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Dear Readers,

After a chaotic, often painful year we are happy to present the 2020 issue of the Brandeis Journal of Politics.
Instead of our standard two issues this year we'll have just one, dedicated to the Covid-19 pandemic.

Our issue starts with an introduction from New York Times Columnist and three-time Pulitzer Prize winner
Thomas Friedman ('75), where he calls on Brandeis students— and young people more generally- to help craft a
post pandemic world better than the one before it.

We then have two interviews, with historian and nearly 50 year veteran Brandeis professor Stephen Whitfield
(PHD‘72), and political philosopher and Harvard professor Michael Sandel ('75). In the first, current journal edi-
tor Isaac Rose-Berman talks with professor Whitfield about his recent book, Learning on the Left: Political Profiles
of Brandeis University, and what Brandeis's history can teach us about liberalism in America, both now and in the
future. In the second, former journal editor (and current philosophy PHD student) Sonia Pavel converses with
professor Sandel about his newest book, The Tyranny of Merit: What's Become of the Common Good?, highlighting
the problems with our ‘rhetoric of rising’and articulating how we can craft a more just society.

To start off the on theme articles, Anna Kang questions whether it is morally permissible for governments to
impose lockdowns, and how individual liberties ought to be weighed against communal benefits. Milan Shenoy
explores how economic and psychological factors influence the salience of various issues, and the resultant
political implications. Kurtis Lee, using a Foucauldian approach, demonstrates how political power is amassed
and maintained in public health crises. Wrapping up the general section, Alex Williams examines the history of
biological weapons, and what we can learn from viruses of all types.

Turning towards the U.S., Jason Walter surveys the history of US presidential decision making, seeing how his-
tory ought to inform political decision making in the modern day. Charlie Corman analyzes the U.S. economic
recovery policies following the pandemic, comparing and contrasting them with the European Union. Ethen
Gerstman criticizes the U.S!s decentralized response, setting forth solutions to achieve more national cohesive-
ness. Holly Newman looks at the effect of Covid-19 on political campaigning, with an eye towards the Demo-
cratic party. Yoo Ra Sung highlights the racism and xenophobia brought about by the pandemic, and Asian
American women's particular role in our national story. Noah Glenshaw examines the dissemination of informa-
tion during the pandemic, and argues the SCC should adopt an updated Fairness Doctrine. Michael Shwartz
warns American overreliance on Chinese healthcare products poses a threat to national security, and revamping
domestic manufacturing is key to solving the problem. Lastly, Douglas Vantran turns our attention to Taiwan’s
success in combating Covid-19, outlining how other countries can adopt similar postures to better prepare
them for future crises.

In the off theme section, Siddhant Moily considers the prospects for regime stability in the Middle East. Jessica
Schwartzman focuses on the Eurovision Song Contest, demonstrating the wide ranging effects of geopoliti-
cal tensions on even ostensibly apolitical activities. Kurtis Lee travels back to Ancient Greece, investigating the
origins of cosmopolitanism and along the way making a case for its realization through policy. To conclude the
issue, Callie Hilgenhurst looks at climate change’s disastrous displacement effects, surveying the policy land-
scape to figure out what can be done.

The pandemic has raised questions that will be debated for generations. Provisional answers have already come
and gone. Everybody, experts included, have been wrong. Some admit it, some don't, and gaining a genuine
understanding of what is happening can be difficult. We offer the 19th edition of the Brandeis Journal of Politics
as a guide to navigating that ongoing landscape of political and economic debates. Hopefully these articles will
stand the test of time; if not, hopefully they’ll help you gain a foothold on what is happening, and what should
be done to make things better.

Best,

Isaac Rose-Berman and Camila Martinez
Rising Editors-in-Chief
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An Introduction from Thomas Friedman '75

When the editors of the Brandeis Journal of Politics asked me to write a few words for how the
Covid-19 pandemic has changed the world, my first instinct was to do some quick math. | real-
ized that the students editing this journal were probably all born just before or after 9/11. They
were just becoming aware of politics around 2008 and then their college years coincided with
the worst pandemic in a century. And they have climate change waiting for them after they
graduate.

That's a lot of pandemics for one generation to absorb - a geopolitical one, a financial one, a
biological one and an atmospheric one!

If nothing else, you will be — or will have to be - the most resilient generation. Because while
no one can predict what the world AC - After Corona - will be like, it's a safe bet that it will be
full of new political, economic, environmental and geopolitical challenges — and there will be a
great advantage for countries, companies, communities — and students -- who can adapt.

Economically, | suspect that we are going to see an enormous surge of Schumpeter-like “cre-
ative destruction.” After all, think of how many businesses have accelerated the digitization of
their products and services because of the pandemic, not to mention how much legacy office
space has been made irrelevant by the lockdowns of Covid-19 and how much of that real estate
is likely to be repurposed after it is over. And think about how the delivery of everything — from
medicine to education to groceries -- has been changed by the pandemic for good. We are go-
ing to see economic creative destruction on steroids in the coming years.

Geopolitically, China, where this coronavirus first emerged, was able to repurpose its surveil-
lance state to track the virus, along with its citizens, and thereby get it under control faster and
more effectively than any other major global economy. This will surely affect the balance of
power between the United States and China, not to mention other countries, in the post-pan-
demic world.

Politically speaking, at home here in America, will President Biden be able to finish off the coro-
navirus with a combination of vaccines, masks and a more coordinated and competent Federal
response and will that buy him political capital that he can use in other areas?

Environmentally speaking, the economic slowdown driven by Covid-19 has crushed oil and gas
prices, just as renewables like wind and solar have become competitive without subsidies — so
much so that the post-Pandemic world will almost surely be the moment when we really to
transition, to a much larger degree, away from fossil fuels and when major oil companies will
have to become diversified ““energy” companies if they want to survive.

| am sure that the essays you are about to read in this Brandeis Journal of Politics will help us
better explore and navigate this AC — After Corona — world. | will be trying to do the same with
my column in the New York Times! Let’s compare notes down the road.

Best of luck.

Thomas L. Friedman
Brandeis class of 1975
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What Can the History of Brandeis Teach

Us About American Liberalism?
An Interview with Stephen Whitfield

While the fallout from Covid-19 is yet to be fully under-
stood, one thing is certain: the Democratic party, and the
American left more generally, is done with incremental
change. On issues ranging from racial justice to eco-
nomic stimulus, left wing politicians, intellectuals, and
voters are hungry for major transformations of American
society.

Mediums change- at no other period in American his-
tory were dancing teens online major propagators of
socialism- but many of our current debates haven't.
Tensions have always existed between liberals comfort-
able with capitalism and those bent on its destruction, or
liberals intent on equality of opportunity as an end goal
versus those focused on equality of outcome.

Few places have been as integral to those debates as
Brandeis University. Despite its creation just 73 years ago,
throughout its history Brandeis has housed and influ-
enced many of the figures who would go on to shape the
American left. Their political stances run the gamut, from
Abie Hoffman ('59) and Angela Davis ('65), to Thomas
Friedman (‘'75). Dissent, one of the most influential left-
wing political magazines, was founded at Brandeis by
professors Irving Howe and Lewis Coser. Modern politi-
cal philosophy, on both sides of the Atlantic, cannot be
understood without the works of Michael Walzer (‘56),
Michael Sandel ('75) or Ralph Miliband (who lectured in
the sociology department during the 1970s).

Stephen Whitfield, the Max Richter Professor emeritus of
American Civilization at Brandeis, has been at the Uni-
versity for more than half its existence. His newest book,
Learning on the Left: Political Profiles of Brandeis University,
highlights many of Brandeis's most well known alumni
and faculty, painting a portrait of an “academic kibbutz”
with remarkable lasting influence.

