it was China’s move on Hong Kong, the deadly China-India border clash, renewed warfare between Azerbaijan and Armenia, or violent conflict in Ethiopia. All of these took place in 2020. There would be no G7 summits with a single message to calm a volatile global situation, let alone a common course of action. Initial economic stimulus efforts proved insufficient to prevent nations from drifting back into a severe recession or worse. Escalating poverty and food insecurity threatened to immiserate tens of millions in low- and middle-income countries, reversing decades of progress in development and creating growing prospects of mass displacement. As the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation put it in September 2020, development was set back “about 25 years in about 25 weeks.”16 And there was scant international action to provide vulnerable states and people with the debt relief or humanitarian assistance they so desperately needed. Meanwhile, democracy and civil liberties around the world, already under siege for years before COVID-19, took another body blow, with digital technologies turbocharged by the pandemic creating new threats to personal freedom that could persist for years to come.

None of this will stay in the past. The aftershocks from the pandemic will linger for many years. In December 2020, during a virtual United Nations General Assembly summit on COVID-19, UN chief Guterres was stark in this regard:


Nearly a year into the pandemic, we face a human tragedy, and a public health, humanitarian and development emergency. For the first time since 1945, the entire world is confronted by a common threat, regardless of nationality, ethnicity or faith. But while COVID-19 does not discriminate, our efforts to prevent and contain it do.

 … And when countries go in their own direction, the virus goes in every direction. The social and economic impact of the pandemic is enormous, and growing. Thanks to the hard work and dedication of scientists and researchers from around the world,… vaccines may become available within the next weeks and months. But let’s not fool ourselves. A vaccine cannot undo damage that will stretch across years, even decades to come.17



Geopolitically, the COVID-19 crisis also offered the world a glimpse of what an ascendant China that neither effectively leads nor cooperates with other nations on shared problems looks like. In many respects, this was a natural extension of dynamics already in motion before the pandemic. After Xi Jinping became general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party in 2012, and then president in 2013, China became more dictatorial and repressive. He consolidated his power over the CCP, and the party, in turn, tightened its grip on Chinese society. The Chinese government has engaged in massive human rights abuses in Xinjiang and cracked down on freedoms in Hong Kong. China has become more assertive and revisionist abroad—in the South China Sea, in the East China Sea, and vis-à-vis Taiwan; through its Belt and Road Initiative investments in Asia, the Middle East, Africa, Europe, and Latin America; through Beijing’s efforts to use trade, investment, and technology to gain influence in Asia and Europe; and through its campaign to establish new economic institutions and shape global norms consistent with the interests and values of the CCP.

But as the world’s most populous country and second-largest economy, China was also widely seen as an indispensable (if difficult) partner on transnational challenges such as climate change, global public health, nonproliferation, and the management of financial crises. Pre-COVID, many governments believed that in a new crisis China would cooperate with other nations as it did in 2008–9. In the early days of the financial crisis, for example, the Russians approached the Chinese with a plan to short the stocks of the massive American mortgage companies Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae in order to further destabilize the American economy (both companies were taken over by the federal government in 2008 to soften the shock of their collapse). The Russians were marginal players in the global economy and may have seen an opportunity to bring other powers down to their level. Instead, Beijing rejected the offer, promptly informed U.S. treasury secretary Hank Paulson of the scheme, and worked with the Americans in the months that followed.18

The United States, other democracies, and private institutions had invested considerable resources in scientific exchanges with China in the years before COVID-19, with the expectation that it would be more transparent and effective in dealing with a future pandemic than it had been during the 2003 SARS outbreak. Even if progress had been made, COVID-19 shattered it. All the systems China had put in place to improve its pandemic response initially failed. Local authorities tried to silence doctors who alerted the Chinese people about the virus. When Beijing took control, it doubled down on secrecy and repression. Cooperation with the WHO was minimal. The only silver lining was that some of China’s scientists shared information with their international counterparts on their own, perhaps a positive consequence of investments made in peer-to-peer cooperation over the preceding decade. China eventually succeeded in controlling its domestic outbreak. But it then embarked on a massive global disinformation campaign and used its economic power and dominance of key supply chains to coerce critics of its response at home and abroad, employing transactional mask diplomacy and sharp-elbowed wolf warrior tactics to advance its geopolitical interests. It also took advantage of the world’s focus on the pandemic to essentially end Hong Kong’s autonomy.