Louis Brandeis argued that, “There is in most Americans
some spark of idealism, which can be fanned into a
flame. It takes sometimes a divining rod to find what it is;
but when found... the results are often extraordinary.”
Brandeis University’s history is a tale of people searching
for, debating, and harnessing those flames. In times of
great upheaval it's more important than ever to under-
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stand that history, and for that | was fortunate to discuss
these issues and more with Professor Whitfield in Janu-
ary. Below is a lightly edited transcript of that conversa-
tion.

Isaac Rose-Berman: Reading your book and about
Brandeis’s history more generally, it's obvious the
school’s founders envisioned a place where two specific
ideals— complete opposition to bigotry in all forms, and
absolute free inquiry and debate— would coincide, creat-
ing an environment dedicated to justice and the pursuit
of knowledge. Some of the founders saw these values
as intrinsic to “secular Judaism,” but more generally they
might be described as classical liberalism. However, in
today’s debates about liberalism and progressive values,
particularly among young people, many see an inherent
tension between the two, and that perhaps it’s not even
possible to believe both at the same time. Do you think
it's still possible to be fully opposed to bigotry and fully
dedicated to free speech and inquiry?

Stephen Whitfield: Well, let me start with where liberal-
ism was in 1948. At that time, it was believed to be this
almost homogeneous phenomenon by which a number
of elements could be held together and easily recon-
ciled. There wasn’t an obvious conflict between those
two things you mentioned, let’s call them civil rights and
civil liberties, the first being the belief that minorities
have every right not to be discriminated against, and the
second being that we should express our views without
fear of punishment or prejudice. And even though these
ideas both fell under the umbrella of liberalism, of course
they aren't the same thing. This conflict first came up

in Brandeis in the mid-1950s, with the screening of an
outrageously racist film, The Birth of a Nation.

IRB: Oh yes, | remember in the book you describe a

hilarious scene where one editor of The Justice furiously
ripped up another editor’s op-ed because he supported
the screening under the grounds of freedom of speech.

SW: Exactly. So the oddity here is that The Birth of a Na-
tion, which praises the Ku Klux Klan, actually coincides
with the lynching of Leo Frank; both took place in 1915.
Now, The Birth of a Nation is a milestone movie, arguably



on the short list of the greatest, most important movies
of all time for technical and aesthetic reasons. But its mes-
sage, and the defense of the Ku Klux Klan, are of course
horrific. This raised a difficult question: should Brandeis
screen the movie in an era when there were virtually no
African-American students on campus? And that debate
served as a precedent for what you're now describing,
but | would put it somewhat differently. | would say the
important question is how Brandeis, and other institu-
tions, can serve as a home, a harbor, a refuge for people
of varying backgrounds and ancestries, while navigating
the clash that results when some people feel they are
endangered, or are objects of hostility at the expense of
others’ freedom of speech. It's not my position, of course,
to argue for their reconciliation; I'm not saying one has to
take precedence over the other. But what you're describ-
ing is a debate that is certainly an enduring difficulty
liberalism faces. Liberalism has to ensure minority rights,
but it must also ensure democratic inclusion, and provide
everybody- majority, minority, whoever- the dignity of
being able to express their views.

IRB: There’s a funny part of your book where you discuss a
proposal by Pat Buchanan to implement a quota for non-
Jewish whites at elite schools, to ensure they're getting
their fair shot, because Jews were taking up all the spots
at elite schools.

SW: Yes, well, that was a problem that was sort of resolved
by the type of meritocracy that Michael Sandel ‘75 sees
all sorts of problems with. But the issue now, of course,

is that there are minority groups who can't easily com-
pete by the standard criteria, by the standard processes,
whether it be admissions exams and so on. So what is
the answer that liberalism provides? The overall arc of the
book is to examine various conundrums and dilemmas
that liberalism faces when values compete, and one of
those is diversity and the idea of individual merit, at least
that which can be rewarded by admissions.

IRB: In your section about Michael Walzer ‘56, you ques-
tion whether his“brand of pluralism minimizes the
persistence of structural inequalities that have marred the
American experience!” That quote really stuck with me,
especially because it seems to get at this fundamental
reality of the Jewish experience in America, which is one
of great success following great adversity. And it seems
that among some Jews, and non-Jews as well, this has

led to a belief that anyone can succeed and get ahead in
America because we did, and thus individual hard work
should serve as a model for all groups. But this of course
hasn't been the case for African Americans in the United
States, who by so many metrics have been unable to rise
up the socioeconomic ladder. In the context of liberalism,
this raises all sorts of questions about how these historical

injustices, the structural nature of which results in getting
embedded into our institutions, ought to be incorporated
into admissions policies, and public policy and political
philosophy more generally. How do you think liberalism
can best account for these past and present injustices?

SW: Well, | don't know the answer. But the interesting
thing for me is how people like Sandel and Walzer, con-
tributors to political theory, grapple with the historical,
structural impediments to ways we would ideally want to
organize a society and care for improving the lot of those
who have been victimized. Walzer is more historically ori-
ented than Sandel, with the exception of Sandel’s analysis
of “the procedural republic”in Democracy’s Discontent.
But they both have to defend their views against those
who say theory itself is an inadequate means to grapple
with historical discrepancies and injustices. That's why

| included the feminist criticique of Walzer from one of
his own students, Susan Moller Okin, who argues that by
ignoring the historic persistence of patriarchy, something
will necessarily be askew. |tried to present that debate

in as fair a way | could without inserting my own opinion.
But it's a particular problem when articulating theory,
because the timelessness may mean that historical dif-
ficulties get obscured.

IRB: One of the strange things for me reading your book
was being confronted with various examples of discrimi-
nation against Jews. I've read and heard similar stories,
but as a Jew living in what my grandfather calls “the bagel
belt”1 don't think I've ever actually been discriminated
against because of my religion or identity. At the same
time, so much of the book felt incredibly familiar. In your
section on Fuchs, you mention how decades ago he had a
big conversation on race relations and affirmative action
with William Julius Wilson, Henry Louis Gates and Cornel
West; and they concluded the important thing was pro-
moting equality of opportunity instead of ensuring equal-
ity of outcome. | read that and was shocked, not because
of the ideas but because | have the exact same debates
with my friends today, and outside of Fuchs the other
three are still fairly active in public discourse. So looking
back, it's clear so much has stayed the same. What do you
think has changed?

SW: Well, | would say the critique of liberalism from femi-
nism is new. That didn't exist in 1948. The other thing that
has changed is in 1948, liberalism assumed that when
you eliminate the barriers of discrimination and prejudice,
everyone would turn out more or less the same. And it
didn’t work out that way.

IRB: What would you say were the turning points for liber-
alism, at Brandeis or in the U.S. more generally?
SW: For Brandeis, | think the pivotal chapter where things
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change is the Ford Hall takeover in 1969. Until that
point, we knew what liberalism was, and we knew sort
of how it differed from, let's say, conservatism. The
liberal idea, as we outlined before, was that there was
no conflict between civil liberties and civil rights. Both
of those ideas are connected to the belief that in a just,
open, free society, individuals will stand or fall on the
basis of their own talent, their own ambition and so on.
That changes with Ford Hall because from then on in
American higher education more or less, and certainly
at Brandeis, it wasn't just a matter of individual merit.

It became a matter of which group you belong to. Ford
Hall basically said if you belong to the African-American
community, we will have scholarships for you in par-
ticular. If you want to be hired in the African and African
American Studies department, the presumption will be
that, if you are black, you will have strong advantages.
So liberalism endorses that, promotes that, and there-
fore liberalism itself changes very dramatically from, say,
1948 to 1969. So liberalism [the race neutral version]
within the Brandeis context had a two-decade run, and
everything else since has been the difficulty of reconcil-
ing, if possible, those two phenomena.

IRB: Do semantics matter?

SW: | would say semantics matter in terms of distin-
guishing liberalism, in either of those two phases, from
conservatism, which, broadly speaking, is far less com-
mitted to minority rights. Conservatism is also usually
far less committed, with important exceptions, to free-
dom of speech and civil liberties. Radicalism, at least the
most important versions of radicalism, wouldn't care
about individual opportunity, instead focusing on class
or increasingly race, gender, and other characteristics.

IRB: That makes sense. My only concern is that when
people ascribe different meanings to the same term,

as has clearly been the case with liberalism throughout
history and today, it can create problems when building
coalitions.

SW: Yes, | agree. The issue is that once you are accept-
ing or using a label, it can create more confusion and
perhaps more resistance than if you dropped the label.
On the other hand, labels can be important and illumi-
nating. Imagine, for example, if you were to say, “As a lib-

eral, | am deeply offended by the ideology of The Birth
of a Nation,”and | responded with, “As a liberal, | defend
the right of the film makers to show that film. And I'm
deeply offended that a member of the Justice editorial
board ripped up my editorial!”

IRB: That would highlight some key debates within
liberalism!

SW: Indeed.

IRB: Hasthe pandemicchangedyourthoughtsonliber-
alisminanyway? What doyou see thefuture holding for
Jewsin America, or Brandeis, or the left?

SW: Imustremindyou, Isaac, I'mahistorian, nota
prophet. lhavetobecandid; Idon'tthinklhaveanan-
swertoany of those questions.

IRB: Okay, letmerephrase. Whatlessons canwelearn
from history about the potential effects of something like
apandemicon American society?

SW: |would say,and thisisapretty bland answer, that
allwe've learned simply reinforces what we have always
known abouthuman nature. Thatis, crises bringout
thebestandtheworstin people. I'vebeenvery struck
throughoutthe course of the pandemic how rotten,
incompetent, and often malicious many peopleare. And
ontheotherhandhow heroic, how selfless, how virtuous
otherpeopleare. Thestriking thingis that the wisdom of
Judaism does not say that we suffer from original sin, in
whichweareinherently eviland only graceand divinein-
tervention will everredeemus. Judaism certainly doesn't
say what Anne Frank says, that basically people are good
atheart. Judaismreally saysthatweare bothgoodand
evil. Andof course,onthe high holy days, we areasked to
chooseacourse forthe comingyear. Solthinkthelesson
is perhapsan obviousone,and maybe avery common-
placeone. Andthatisthe pandemichasbroughtoutin
the spectrum of eviland good whathuman beings are
capableof. AndJudaism offers asolace of wisdomthat
thewaywebehaveisuptous.

Isaac Rose-Berman is a junior at Brandeis majoring in Politics and Economics.
Isaac is an Editor for the Journal.
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How Do We Uproot the Tyranny of Merit?
An Interview with Michael Sandel

In the last few years there has been a surge of
critical writing and discussion on the topics of merit
and meritocracy. Our current meritocratic arrange-
ments are being scrutinized for their contributions to
widening wealth and income inequalities, the creation
of a new elite with its distinctive powers and privileges,
and growing discontent and populism among those
‘left behind’in meritocratic competition. Given its self-
branding as a bastion of meritocracy, higher education
has been at the center of these public debates. Recent
college admissions scandals revealed that in addition
to the significant un-meritocratic advantages they
already enjoyed, wealthy students and their families
were also buying their way through purportedly meri-
tocratic competitions by means of fake test scores and
forged credentials.

Political philosopher, Harvard Law professor,
and Brandeis alum ('75) Michael Sandel opens his lat-
est book, The Tyranny of Merit: What's Become of the
Common Good? with his reflections on the public out-
rage caused by cheating in admissions'. He notes that
regardless of their political affiliations and opinions on
higher education, most people fundamentally agree
that students should be admitted to university based
on their own efforts and abilities, rather than factors
beyond their control. In other words, they agree that
the principle of merit is the right way to distribute
positions and rewards within higher education and be-
yond. Implicit in these debates is a common diagnostic
of the underlying problem: we are failing to live up to
our own meritocratic ideal.

Professor Sandel agrees that our practices fall
short of the ideal - to say the least. Nevertheless, he
argues, we have reason to doubt that even a perfect
meritocracy, where goods and positions were allocat-
ed solely on the basis of merit, would be morally and
politically desirable. Merit-based competition produc-
es a distorted, illusory perspective among all of us. It
convinces us that wherever we land in the meritocratic
hierarchy is our own doing, rather than the cumulative
result of our efforts, luck, other people’s contributions,
and structural factors beyond any individual’s control.
The tyranny of merit is, therefore, the tyranny of an
aspiration. Even in its ideal form, according to Prof.
Sandel, meritocracy fosters a pair of morally unattract-
ive attitudes: hubris among winners, who forget their
good luck, and resentment and humiliation among

losers, who blame themselves for their failure to rise.
Sandel contextualizes these moralizing attitudes by
pointing out the theological origins of meritocratic
thinking, such as the belief that the moral universe is
so arranged as to reward the meritorious and bring
suffering to the rest. The idea that success reflects
moral goodness and superior virtue is still embedded
in our modern, secularized version of merit. However,
capitalist markets have replaced God as the ultimate
arbiters of what people deserve. Given equality of
opportunity, according to the meritocratic rationale
for free markets, we will all rise as far as our talents can
take us and the outcomes of competition will reflect
our‘true deserts!

Professor Sandel exposes the moral and politi-
cal flaws of this ‘rhetoric of rising’and the reliance on
allegedly neutral market mechanisms to determine
the value of people’s skills and achievements. He
proposes recognizing work and affording esteem and
dignity to workers based on their contributions to the
community instead. To this end, we should expand
our limited thinking about justice in purely distribu-
tive terms towards a contributive justice framework,
in which the dignity of work is founded on contribu-
tions to our shared life and the common good, rather
than consumer preferences. This would require not
only substantive deliberations about conceptions of
the good, but also a general equality of condition to
ensure dignified and decent lives for everyone, regard-
less of individual endowments, efforts, or ambitions.
| asked Professor Sandel to elaborate on these
thought-provoking ideas in an interview at the begin-
ning of January.

Sonia Maria Pavel: | thought we might start by dis-
cussing the title of your book. It's called The Tyranny
of Merit. I notice that other books in this conversa-
tion — like Daniel Markovits'and Lani Guinier’s refer to
meritocracy in their titles”. How do you understand the
relation between the principle of merit and a meritoc-
racy?

Michael Sandel: There's a close connection. | titled
my book The Tyranny of Merit to focus on attitudes
towards success and failure - attitudes that suggest
that the material rewards our talents reap are the
measure of our merit. | wanted to put the emphasis
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on attitudes, including meritocratic hubris. But the
connection with meritocracy is very close because
meritocracy describes a regime, a way of governing
and organizing society that conceives merit and moral
desert as the basis of material rewards and also as the
basis of social esteem. So the connection between
merit and meritocracy is very close.

SMP: Do you think that one could have a society

in which the principle of merit was used in certain
spheres of activity, but perhaps was not the primary
way of allocating rewards and esteem overall?

MS: Depending on how merit was conceived, my ob-
jections would not apply to the society you're describ-
ing. Merit has its place. If | need surgery, | want a well-
qualified doctor to perform it, so merit does have its
place. And as your question suggests, my argument is
not against merit in all contexts, but it's an objection to
a way of conceiving ourselves and organizing society.

SMP: Our conception of merit relies on individual
talents and hard work, as opposed to factors beyond
our control. You argue against the idea that the pos-
session of talents, and in particular of talents that
happen to be prized by society, is within our control,
since which natural abilities we have is a matter of luck
and therefore morally arbitrary. In Chapter 5 (Success
Ethics) you also mention Rawls’ suggestion that even
the willingness to make an effort, to work hard, is itself
dependent on happy family and social circumstances
and hence beyond our control. Do you agree with this
suggestion?