The deterioration in relations between Washington and Beijing during the COVID-19 pandemic cannot be dismissed as purely Trump’s fault; China also experienced a rapid deterioration in its relations with the European Union, Australia, African nations, and others. This dynamic was particularly pronounced in advanced industrial democracies. An October 2020 survey of opinion in twelve democracies by Pew found that majorities in each of the countries polled had a negative view of China. This number soared to 86 percent in Japan, 85 percent in Sweden, 81 percent in Australia, 75 percent in South Korea, 74 percent in the United Kingdom, 73 percent in the Netherlands, Canada, and the United States, 71 percent in Germany, 70 percent in France, 63 percent in Spain, and 62 percent in Italy. The survey also showed that most had little trust in Xi’s actions on the global stage (notably, however, even fewer had confidence in Trump), and a majority believed China had done a poor job handling COVID-19 (though still better than the United States).19

The Chinese government appeared relatively unperturbed by its early stumbles in the COVID-19 crisis. Senior officials repeatedly pointed to China’s massive lockdown as evidence that it responded more decisively and effectively than Western countries, particularly the United States. The Chinese economy also recovered faster and on a steeper curve than any other major economy, likely leapfrogging a few years in closing the economic gap with America (although much will depend on the scale of U.S. investments to improve its competitiveness in the coming years).20 The lesson for Beijing appears to be that the crisis clearly demonstrated the superiority of the Chinese system. And if international cooperation means greater transparency, then why bother?

The fact remains, though, that since the virus emanated from China (as SARS did seventeen years before), what happens inside China matters to the rest of the world. It cannot be ignored, however much Beijing may say it is none of anyone else’s business. The regime’s early mishandling of the pandemic directly and negatively affected billions of people around the world, and the world will remember that. Its wolf warrior diplomacy and other provocations weakened the constituencies in the West that favored cooperation and engagement. This was especially true in Europe, which might have worked more closely with China to offset the Trump administration’s unilateralism had Beijing behaved more responsibly—and with a lighter touch—throughout.

For the same reason, China’s actions should have provided a geopolitical opportunity for the United States in 2020. But while America remained a superpower, it did not act like one. Not only did the Trump administration fail to contain the pandemic at home, it failed so spectacularly and shambolically that it left an indelible stain on Washington’s global standing. Prior to COVID, the United States had been the indispensable power in every international crisis for the past thirty years. Only the United States had the will and capacity to rally the world to resolve shared challenges. It was the United States that drove the response to the financial crisis in 2008–9. In 2014, it was the United States that created the international coalition that would successfully contain the spread of the Ebola virus in West Africa, and it was Washington that mobilized more than five dozen nations to combat the rise of ISIS. In problems large and small, for better or worse, the United States was always present and engaged. No other country had the same standing to convene other nations or set the international agenda.

Yet the signs of an impending retrenchment were also present. Public exhaustion with the “forever wars” in Afghanistan and Iraq and the hangover from the financial crisis left many Americans yearning to turn inward. President Trump seized on this sentiment, winning in 2016 on a neo-isolationist “America First” platform. He rejected the notion that the United States should try to lead the international community, and believed other countries were ripping the American people off. Whereas his predecessors saw the post–World War II alliances and international institutions Washington had created as an integral part of American power, Trump saw the so-called liberal world order as rigged against the United States. He pulled out of international agreements, including the Paris Agreement on climate change, the Iran nuclear deal, and the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade agreement. He levied tariffs on America’s closest allies while treating U.S. treaty commitments to NATO and South Korea like protection rackets. He withdrew troops and abandoned local allies in Syria by tweet, and repeatedly threatened to do the same in South Korea. He yanked GIs out of Germany because of a personal grudge with Merkel. He curtailed support for the United Nations while regaling UN audiences once a year at General Assembly meetings with speeches elevating nationalism over multilateralism. In the absence of a real global crisis, the spectacle of it all was often more pronounced than the substance. The muscle memory of the Pentagon, the State Department, the Treasury Department, and other U.S. agencies meant that much of America’s traditional role remained in place—however precariously—despite the president’s machinations.

But when the novel coronavirus hit, the consequences of Trump’s behavior were revealed. America sat on the sidelines as the world fell apart. No attempt was made to coordinate the G7 or the G20 to mount a collective response. Instead, the administration torpedoed efforts to craft a common G7 response over petty disagreements about what to call the virus. It also refused to accept a UN Security Council resolution on global conflicts because of a passing favorable reference to the WHO. Never has such a great power seemed so small. There was no attempt to mobilize a common approach to the development and distribution of a vaccine or rally a response to the global humanitarian calamity set in motion by the pandemic. This could have easily been done alongside Operation Warp Speed—indeed, America’s remarkable investments in vaccine development would have given the Trump administration a unique platform for international collaboration and assistance. Instead, America’s inward turn seemed complete. And as the year progressed, the president of the United States became bored with the pandemic and stopped dealing with it altogether at home or abroad.

The November 2020 election provided an emergency reset button, but this correction may prove insufficient to mitigate the long-term strategic cost for America’s failure to confront COVID-19 in 2020. The fact that the failure occurred at all—and that Trump did well enough to win more than 74 million votes (to Biden’s 81 million) and maintain considerable influence over the Republican Party—will likely impact global perceptions of the United States for years. Given the deeply polarized and partisan nature of U.S. politics, many countries will continue to have doubts regarding Washington’s ability and staying power to successfully reengage the world, even if the Biden administration’s efforts to contain the virus prove successful and reengagement with the world returns as a priority. America’s closest democratic allies in Europe and Asia welcome the end of the Trump era, but their ability to rely on the United States has been compromised by the experience of 2020. Better international cooperation across a range of critical issues is possible—but the days of Washington calling the shots are probably over.

There are already signs of greater self-reliance. After COVID-19 struck, many Europeans realized that they were squeezed between an aggressive China and a nationalistic United States. Even with Biden as president, Europeans see the need to take care of themselves, protect their own interests, and become more self-sufficient in the arena of public health. As one German official told us, “It is not possible to retreat behind national borders, but maybe it is possible to retreat behind European borders.” It was no surprise, therefore, when French president Macron continued to emphasize the importance of Europe moving toward greater “strategic autonomy” even after Biden won the U.S. election.21



PREPARING FOR THE NEXT PANDEMIC

Each year, between two and five new zoonotic viruses are discovered that have jumped from animals to humans.22 As the world grows more urban, as deforestation further displaces animals from their natural habitat, and with meat very much a part of global supply chains, the chances of another major pandemic will only accelerate.23 In the years ahead, shifting climatic zones will also force animals out of their habitats and into greater contact with people (thus increasing the risk of zoonotic diseases) and expand the range of mosquitoes and other sources of vector-borne infectious diseases. Meanwhile, regardless of what the true origin of SARS-CoV-2 and the ensuing COVID-19 pandemic was (and our view is that there is simply not enough evidence as of this writing to conclude one way or the other), the risk of future lab accidents is real and must also be addressed. As all these risks accumulate, we can demand—but we cannot expect—full transparency and cooperation from China and others. And even with sufficient political will, many poorer countries will lack the resources and capacity to identify and contain viruses early, requiring substantial assistance from wealthier countries.

The COVID-19 pandemic has been devastating, but the next virus could easily be worse. The world produced a number of viable COVID vaccines in record time. But even with continued scientific advances, what will happen if a vaccine takes years to develop—or remains completely out of reach—next time? Writing in the London Review of Books, Rupert Beale of the Francis Crick Institute put it succinctly:


To have several highly effective vaccines for this horrible virus after less than a year is a quite astonishing achievement, among the greatest things that we—by which I mean both humanity in general and molecular biologists in particular—have ever accomplished. We’ve been skillful, but we have also been lucky. A SARS-CoV-2 vaccine turns out to be relatively easy to develop. The virus that causes the next pandemic may not be so forgiving.24



Countries with experience with SARS, MERS, H1N1, and other infectious diseases tended to perform better during the COVID-19 crisis. The question we must now confront as a global community is: what did we collectively learn from this shared calamity? The answer is not simple or obvious. After all, the world had plans to deal with a potential pandemic prior to 2020. Governments invested in global public health. Dozens of warnings were issued about this type of threat over the years. Before COVID-19, the United States was ranked the world’s most-prepared country, and the United Kingdom was number two. China had made important reforms after SARS and seemed to be cooperating with other countries. When put to the test, none of this bore out. How can we be assured that the efforts we make over the next decade will not result in a similarly disastrous outcome?

To begin with, the world must engage in a painful and rigorous postmortem exercise that spares no one. There are easy villains, including Xi and Trump, but there is plenty of blame to go around. Trump, for example, was not the only one ignoring the initial warnings or downplaying the virus throughout. Other populist leaders such as Brazil’s Bolsonaro and Hungary’s Orbán did so as well. Europe’s leaders, meanwhile, did almost nothing to prepare, even as the virus spread through Italy. Prior to the pandemic, Western governments assumed most contagions would spread outward from—and could therefore be contained—in the developing world. But COVID-19 circulated among the world’s most interconnected and advanced economies first, hitting the ski slopes in the Alps long before it made landfall in the global South. When the contagion first emerged in China, the WHO and many national security experts were wrong to dismiss the importance of imposing rapid travel bans, bowing to Beijing’s will. It was also shortsighted to encourage many low-income nations to impose nationwide lockdowns when they were in no position to ensure individual compliance on social distancing, build up sufficient health care capacity, or provide adequate safety nets for idle workers. A rigorous process of self-criticism will be essential for identifying necessary reforms and preparing for future pandemics.