MS: | would say yes to a certain extent. | certainly
agree with Rawls that having a strong work ethic is
shaped by many factors, not all of which are ours

in doing. How we are brought up, how our families
encourage us, the kind of society in which we live -
these are all factors that bear on whether people have
a strong work ethic. This doesn't require that we ignore
the personal determination and drive, for which we
can hold people responsible. But | think that Rawls is
right that there are a great many contingencies of the
upbringing and social condition that play a part.

SMP: One of the areas of public policy reform you dis-
cuss in the book is higher education. What, if anything,
can be done about primary and secondary education?

MS: | do think that we should think about ways to
configure primary and secondary education to encour-
age everyone to develop their talents and to respect
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one another without a rigid hierarchy of meritocratic
judgment and without encouraging meritocratic
hubris. So for example, | tell the story in in the book
about my eighth grade math class and the seating
arrangement, which at the time | just accepted as the
way classrooms were organized®. But in retrospect this
was an egregious way of enforcing and imposing on
14-year-old kids a rather harsh meritocratic hierarchy.
And this was not the subject matter of the course, but
it was woven into the meritocratic competition that
the class and by extension the school promoted. So |
think we should be aware of the ways in which even
the organization of primary and secondary education
and the classroom experience can promote greater
or lesser degrees of meritocratic competition and be
attentive to that.

SMP: What are some ways of encouraging students to
develop their talents without encouraging this kind of
competition and hierarchy?

MS: I'll give you one other small example that | did not
include in the book, now that you're asking about chil-
dren and development of young people. For a num-
ber of years | coached youth baseball, Little League
baseball. My son was playing, beginning at age 9-10
years old. And the way we organize sports also can be
very decisive in whether or not we encourage merito-
cratic competition even among teammates. And it’s a
common practice among Little League coaches to give
prizes to the young player who performs individual
heroics - hitting a home run, for example.

And | always thought, quite apart from think-
ing about meritocracy, that this was teaching the
wrong lesson and also an ineffective coaching tech-
nique. Because no child needs to be encouraged to
try to hit a home run. But if you're trying to develop
the skills that matter for team sports, it’s important
to reward those attitudes and talents of teamwork
and solidarity among teammates. Especially in youth
baseball, what divides successful from unsuccessful
teams is whether the players, when they're in the field,
not batting, back up one another.[...] Sol had a rule
that if you backed up a player and when they made an
error you saved the ball, then there would be a reward.
But the reward would be for the entire team. And the
entire team would be given Snickers candy bars. And
so this was a very strong motivator for 10-year-olds.

It was very strong motivator, but it also encouraged
team play™.

So | did this mainly to be an effective coach
of a youth baseball team, but thinking about it in the
context of your question, it's another example of how



unreflectively we often in competitive societies incul-
cate harsh attitudes towards success and failure from a
very young age.

SMP: In the second chapter you reconstruct a very
interesting moral history of merit in which you em-
phasize the theological origins of our conception. You
make the argument that even in our secularized ver-
sion of meritocracy we still have the moralizing aspect
- although the winners do not owe their success to di-
vine intervention, their success reflects superior virtue
and hence the rich are more deserving than the poor.
Do you think it would be possible to retain a concep-
tion of merit without these theological remnants? If so,
would that be something you would find attractive?

MS: | would find it attractive and whether it's possible
is an interesting question. For example, ideally, we
would not want to banish all judgments of merit if that
would require failing to appreciate distinctive talents
and gifts that are genuinely worthy of affirmation and
celebration. If someone has a great musical gift, is a
virtuoso violinist, or a skater or dancer, we should be
able to appreciate and celebrate these great artistic or
athletic gifts, for example, without converting that ap-
preciation into harsh notions of competition and moral
desert. What matters is the spirit in which we celebrate
distinctive talents and gifts.

| think it would be a loss to allow the critique
of meritocracy to lead us to extinguish appreciation for
distinctive talents and gifts. The challenge is to avoid
the tendency for such celebration and appreciation to
devolve into notions of moral desert closely entangled
with market rewards. One aspect of the tyranny of
merit is the assumption that the money people make
is the measure of their merit or the measure of their
contribution to the common good. But this is a mis-
take. And although it's a mistake, it's a deeply influen-
tial tendency in a society like ours. So part of an appre-
ciation and celebration of merit requires disentangling
our conception of merit from the verdict of the market.
But it also requires disentangling notions of excellence
and virtue from individualistic notions of deserving-
ness. And this is not an easy distinction to sustain
in practice. It's especially difficult in market-driven
competitive societies like ours. But in principle, which
is what your question asks about, we should aspire to
disentangling genuine merit, excellence, virtue in vari-
ous domains from what | call the tyranny of merit, as
merit operates against a background of individualistic
notions of moral desert and the markets' verdicts on
what counts as merit.

SMP: So perhaps some of the faults you analyze in this
book and you so convincingly argue about - the unat-
tractive attitudes, the lack of a vision of the common
good, excessively individualistic competition — might
not be inherent to the concept of merit, but rather

to our particular conception against the backdrop of

a liberal, individualist society with a very particular
conception of the self, as you argue in your book Lib-
eralism and the Limits of Justice'. What could be done
about these other factors?

MS: It's a big project because it requires rethinking

our political and economic arrangements as well as
rethinking the attitudes and the meritocratic hubris
we've been discussing. This is why | suggest toward the
end of the book shifting from the rhetoric of rising as a
response to inequality, because one of the background
conditions that makes a tyranny of merit particularly
oppressive.

One of the background conditions consists of
the deepening inequalities of income and wealth of
the last four decades. And the main political response
to this deepening inequality has been what I call in
the book the ‘rhetoric of rising, which is not a direct
response to the inequality as such, but it's the promise
that if only there could be a level playing field, then
those who worked hard and got a college degree
could rise. But individual upward mobility through
higher education has proven an inadequate response
to the stagnant wages and deepening inequalities that
a great many working people have confronted over
the past four decades.

So | think we need to shift in our politics
from the rhetoric arising and from arming people for
meritocratic competition to a political agenda focused
instead on the dignity of work — a political agenda that
asks how we can make life better and work more re-
spected and better rewarded for everyone, regardless
of how well credentialed they may be. This would be
a shift in public discourse, but also in political project
from focusing on equipping people to clamber up
the ladder of success, even as the rungs on the lad-
der grow further and further apart. Shifting from that
project to one that aims at the dignity of work and at
a broad democratic equality of condition. And | think
that only such a shift could begin to call into question
the attitudes and practices associated with the hyper-
competitive meritocratic orientation to success that
we've been witnessing for over the past four decades
in particular.

SMP: Yes, | found your argument about the dignity of
work very compelling and | know you mention spe-
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cific policies, such as the wage subsidy and a financial
transaction tax that could perhaps replace payroll tax-
es. You also bring up in the same chapter Hegel’s idea
that in addition to markets, trade associations or guilds
are needed to confer esteem and dignity to workers in
the form of recognition. Should that also translate into
policy today? Would that take the form of unions?

MS: Yes, and | don't have an adequately worked out
proposal along these lines. But | do think if one of the
corrosive effects of the tyranny of merit is the erosion
of the dignity of work, part of the solution must be to
accord greater social recognition and esteem to work-
ing people, people who do not have four year college
degrees, who are not part of the professional merito-
cratic elite. And reviving unions as vehicles for civic
deliberation and empowerment by working people

is an important part of any project that would accord
greater dignity and respect to work, especially work
that does not involve the kinds of credentials that four-
year college degrees confer. So how exactly to work
this out is a further question.