Americans also must find a consensus on facts and science. In November 2020, Laurie Garrett, the veteran American global public health expert who had warned of a global pandemic since the mid-1990s, observed that throughout her career she had made one catastrophic analytical mistake. In all of the scenario planning exercises she designed and took part in, she never once considered the possibility that the White House would be the primary source of obstruction and disinformation. She understood that they might be ill-prepared and slow to respond, as Ronald Reagan was during the AIDS epidemic, but not that the president would be an active saboteur.25

Trump’s denialism and public statements full of disinformation convinced tens of millions of Americans that COVID-19 was not a serious disease, even as the infection rate and death toll spiraled to record highs. He even crowded out and silenced voices in the Republican Party who understood the threat and advocated for a strong response. Since Trump remains the most powerful force in Republican politics, the question is whether half the country will continue to portray the coronavirus as a “hoax,” paint public health precautions such as masks as partisan attacks on personal freedom, and dismiss government experts as deep-state traitors. If so, large swaths of the U.S. population will resist thinking seriously about future biological threats. Will Republicans in Congress or a future Republican president make it a priority? As we have shown, there were senior officials within the Trump administration who grasped the significance of the crisis early on. Some Republican senators and members of Congress did too. The problem is they lost the argument to Trump and others who were complacent. Creating a unified national response centered on science, trust, and careful preparation will be an enormous challenge for U.S. political leaders—but it is absolutely necessary.

Within days of taking office, the Biden administration released a 200-page National Strategy for the COVID-19 Response and Pandemic Preparedness. The strategy sought to reestablish trust with the American public. It aimed to scale up testing, accelerate vaccine distribution, encourage masking, ramp up production of PPE, and secure supply chains. It sought to bolster emergency relief, implement measures to safely reopen schools and businesses and promote safe travel, and take other steps to roll back the pandemic and address its economic fallout, including for disproportionately affected minority communities. It also called on the United States to restore global leadership in combating COVID-19 by remaining in the WHO and pressing for reforms, joining the COVAX initiative, and seeking to strengthen other multilateral initiatives, including the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria, and Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance. It elevated support for the Obama-era Global Health Security Agenda and other multilateral efforts aimed at building health infrastructure and pandemic preparedness, and it committed to humanitarian assistance to countries hit hard by the virus and the consequences of increased poverty and food insecurity. Meanwhile, the administration moved quickly to reconstitute the White House National Security Council Directorate for Global Health Security and Biodefense (established in the wake of the Ebola epidemic, but dismantled by the Trump administration) and other administration-wide infrastructure for monitoring and responding to biological threats. And the administration sought funding to establish a new National Center for Epidemic Forecasting and Outbreak Analytics to modernize global early warning and response to emerging biological risks.26

All of these commitments are vital correctives and are long overdue. But there are a number of other urgent policies the United States should pursue to enhance global pandemic preparedness and resilience to transnational threats.

First, the United States must build a bipartisan consensus at home on the threat posed by pandemics, how to respond, and the need to invest accordingly. America’s greatest weakness in the face of a pandemic is that it is divided on fundamental matters. Extreme polarization, media echo chambers, and disinformation have all contributed to high levels of distrust on public health issues. An objectively devastating pandemic was dismissed; commonsense safety measures became partisan political cudgels. If the United States remains divided on these basic questions and on the very idea that a pandemic poses an existential threat, it will be impossible to prepare adequately to deal with it. And if Trump continues to play a leading role in American politics and pushes the line that his administration did everything right and the vaccine was enough, the task will be that much more difficult.

Faith in government and expertise cannot be fixed overnight. But a competent federal response by the Biden administration to the tail end of the COVID-19 crisis—including truthful and consistent communication from the White House and other government officials, better intra- and intergovernmental cooperation, and effective handling of the distribution of COVID-19 vaccines in the United States and overseas—could start to rebuild the underlying faith in public health measures that will inevitably be required to more effectively contain the next global contagion.27

Second, as the Biden administration pushes for reforms at the World Health Organization, it should seek to address the core shortcomings revealed by the COVID-19 crisis. As we saw in Chapters 4 and 5, the WHO was overly deferential to China for much of the pandemic. Its advice on lockdowns and travel restrictions left much to be desired. Having said that, it is also clear the WHO felt trapped between two rival superpowers and still worked tirelessly under very difficult circumstances. The WHO is the only organization that has near global membership, has an unlimited health mandate, and is perceived as internationally legitimate. The organization has adopted reforms before, most recently in response to the West Africa Ebola outbreak in 2014. After shortcomings in the WHO’s initial response were exposed, some progress was made, including the creation of the Emergency Program and the Contingency Fund for Emergencies, which aimed at improving the organization’s ability to respond and deploy quickly in the face of a crisis.28 These changes appeared to pay dividends, contributing to the WHO’s more effective response to the 2018–20 Ebola outbreak in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.29

The Biden administration is right to emphasize the importance of the United States working from inside the WHO to enact additional reforms, rather than attempting to defund and tear the organization down, as Trump did. Leaving, threatening to leave, or reducing levels of support will not result in the WHO’s collapse and the creation of a more palatable alternative; it would simply empower other nations to push their own agendas at the WHO, including those, like China, with less of an interest in transparency.

But what reforms should the United States seek to ensure that the WHO is more independent and effective?30 It is critical for the WHO to be free from political interference during future health emergencies, and it must require all members to commit to higher levels of transparency and cooperation, based on the lessons of COVID-19. This requires additional measures—including the threat of sanctions—to ensure immediate and unfettered access for WHO officials in “a public health emergency of international concern” to both the source of the disease and to samples of it. To further reduce the WHO’s dependence on voluntary contributions from member states to carry out its functions, the organization will also need a significant and sustained increase in its funding.

In addition, the WHO should update its own advice on travel to and from affected countries, as travel restrictions did play a useful role in slowing the spread of the virus. And Taiwan should be admitted as an observer state. From 2009 to 2015 it was an observer at the World Health Assembly, but Beijing changed its position in 2016 because it was unhappy with the outcome of the Taiwanese election.31 Taiwan played an important role in containing COVID-19 and in global public health more generally, and it should not be excluded for political reasons.

While pressing for such reforms, we must also recognize that geopolitical constraints will make wholesale implementation difficult in the near or even medium term. For instance, several investigations into the WHO’s performance during previous health emergencies recommended sanctions in the event of noncompliance by a member state—including by the IHR Review Committee in 2011 and the Ebola Interim Assessment Panel in 2015—but they never happened.32 Margaret Chan, the former director general of the WHO, looked into ways that the WHO might reprimand countries that disobey IHR.33 The problem is that it is nearly impossible to imagine all governments agreeing to a universally applicable mechanism for sanctions or the enforcement of IHR. Even in the case of the International Atomic Energy Association (IAEA), which monitors obligations and reports violations under the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, sanctions need to be voted upon by the UN Security Council—which means consent is required from China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Xi Jinping is very unlikely to make a credible commitment to greater transparency, while the shadow of Trump’s “America First” agenda within the Republican Party may contribute to lingering doubts about the United States’ long-term commitment to the WHO. Nevertheless, it is important to publicly make the case for WHO reform in the hope that at some point in the future the political constraints will loosen.

President Biden should also regularly and firmly raise global public health cooperation with President Xi, reevaluating cooperation as it existed prior to COVID-19 and reinstating and reforming it where necessary. Improved coordination, where possible, has to take place at the leader level for reforms to have any prospect of success and longevity. But we should not expect such reforms to be easy. The harsh reality is that the WHO is likely to continue to be a battleground between the United States, other democratic nations, and China for many years to come. Democratic countries are unlikely to secure all the reforms they deem necessary in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. And even in the unlikely case that those reforms appear adequate, there may be no predictable means of enforcing them. When the next crisis hits, there can be no guarantee that major powers will comply with their obligations. Therefore, the United States can, and should, create and participate in parallel global public health arrangements if it deems it necessary, even as it remains fully engaged in the WHO.

That brings us to our third recommendation: it will be necessary to create new international arrangements and coalitions of like-minded states to supplement the WHO’s work. The United States can lead this effort. The George W. Bush administration strengthened the global fight against HIV/AIDS through the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief program launched in 2003. In response to the 2009 H1N1 influenza pandemic and the 2014 Ebola epidemic, the Obama administration sought to improve international cooperation and biopreparedness through the Global Health Security Agenda. The Trump administration’s nationalist approach to COVID-19 gravely undermined this tradition—but the Biden administration has an opportunity to resuscitate it.

Some countries have proposed a new international treaty on pandemics. This idea was welcomed by the United States, China, and the WHO.34 It is worth pursuing, but the negotiations will be prolonged, difficult, and inevitably subject to the pressures of resurgent geopolitical rivalries. Devoting all of the international community’s energy toward developing a new treaty could divert diplomatic resources from the immediate steps required to improve global preparedness. The hard reality is this: for years to come, existing international public health arrangements will likely prove insufficient due to inadequate national capabilities and the refusal by some countries to cooperate in the event of an outbreak.

For that reason, the United States should consider creating a new Global Alliance for Pandemic Preparedness (GAPP): a “coalition of the willing” of like-minded states, regularly convening at the head-of-state level, working alongside nongovernmental and philanthropic organizations and private-sector actors. Any nation should be able to join the GAPP—contingent on accepting the conditions for membership. However, those conditions should be strict: among members, there would be a commitment to transparency beyond what is called for in the IHR, including greater inspections access for the WHO, not dissimilar to the powers enjoyed by the IAEA in the nuclear arena. Crucially, when the WHO declares an international public health emergency, GAPP members would coordinate on travel and trade restrictions, as well as public messaging and financial penalties and sanctions. The latter would be aimed at non-GAPP countries that fail to provide sufficient access or fail to fully cooperate with the WHO.35 The GAPP would work to support, not supplant, the WHO and IHR. Among the goals of this new coalition would be to rewire medical supply chains to make them more resilient to shocks and protectionism; establish enduring mechanisms for encouraging better scientific and technical collaboration to combat emerging infectious diseases; and develop mechanisms for the rapid development and equitable distribution of diagnostics, therapeutics, and vaccines in future pandemics (building off the example of the ACT-Accelerator/COVAX).