Most people will agree at a very general level
on the importance of the dignity of work across the
political spectrum. Few people argue against the dig-
nity of work. But it's clearly a contested notion and dif-
ferent people from different ideological perspectives
will have different conceptions of the dignity of work.
That'’s to be expected, but that would be a healthier,
more productive debate for us to have than the kinds
of debates we've been embroiled in. And one impor-
tant aspect of that debate is how to strengthen unions
in a way that not only can bargain for better wages for
workers, but also can be arenas for the exercise of civic
deliberation and political participation.

[...] And this is a special challenge today with
the gig economy, where increasingly companies want
to define gig workers as contract workers, freelance
workers without the protections that go with standard
work arrangements. So finding a way to give workers,
including gig workers, more of a voice in the condi-
tions of their work and of the broader society is an
especially important challenge today.

SMP: With respect to the need to foster recognition
that esteem for workers as producers, in the book
you propose an alternative framework of contributive
justice, as opposed to distributive justice, focusing on
contributions to the public good and to our common
life rather than individual deserts and rewards on the
market. | was wondering if a contributive framework
could also easily result in a kind of meritocratic hier-
archy. So that educators and care workers could be
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construed as contributing more to the common good,
to our common life, than, let’s say, workers in extrac-
tive industries or tobacco farmers. If so, do you think
this would nonetheless be a positive development?

MS: It's an interesting question. | think you're right
when you suggest that a scheme of contributive
justice that accorded social recognition on the basis of
the importance or the value of the contribution vari-
ous workers made to the common good, even when
they did not derive those judgments of value from the
market, might create hierarchies of a different kind. |
think you would create hierarchies of a different kind
and the question is whether they would have similar
features to the ones that give rise to the tyranny of
merit. But this brings out that a focus on contributive
justice does not do away with judgments of merit
altogether. It deploys different kinds of judgments of
merit, different conceptions of merit, having to do with
the value of various social roles within the common
life.

So any regime of contributive justice is
unavoidably judgmental. That’s another way of put-
ting the point that | think you're emphasizing. And of
course all economies are at least implicitly regimes of
contributive justice. But often the judgments of value
are implicit and suppressed. And typically, certainly
in our experience, those moral judgments are out-
sourced to markets. Part of the appeal of outsourcing
judgments about value and contribution to markets
is that it seems to be a way of avoiding responsibility
for making such judgments and articulating them and
defending them. The problem is the market verdict of
what counts as a valuable contribution to the common
good is often mistaken. | give a couple of examples in
the book - the casino magnate compared to a physi-
cian. Few people would argue, even the most ardent
defenders of laissez faire capitalism, would argue that
what the casino magnate contributes is a greater con-
tribution to the common good than what a physician
treating COVID patients contributes. But the appeal of
outsourcing our moral judgments about contribution
and about the value of contribution to the market is
it seems to avoid having to address those compet-
ing conceptions directly. And markets seem to offer
a neutral way of resolving what would otherwise be
contested conceptions of what counts as a valuable
contribution to the common good.

Part of my argument in The Tyranny of Merit
and also more generally in my work is that this appar-
ent neutrality is spurious. It's not truly neutral at all. So
what I'm suggesting is that we need to reclaim from
markets moral judgments about what counts as a valu-



able contribution to the common good. Addressing
this question directly in public deliberation would in-
volve disagreement. But | think it's a mistake to shrink
from those disagreements by pretending that market
mechanisms offer a way of deciding what counts as a
valuable contribution to the common good.

So I'm arguing, more generally, for a morally
more robust kind of public discourse than the kind to
which we are accustomed - one that acknowledges
the contested conceptions of the common good and
of the good life that are implicit in any political and
economic arrangements. | think that we as democratic
citizens should reason together and argue together
about these questions, rather than pretend that there
are neutral procedures that could spare us that respon-
sibility.

SMP: What kinds of institutions or practices do you
think would foster the civic conception of the com-
mon good that you talk about in later chapters? What
kind of civic education would be necessary in order for
people to come up with a conception of the common
good founded on solidarity and shared purpose, rather
than yet another atomist or individualist one?

MS: That's such an important question. It's a ques-
tion, fundamentally, as you say, about civic education.
And | think the civic education that would be required
is of two kinds. There's a kind of civic education that
we provide in school — from primary and secondary
schools up through higher education. And here | think
educational institutions, including higher education,
need to do a better job than we currently do of equip-
ping students to be citizens. The civic education of
the kind that would be required differs depending on
the age level. In colleges and universities all students,
whatever their subject of concentration, should be
exposed to moral and political philosophy. Not only
from the standpoint of the history of idea of ideas, but
also from the standpoint of relating big questions in
moral and political philosophy to the concrete practi-
cal dilemmas confronting democratic citizens. This re-
quires education in moral reasoning, in civic argument,
in debate and democratic deliberation — cultivating
the capacity to listen. To listen for the arguments and
the principles and the moral convictions of those with
whom we disagree. This art of listening is essential to
democratic public discourse. And we need to learn it,
it needs to be cultivated. So | think there should be a
greater emphasis on civic arts and capacities in higher
education, but not only there.

[ think it's important that we not sequester
civic education in the citadel of higher education,

but provide arenas for civic education throughout

the society so that this form of education and these
experiences are made available to people, whether or
not they attend four-year colleges and universities. So,
in community colleges and settings of vocational and
technical training, in workplaces, and in the wider soci-
ety | think there should be a broad democratic diffu-
sion of civic education, moral and political philosophy
oriented to the here and now.

And in fact a broadly diffused civic education
of this kind of is essential to a democratic citizenship.
This is what we were talking earlier about the impor-
tance of unions as sites of deliberation and recognition
as well as instruments better pay and working condi-
tions. One of my favorite labor demands goes back
to the Knights of Labor — | mention this in the book
- the most influential labor movement in the late 19th
century. One of their demands was for reading rooms
in factories. So that workers on their breaks could read
newspapers and journals and magazines to acquaint
themselves with public affairs so that they could be
effective participants in public life. This is what | mean
by the broad democratic diffusion of civic education
and learning. By civic education I'm not just talking
about learning how a bill becomes a law, but occasions
to reflect on fundamental questions about the mean-
ing of justice, freedom, democracy, and citizenship and
what we are one another as citizens.

So this is one part of civic education, the
explicit learning that I've described. But another
condition, to go back to your question, has to do with
civic education in practice, in the configuration of
social life, which makes a big difference in whether we
think of ourselves as isolated individuals or as citizens
who share a common life. And for this we need to
strengthen and rebuild the common spaces and public
places that gather citizens from different walks of life.
Everything from downtown areas to sports stadiums
to public transportation to public cultural institutions,
parks and recreational facilities. This is the civic infra-
structure of a shared democratic life. And part of the
damaging effect, the corrosive effect of the deepening
inequality of recent decades has been the evacuation,
the emptying out of these common spaces and public
places. There are fewer and fewer gathering places
where people even inadvertently in the ordinary
course of their everyday lives encounter one and other
across differences of class and race and ethnicity and
faith and politics.

And so we become hermetically enclosed too
often in our ways of thinking and apprehending the
public world. And this is deeply corrosive of citizen-
ship. So in addition to the democratic diffusion of
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learning and engagement with moral and political
philosophy, we need to reconstruct the civic infrastruc-
ture of a shared way of life so that we encounter one
another. We need more class-mixing public institutions
that exert a powerful influence on civic deliberation
and possibilities.

SMP: When discussing higher education in the book,
you suggest introducing a lottery for admission at the
most competitive colleges and universities in order to
make apparent the arbitrariness and luck that go into
the selection process. In the same chapter you note
that your students throughout the years have become
more convinced of the fact that they have earned their
places in the university where you teach. | thought this
was surprising given my own conversations with peers
who were very likely to cite luck and structural fac-
tors beyond their control to explain their place at the
university. | was wondering if you've also encountered
this alternative position. What you think explains such
differences in attitudes?