The GAPP would also build upon and greatly expand the Global Health Security Agenda, with the aim of helping developing nations build greater capacity for pandemic preparedness and response. Coordinated foreign assistance should aim to help countries comply with IHR requirements by building comprehensive early-warning systems for infectious disease and boosting contact-tracing capabilities. Assistance should strengthen health surveillance at airports, ports, and border crossings, build laboratory capacity for testing, and provide the training and critical equipment necessary for front-line health care workers to respond to emergencies. It should also design coordination and communications systems—and appropriate legal infrastructures—to enable central governments to work with local authorities and communities to rapidly contain outbreaks.36 These efforts should leverage new technologies whenever possible, while doing so in a manner consistent with human rights concerns. To make investments sustainable, the United States and other GAPP members should consider creating an international health security financing mechanism. And to incentivize the responsible use of funds, recipient countries that demonstrate a track record over time of effectively using assistance to build pandemic preparedness should be eligible for additional aid and concessional loans.37

For those Americans skeptical of foreign assistance, it may be helpful to view this as enlightened self-interest, not charity. As COVID-19 vividly demonstrates, in today’s hyperglobalized world, a biological incident anywhere can quickly become a catastrophe everywhere.38

Lastly, beyond improving pandemic preparedness, there will continue to be an urgent need for bilateral and multilateral assistance to help developing nations recover from the developmental and humanitarian catastrophes set in motion by the coronavirus and the Great Lockdown. Decades of poverty alleviation have been reversed. We have a moral obligation and a strategic interest to recover what has been lost and put development on a more resilient footing. The United States should press for global debt relief programs that include bilateral creditors, multilateral creditors, and the private sector, with the aim of freeing up resources for low- and middle-income countries to strengthen social safety nets for the growing ranks of the poor and those working precariously in the informal economy.39 The international community must also recognize that efforts to respond to COVID-19 have set back decades of progress in improving public health across the developing world by diverting scarce resources away from routine immunizations, improving child and maternal health, and fighting diseases such as tuberculosis, malaria, and HIV/AIDS. This places an imperative on increasing investments in public health infrastructure more broadly.

There is also the opportunity to restructure economies around the world in ways that would reduce risks associated with other existential transnational threats—especially, climate change. The global economic downturn produced by the pandemic created a brief reduction in carbon dioxide emissions, but despite the landmark 2015 Paris climate accord, emissions of carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gases continue to increase. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the international body of thousands of experts that represents the scientific consensus on climate, the world is on track to warm by around 3 degrees Celsius by the end of the century—a rate and magnitude of change that scientists warn could be cataclysmic. If humanity is to head off the worst potential consequences of climate change by limiting warming to 1.5 to 2 degrees Celsius, the international community has only a few decades to aggressively reduce carbon emissions, and it must achieve carbon neutrality by midcentury.40 Absent such drastic, cooperative action, the world will see more droughts crippling food supplies and worsening water scarcity; more intense hurricanes, storms, and flooding; more frequent and devastating wildfires; expanding zones for vectors of infectious disease; the inundation of many coastal areas and low-lying nations by sea-level rise, displacing hundreds of millions of people; and the devastation of ocean and terrestrial ecosystems already pushed to the brink by other human activities.

Trillions of dollars will be spent in the coming decades to dig out of the economic hole left by COVID-19. Stimulus and recovery funding can either reinforce the dangerous climate status quo or provide the United States and other nations enormous opportunities to lean into a “green recovery.” Investing in renewable energy such as solar and wind power; technology and infrastructure for low- and zero-emission vehicles, aviation, trains, and ships; the promotion of “circular economy” models that drastically reduce resource use and eliminate waste; low-carbon retrofitting and construction; urban redesign; new programs for forest conservation, ecosystem restoration, and sustainable agriculture; and projects to enhance the climate resilience of vulnerable communities—all of this is a potential win-win. A green recovery from COVID-19 could create good jobs in both the near and long terms and unleash enormous innovations in cutting-edge technological fields while reducing the greenhouse gas emissions that imperil the planet. It will also enable countries and communities to better adapt to and ride out the inevitable shocks from climate change.41 At the February 2021 G7 summit, the United States and its allies pledged to “put our global ambitions on climate change and the reversal of biodiversity loss at the center of our plans” to “build back better” from the pandemic.42 In the years ahead, that new sense of collective purpose must become a reality.



A STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK FOR THE POST-COVID ERA

Grappling with the broader implications of COVID-19 and its aftershocks for American foreign policy, the geopolitical landscape, and the future of international order will also be essential. When the Cold War ended, American foreign policy was dominated by aspirations to spread the benefits of economic globalization and political liberalism, integrate important powers such as China and Russia into the U.S.-led international order, and manage the challenge posed by humanitarian disasters and rogue states.43 Then the 9/11 attacks reoriented U.S. foreign policy around the so-called global war on terrorism. The result was a tremendous overinvestment in the greater Middle East at the expense of other regions and priorities. In recent years, a new consensus has taken shape, arguing for a shift in America’s primary strategic focus toward great-power competition.44 This view recognizes that a stable and open international system is founded on healthy regional orders in Asia and Europe. If those regional orders fall apart, so too will the international order. China’s rapid rise has caused it to seek an enhanced sphere of influence in the Pacific and to push back U.S. influence. Globally, it uses state-backed enterprises to gain a technological edge in artificial intelligence, facial recognition, and 5G. It also actively promotes illiberal values in international institutions and uses its economic power to coerce middle-sized and small countries. Meanwhile, Russia has invaded its neighbors, interfered in democratic elections (including in the United States), and intervened militarily in Syria. The shift in U.S. strategic thinking toward greater emphasis on great-power competition has been motivated by the necessity to push back against these revisionist authoritarian forces in order to protect and preserve classically liberal values and interests at home and abroad.

Others, however, have argued that the greatest threats facing humanity are not powerful state actors but transnational dangers such as pandemics and climate change.45 As every human being on the planet experienced in 2020, transnational threats do not respect national boundaries. And because the fates of people, economies, and nations have become so intertwined after decades of globalization, the consequences of transnational shocks can quickly ripple across the international system. Given the devastation wrought by the COVID-19 pandemic, the dangers are now self-evident. Other transnational threats such as climate change could be even graver. We are already seeing the impact of the unfolding climate crisis and, in the not too distant future, the profound disruptions of unchecked global warming on human health, societies, economies, and international security in an interconnected world could be truly apocalyptic.46

Like the end of the Cold War and the attacks on 9/11, we are now embarking on a new period: the “post-COVID” era. But the fact that we are entering the post-COVID era does not, in and of itself, tell us very much about the fundamental dynamics likely to define it or how U.S. foreign policy should adjust to new realities. The story of the global response to the pandemic in 2020, however, provides some fundamental insights.

The irony of COVID-19 is that the world of 2020 included a huge number of institutions that did not exist in 1918-20, and yet governments still went their own way, largely because of strategic rivalries and nationalist impulses. In this way, the coronavirus crisis illustrates the negative synergy between great-power competition and transnational threats—one that fundamentally changes both for the worse. This geopolitical dimension to pandemic response is a new phenomenon that policymakers must now grapple with. As David Fidler of the Council on Foreign Relations observes:


Global health benefitted from the absence of balance-of-power politics in the post–Cold War era and U.S. willingness to catalyze unprecedented developments, including funding increases for HIV/AIDS, the adoption of the IHR (2005), and the emergency response for the Ebola outbreak in West Africa. However, concerns increased during the 2010s that the distribution of power in the international system was, indeed, changing because Chinese and Russian efforts to challenge the United States gained momentum.… The shifting geopolitical terrain raised questions about how the re-emergence of the balance of power might affect global health and U.S. leadership in this area.47



The pandemic answered those questions. Great-power rivalry made the pandemic both more likely and harder to contain. The Chinese government was obsessed with regime survival at home and capitalizing on the pandemic to expand its influence abroad. Meanwhile, the Trump administration’s decision to frame the international dimensions of its COVID policy almost exclusively through a competitive geopolitical lens with China eviscerated the prospects for a multilateral response. Every other nation, meanwhile, had to helplessly watch the superpower scrum while largely fending for themselves.

Relations between Washington and Beijing are likely to continue to deteriorate. The Chinese and American visions for the world are simply incompatible with each other, and this conflict will not change until one side abandons its vision or accepts that it cannot be implemented. Each side creates negative externalities that affect the other, even if unintentionally. For instance, America’s press freedom reveals secrets, corruption, and wrongdoing that are destabilizing for the Chinese Communist Party. Meanwhile, Beijing’s technological advances can be exported abroad and used to make democracies dependent upon a system that is fundamentally illiberal, potentially compromising freedoms in the United States and elsewhere. Even with diplomacy, friction will be endemic to the SinoU.S. relationship and impact the broader international order for the foreseeable future. If cooler heads prevail, outright confrontation can be avoided—but strategic competition cannot.