MS: | think both attitudes are familiar and powerfully
present among students | encounter. The idea that'l've
worked hard, | was driven and achievement-oriented
through my high school years and | deserve the suc-
cess that I've achieved in winning admission to college
or university’- | think that’s a potent sentiment not
because people are selfish or not because students are
unaware of the advantages they may have enjoyed,
but because the pressure of the high school years
especially, but often even beginning earlier. The pres-
sures to which students who aspire to admission to
competitive colleges and universities are subject to are
so intense that they've created a meritocratic gaunt-
let - a stress strewn meritocratic gauntlet for young
people, converting the adolescent years into a high-
pressure experience that can be quite damaging.

But beyond its damaging effects on mental health

and relations with one’s parents, it makes it hard for

students who survived this process not to believe that
their success is their own doing, the product of their
striving. It's hard to survive this system and to prevail,
to be a winner of this competition, and not to believe
that one’s strenuous efforts and striving produced the
result. So | describe this attitude among students with
a certain kind of sympathy. | see where it comes from.
But | think it's an unhealthy way of organizing a system
of education not only because it has led to an epidem-
ic of mental health challenges for many, many college
students throughout the US and beyond. Levels of
depression and anxiety are at alarming levels. But also
because it generates these attitudes, the meritocratic
hubris, that feed and motivate yet further instrumen-
tal, competitive orientations to education. So students
can't fully benefit from the time of reflection, question-
ing, and exploring that a college education ideally pro-
vides. So it instrumentalizes the experience into one
vast sorting machine. But thinking of higher education
as the sorting machine is corrosive of its educational,
intellectual, and personal exploratory possibilities. So
for all of these reasons | think we should try to find
ways to shift from these attitudes and from these
intense meritocratic pressures.

One modest proposal in this direction is the
one | offer in the book. For selective colleges and uni-
versities to identify those applicants who could do the
work and do it well, who could flourish at the college
or university, and among that group to admit by lot-
tery. My proposal is not for the purpose of introducing
luck into a system that is otherwise governed by merit.
It's really to dramatize and highlight the element of
luck that is already powerfully present in the system of
admissions that prevails. The lottery proposal by itself
will not displace or overcome the tyranny of merit,
but it might be a small step toward diffusing some of
the frenzied intensity and pressures to which young
people are subjected by the hyper-competitive merito-
cratic system of admissions that currently prevails.

Sonia Maria Pavel is a Brandeis alumna (2020), previous editor of the Journal, and
first-year PhD student in Philosophy at MIT.
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By Anna Kang

the Michigan State House

Introduction

The imposition of COVID-19 restrictions has incited
public debate about the right of governments to restrict indi-
vidual freedom to protect public health. By December 10th,
2020, more than half of the states in the U.S. had issued mask
requirements in response to surging number of coronavirus
cases', and when the state of New York was the national epicen-
ter of the pandemic in March, 2020, Governor Andrew Cuomo
deployed the National Guard to enforce a containment zone in
New Rochelle, a suburb in New York that had largest clusters of
coronavirus cases in the state'.

In response, many have decried the restrictions
because they view COVID restrictions as “paternalistic” or a
“violation of [their] constitutional rights” Some have believed
that it is fundamentally wrong for governments to issue mask
mandates, saying that “if 'm going to die from COVID, then
so be it™” Dozens of anti-lockdown rallies have taken place in
the U.S., demanding to lift stay-at-home orders, business clo-
sures, and restrictions on personal movement. In December,
2020, for instance, members of Proud Boys and Patriot Prayers
gathered around the Oregon Capitol Building, shouting “we
just want our rights back™!”

Viewed from an ethical perspective, the reasons
backing up the non-compliance toward COVID-19 restric-

A woman took part in a rally against the state’s extended stay-at-home order in front of

Source: The Guardian

tions share a common ground: that is, the government has no
authority or right to limit people's conduct in ways that they
disapprove of. The value basis of this claim is that the respect
for autonomy, as understood as being thoroughly identical to
self-government, is paramount, overriding beneficence and
other considerations.

Nevertheless, contrary to what many anti-COVID
demonstrators believe, autonomy can indeed serve as an
ethical basis for governments’ public health interventions, sug-
gesting that the thought-to-be paternalistic restrictions, such
as the mask mandate, are free of paternalistic associations. In
addition, as for whether governments have the right to limit
people’s conduct in times of crisis, my answer is yes. While
seen as an outrageous incursion to personal autonomy and
liberty by many, the restrictive measures placed to contain the
virus are indeed justified and espoused by the ethical frame-
work underpinning public health interventions.

Coercion Is Necessary to Paternalism

Gerald Dworkin defines paternalism: “the interfer-
ence with a person's liberty of action justified by reasons
referring to the welfare, good, happiness... of the person of
being coerced” According to this definition, it is paternalistic
if a third party restricts another person’s “liberty of action,” the
freedom to act according to one’s will, for the benefits of her
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own. Laws setting limits on the maximum interest rates for
loans, for example, are paternalistic because (1) they regulate
the activity of loaning between different parties, indifferent of
whether the associated parties like it or not; and (2) it is made
out of the concern of the well-being of the indebted ones as
well as the long-term financial security of the creditors.

Conceivably, therefore, paternalistic laws often
constitute a form of ‘interference’ and indeed coercion in their
attempts to sway the associated parties’ own conception of the
good. They are ratified in such way to deter people from doing
‘bad’ things by changing the costs and benefits of engaging
in certain affairs. When abortion is banned in the name of
protecting ‘womens health, a woman, in the absence of such
law, who thinks that her quality of living would greatly improve
if she chooses to abort, would nevertheless consider the legal
charges that she is likely to face and perhaps would even decide
not to abort at all out of the very same reason for living a good
life. It is the imposition of unpleasant consequences of defying
laws that change people’s costs and benefits analysis, and hence
their decisions.

Obviously, then, a woman in such situation is not
exercising her autonomy, as understood as self-governing, but
is subjugated to her fear toward punishment effectuated by the
police power of states. Having only one option on the table
means having no options at all - in a scenario like this, she is
forced to do things that she finds miserable to a certain extent.

Of course not all paternalistic laws seem to be
coercive, some of which only add further monetary burden
on certain modes of conduct, and it appears that it is the very
individual who would ultimately decide, say, whether to smoke
or not. But still, paying higher taxes for buying cigarettes is
not something people can refuse to, and it is precisely because
those relevant laws are binding so that people are coerced to
do things that are contrary to their conceptions of the good. In
fact, people would not find paternalistic laws problematic in
the first place if they still have as many choices as they would
have otherwise. When those laws are no longer 'coercive, the
content of which the paternalistic rules contain become harm-
less, neutral information, merely provided for people them-
selves to make up their minds.

As such, paternalism relates to autonomy in the way
that it fails to treat persons as moral equals who are capable to
carry out their life plans, according to their held beliefs and
values. When the state passes a paternalistic law that is not
consented to by the people, they obey it not because they think
it is the right thing to do, but because their fear toward being
punished submits them to expediency. As a result, a paternal-
istic law disapproved by the party that it intends to ‘benefit’
deprives the relevant individuals of their autonomy, as under-
stood as self-governing, and subjugates them to heteronomy,
being ruled by others.

Why COVID Restrictions Can be Free of Paternalistic
Association?

Having shown that the ‘coercive’ element is indis-
pensable to paternalism, I shall go on to explain why COVID
restrictions can be free of paternalistic association. First, how-
ever, it is important to understand the concept of autonomy.

Although the exact definition of autonomy is much of
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a scholarly dispute, ethicists nevertheless agree that autonomy
is, at its basics, self-governing. However, viewing autonomy as
completely identical to self-governing fails to appreciate its nu-
ance and complexity. The real question we should ask is: how
should one govern him or herself?

Embracing the ‘rich’ notion of autonomy that stems
from the Kantian tradition is inherently more desirable than
the ‘poor’ notion which says that autonomy is entirely identi-
cal to self-governing". A ‘poor’ definition of autonomy is at
odds with human beings’ moral intuition. This conception of
autonomy, plus the nonrivalry importance placed on the exer-
cising of autonomy in Western ideological tradition, effectively
render any sort of public regulations a violation of an individ-
ual’s autonomy—as long as one wishes, deems, or believes oth-
erwise. This means that people are free of any constraints and
technically allowed to do whatever they want without having
to be held accountable. Moreover, under this view, it is almost
a mission impossible to demonstrate that states are legitimate,
as they have authority over individual persons to regulate and
police their conduct. As anarchist Robert Paul Wolff declares,
“he will never view the commands of the state as legitimate, as
having a binding moral force...[and] the concept of a de jure
legitimate state would appear to be vacuous*'”

But moral constraints and the legitimization of the
existence of states are necessary—if one philosophic view
implies otherwise, then philosophers need another one that is
accord with the people's belief and, indeed, the need for living
in a functioning society. We thus need to abandon the ‘poor’
concept of autonomy and search for a ‘rich’ one. The Kantian
conception of autonomy appears to be a good candidate.

A ‘rich’ understanding of autonomy, following Kant,
is a fusion of rationality and responsibility. Kant believes that
free individuals can use rationality as a guidance for moral
deliberation. Animals only follow their instincts, but people
are capable of acting otherwise by following their rationality.
This, he thinks, is a precondition that can make us free. Kant’s
Categorical Imperatives—the general framework that defines
morality to the extent that one shall always act in ways that
accord to their rationality and the respect for the equal moral
status of others. As Kant grounds autonomy and moral respon-
sibility on the basis of rationality, they necessarily constitute
the attainment of each other. Hence, unlike the ‘poor’ con-
ception of autonomy, a person is only autonomous when he
willingly submits himself to moral norms. John Rawls weaves
this Kantian idea into and further develops it in his Theory of
Justice: on the basis of moral persons as the rational, who is
capable to form, revise, and pursue their life projects, they are
also the reasonable since they can acknowledge fair terms of
corporation and honor their corresponding civil duties"™.

Hence, for individuals whose life projects are compat-
ible with COVID restrictions, they are exercising their auton-
omy when engaging in moral deliberation, investigation, and
gathering of relevant technical information to decide, whether
to comply with COVID restrictions or not. One’s autonomy is
expressed, not constrained, when he willingly consents to the
restrictions that he finds reasonable and compatible with his
contour of his life. He does so not because of his fear toward
punishment, but because he judges that it sustains his concep-
tions of the good.
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As such, COVID restrictions cease to be paternalis-
tic. They are labeled to be paternalistic precisely because they
coerced people for doing things they don’t like, yet now the
relevant restrictions are not ‘coercive’ because those individu-
als, if provided with full information about the coronavirus,
would self-impose the very same restrictions on themselves.
The restrictions in this sense ceases to be paternalistic—for it
becomes her own rule once she autonomously holds herself to
it.

But even for people who think obeying the COVID
restrictions are against their life projects, the restrictions can
be free of paternalistic associations as well. For Kant would
suggest that persons acting against the restrictions are not au-
tonomous at all for he refuses to take his moral responsibility.
The question is a moral one because, as the pandemic con-
cerns humanity as a whole, how people react to it reveals their
relationships with one another and hence their conceptions of
the right and wrong. The question is against Kant’s conception
of moral responsibility because it violates the ‘an end in itself’
imperative, which says that “act in such a way that you always
treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person
of any other, never simply as a means but always at the same
time as an end™” In its essence, the ‘end in itself” imperative
serves as a thinking device for one to ask herself whether, say,
breaking COVID restrictions commits her to curtail, override,
or deprive the life projects of others who desire good health.
Given the infectious nature of the virus, the wrongnesses of
breaking the restrictions thus consist in one considering her
own interests, beliefs, and desires more important than those of
others. Precisely because Kant believes that taking up respon-
sibility is key for one’s expression of autonomy, those who did
not follow the containment measures fail to be truly free and
autonomous.

Harm Principle and Precedent Responsibility as an Ethical
Justification of COVID restrictions

Kantian abstractions of persons, however, are from
what people really are. Human weaknesses are manifest and
it is unrealistic to believe that people would always behave in
a rational and responsible way. Social regulations and laws
are necessary to ensure the functioning and flourishing of
the whole community. That being said, rejecting the COVID
restrictions because it is paternalistic or overrides individual
freedom simply misframes and dodges the real question at
stake.What is at issue here is whether the public health system
can limit people’s conduct when the health and lives of the
whole community are at stake. Surely refraining from gather-
ing can be seen as beneficial to one’s own health, yet doing so
can also be solely justified on the ground of the harm principle
proposed by John Stuart Mill, who vehemently opposes state
paternalism. In his work On Liberty, Mill proclaims that “That
the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised
over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is
to prevent harm to others*” Nonsurpringly, Mill's harm prin-
ciple has been one of the legal principles that justifies criminal
penalties that many of us find to be uncontroversial. So, as long
as the connection of the harm principle with the rationale that
supports functioning the public health interventions is made, a
justification of COVID restriction is worked out.

To clarify the issue at stake, two distinct features of
public health are: first, in terms of its basic activities, the main
goal of public health is prevention, whereas that of clinical
medicine is treatment; second, in terms of its scope, unlike
clinical practices that focus on the doctor-patient relationship,
public health is concerned with whole populations®. Given its
uniqueness, the ethical principles of informed-consent and
autonomy adopted in clinical practice or medical research,
therefore, does not avail the functioning of public health. In
fact, those principles, if applied, would make public health
interventions virtually impossible. As Fabrizio Turoldo, a
public health ethicist, explains, the reason that autonomy plays
a minor role in public health is that the refusal to comply with
a public health intervention may clearly put the health of the
whole community at stake’. The same logic can be used to
back up the use of coercion in public health interventions.

In Jacobson v Massachusetts, a legal landmark that
supports the use of police power of states in enforcing public
health law, the supreme court has found:

The liberty secured by the Constitution of the United States
to every person within its jurisdiction does not impart an
absolute right in each person to be, at all times and in all cir-
cumstances, wholly freed from restraint. There are manifold
restraints to which every person is necessarily subject for the
common good*,

Public health practice, therefore, may subject per-
sonal liberty to restraints, if doing so protects the health of
other members in society. Specifically, in Jacobson v Mas-
sachusetts, the state-level public health sought to contain the
infectious smallpox by requiring relevant individuals to inject
the smallpox vaccine. Implicitly, therefore, the reasoning be-
hind the supreme court verdict is that the measures enforced to
prevent harm concerning the health of the whole community
outweighs the preservation of an individual's right and liberty
to act in a way he or she pleases. After all, if states have the
authority to punish those who harm another one through law
enforcement, why can’t states make mandatory public health
laws to combat a perniciously contagious disease—of which
people’s lives would clearly be at stake without public health
interventions?