The dilemma is clear: we live at a time when mounting transnational threats require more international cooperation than ever before, and yet a changing distribution of power and escalating rivalry among the world’s major powers make the very collaboration we so desperately need more difficult to achieve. The uncomfortable truth is that there is no longer any reason to expect that nations are converging on a single unified purpose or model of global governance. The aspirations of the old international order have fallen by the wayside. The challenge will be for world leaders to find ways to work together when their interests align even in the midst of accelerating competition.

In the debate over whether it is great-power competition or transnational threats that define the current strategic environment, the answer is clearly both. The United States therefore needs an approach to defending its interests and addressing transnational challenges that will work even if relations between the major powers remain contentious.

In Washington, that means seizing on the lessons of 2020 to build a new bipartisan consensus around the need for critical domestic investments and renewed support for American global leadership. The pandemic laid waste to large swaths of the U.S. economy. And America’s failed response has accelerated China’s ascendance. Those twin realities should provide bipartisan impetus to make key investments that not only fuel near-term recovery but do so in a manner that spurs the innovation needed to outcompete China and build greater resiliency against transnational threats. That means making significant investments in health care, education (especially STEM), worker retraining and upskilling, and digital and clean energy infrastructure. It also includes significantly expanding federal research and development in the technological domains that will dominate the remainder of this century.

Meanwhile, COVID-19 and the horrendous humanitarian and development consequences associated with it will likely be with us for a long time. Variants will continue to emerge and become a global threat if the world is not fully vaccinated. Although the pandemic temporarily halted immigration and refugee flows, the accumulating immiseration of millions of people across developing countries will eventually create an unstoppable movement of desperate people. Many, especially in Latin America and the Caribbean, will set out for the United States. Enlightened self-interest should drive U.S. policymakers to address these challenges before they result in mass displacement that crashes upon America’s shores. The imperative to check China’s malign influence abroad also provides a powerful rationale for America to provide humanitarian and development assistance and, more broadly, to embrace its closest allies and recommit to deep international engagement. If Washington fails to lead in shaping the institutions, rules, norms, and multilateral arrangements around critical issues such as cyber, artificial intelligence and other emerging technologies, trade, development, the environment, and human rights, Beijing will—and it will do so in a manner that is increasingly incompatible with the security, prosperity, and way of life of the United States and other free societies.



RALLYING THE FREE WORLD

The interwar period of the 1920s and ’30s—which followed World War I and the last great pandemic—was a time of massive economic, social, and political upheaval. Rising nationalism and the revisionist ambitions of authoritarian powers collided with fragile international institutions incapable of managing great-power rivalry. The United States turned inward, the community of democracies fell apart, and the world was once again plunged into darkness. The disturbing parallels between that chaotic and conflict-prone era and our own were already emerging before COVID-19—and today’s pandemic has provided another eerie and unnerving parallel. We cannot afford to let history repeat itself.

Avoiding that outcome requires more than just a return to internationalism—it requires an active effort by the United States to reinvigorate the “free world.” This is not a call for American missionary zeal or the type of militarized liberal crusades witnessed after 9/11. Rather, it is a recognition that the existing community of democracies is increasingly at risk from within and without and must be defended. It is also the simple recognition that the United States will be most effective in advancing its interests and in addressing collective challenges when it works alongside its democratic allies—principally in Europe and Asia—and builds international cooperation outward from this core of states.

That means more than just teaming up with democracies to deter and defend against traditional military aggression by revisionist authoritarian powers like Russia and China. It means developing a common free-world agenda on cybersecurity, countering disinformation and authoritarian interference in democratic institutions, checking the spread of digital authoritarianism, and defending human rights. It means countering weaponized corruption, combating infrastructure and energy coercion, regulating emerging technologies, and securing vital technology supply chains. And in those areas, such as public health, climate change, nuclear nonproliferation, and international economics, where coordination with China and other authoritarian powers may be essential, it means coming to a common understanding among democracies first, which can then be leveraged to approach negotiations with Beijing and other authoritarian states from a position of combined strength. The advanced liberal democracies of North America, Europe, and Asia together represent the strongest military alliances in history and more than half of global GDP. That is real power—both “hard” (coercive) and “soft” (attractive)—and therefore real possibility to collectively shape a better future.

The COVID-19 pandemic will not be the last global contagion to emerge in our lifetimes nor, as climate change and other transnational dangers grow, will it be the last major shock to our interconnected world. Democratic nations will either address these common threats together, pool their strength, and press other countries to follow suit—or they will each go their own way and the ability to head off the next calamity, when it inevitably strikes, will be diminished.

Despite all the carnage wrought by COVID-19, in an odd way, the world may have actually been lucky that the first global pandemic to really test our collective defenses and preparedness was not as lethal as it could have been. It exposed our shortcomings—political, economic, and geopolitical—while still providing an opportunity to prepare for the even graver challenges ahead. But this only matters if we heed this timely warning, learn the right lessons, and stand together to fight for a better future.
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