Still, public health laws and criminal laws work dif-
ferently. Criminal laws sought to punish the ones responsible
for damage or harm according to the degree of severity, and
other factors, that he has caused or demonstrated, whereas in
the field public health, laws are to contain the spread of the
disease that might have happened if restrictions or mandatory
requirements are not abided by. Consider, for example, the
ones tested positive for COVID are required, regardless of their
will, to go through treatment and isolation in order to prevent
the spread of the virus. Indeed, as Turoldo rightfully surmises,
in the field of public health, “you are responsible as much for
what has already happened as for what could happen if all pos-
sible preventive measures are not utilized*” In other words,
people are responsible for things that are likely but have not yet
occured on potential victims, that is, antecedent responsibili-
ty™. By making laws that place an antecedent responsibility on
all members of societies, governments can protect the potential
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Still, public health laws and criminal laws work differently. Criminal laws
sought to punish the ones responsible for damage or harm according to
the degree of severity, and other factors, that he has caused or demon-
strated, whereas in the field public health, laws are to contain the spread of
the disease that might have happened if restrictions or mandatory require-
ments are not abided by.

victims who are vulnerable to the virus.

But how exactly does antecedent responsibility relates
to the harm principle? In public health, antecedent respon-
sibility is placed on persons because doing so would likely
prevent them from harming one another. Mill’s harm principle
is introduced as an iron rule of thumb regarding the propriety
of people’s conduct. When understood in such way, those two
are two sides of a coin: it is as much as you wronged someone
by intentionally harming him as you fell short of fulfilling
your moral obligation to respect his right to life. From a moral
perspective, then, violating one’s antecedent responsibility in
public health and hence harm principle means to dishonor
other people’s right to liberty, life and happiness as much as
those of one’s own.

If a person has the right to seek the preservation of
her own life, why can’t she transfer such right to the right of
governments to implement measures to protect her from catch-
ing up the virus? Moreover, it is implausible to maintain that
the government has obligations to punish those who demon-
strate harmful modes of conduct, while insisting that the gov-
ernment has no right, let alone obligations, to prevent the harm
that has not yet occured. After all, if harming someone is such a
bad thing in itself, which deserves to be punished accordingly,
why shouldn’t governments seek to prevent it in the first place?

Concluding Remarks
“What should a person do” has been a perennial
question that moral philosophers contemplate. One of the en-

suing questions to be considered is to inquire about the nature
of persons, and another one is to contour the ideal shape of our
social life as a whole. The investigation of persons gives rise to
our political rights, and a survey of ideal social institutions and
arrangements naturally leads philosophers to bring out justi-
fications of reasonable regulations of people’s social conduct.
My essay is a conceptual clarification of paternalism, autonomy;,
and public health ethics as well as an application of them from
the above two approaches.

By revisiting the conception of autonomy and pa-
ternalism, I hope to complicate the relevant moral landscape
about the reasons brought up by anti-restriction demonstrators,
tracing our often taken-for-granted entitlements to liberty and
rights to their principal origin and foundation. By bringing out
the public health ethics underpinning coronavirus restrictions,
I provide a justification toward the states’ use of police power
in enforcing coronavirus restrictions. It is, then, implausible
and morally reprehensible for anti-restriction demonstrators
to defy COVID restrictions as a way “to take their rights back”
As a matter of fact, the rights they appealed to are granted to all
members of society as an indefeasible ownership of basic rights
and liberties, which, of course, includes other members’ right
to life. Given the 1.3 million deaths the coronavirus has caused,
it is time for anti-restriction demonstrators to rethink about
their social roles as civil members of society whose personal
conduct is closely connected with the well-being of the whole
community they live in.

Anna Kang 23 is a sophomore at Brandeis University majoring in Philosophy and Politics.
Anna is a contributing writer for the Journal.
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No Contact

COVID-19’s Impact on Democratic Campaigning

By Holly Newman
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Voters and volunteers assemble at a drive-in rally for Georgia senator Jon Ossoff

Introduction

Democratic campaigns struggled to gain traction
this election cycle because of their inability to run in-person
voter contact programs, which are often central to Democratic
grassroots strategies. In contrast, Republicans were generally
less concerned about the public health impacts of increased
COVID-19 exposure, and thus more willing to knock doors
and talk to voters in person. This lack of concern, coupled with
the incumbent advantage held by many Republican senators,
may explain Republican wins in several crucial Senate races
this cycle. Was this to be expected? Does incumbent advantage
or Republican strategy guarantee victory in all but the most
competitive races? Particularly following the Georgia Sen-
ate runoffs, in which the Reverend Raphael Warnock and Jon
Ossoft defeated their Republican rivals to secure Democratic
control of the Senate, political operatives must answer the
question: did COVID-19 have a unique impact on political or-
ganizing this year, or do Democrats need to seriously reevalu-
ate their electoral strategies?

Maine Case Study

For example, Democrat Sara Gideon faced tough
election odds against the sitting Republican senator Susan Col-
lins in the Maine Senate race. Maine is currently represented in
the Senate by Independent Angus King and Republican Susan
Collins; voters are independently minded, have a strong history
of split-ticket voting, and are not easily impressed by ad buys

and national media attention, so it would take a serious com-
mitment to retail politics and a dedicated, thorough organizing
strategy for a Democrat to win election to the Senate in normal
times. Add on the complications of COVID-19, limiting the
Gideon campaign’s ability to knock doors and host in-person
events, and the odds were even slimmer.

Given the circumstances, however, staft ran an excel-
lent campaign and made significant inroads in rural swing
districts. The campaign hosted outdoor, socially distanced
“Suppers with Sara” in cities and towns all over the state, har-
nessing the power of college students at Colby, Bates, Bowdoin,
and other universities throughout the country to reach out to
young people and broaden their base of support. In Sagadahoc
County, 45 minutes north of Portland, Senator Collins won
only 48% of the vote, compared to 69% in 2014; Sara Gideon
won over voters not only in liberal Portland and Brunswick,
but several key swing districts in Central Maine, and helped
reelect Democratic members of Congress Jared Golden and
Chellie Pingree'. Unfortunately, the Gideon campaign’s efforts
were not enough to win the Senate seat, and controversial
Senator Susan Collins was reelected with 51% of the vote state-
wide',

Some hypothesize that exorbitant outside spend-
ing negatively impacted this race on both sides; voters grew
tired of seeing the same ads on television, and took issue with
the attempts of out-of-state dollars to influence their choice
on Election Day. Gideon received almost four million dollars
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from progressive Maine groups outraged by Susan Collins’ vote
to confirm Brett Kavanaugh to the Supreme Court in 2018,
simply by declaring her candidacy, and Collins also collected
millions from super PACs funded by the banking and oil
industries™ ™,

Evidence

The table below displays polling data and election
results from 14 key Senate races this cycle, including both
Georgia Senate runoff elections®". Polling data is aggregated
from the week before the election, displaying the most accurate
and informed predictions for the outcome of a given race, and
the electoral margin provides a basis for comparison against
the actual outcome.

As shown, some races had fairly predictable out-
comes: Republicans Tommy Tuberville, Roger Marshall, and
John Cornyn were polling ahead in Alabama, Kansas, and
Texas respectively, and won with a double-digit margin. Demo-
crats Mark Kelly and John Hickenlooper were in closer races,
but still triumphed over their Republican rivals in Arizona and
Colorado as predicted by the polls. However, other races were
more contentious—incumbent Democrat Gary Peters barely
defeated John James in Michigan, despite a supposed 10-point
advantage in the polls and a strong campaign team. Democrats
were polling ahead in Iowa, Maine, and Montana in the week
prior to the election, and lost fairly dramatically to Republi-
cans on November 3. Every independent public poll in Maine
leading up to the election had Sara Gideon winning by several
points, but undecided voters broke for Collins and guaranteed
her unexpected victory". Jon Ossoff and the Reverend Raphael
Warnock fell short of the 50% vote threshold on Election Day,
sending both Georgia Senate races to runoft elections in Janu-
ary.

This was an intense election year of on-the-ground
organizing, Get Out the Vote efforts, and media mobilization,
resulting in a net gain of three Democratic seats but leaving
many Democratic staffers and volunteers disappointed, con-
fused, and disillusioned. Senate candidates attempting to make
their case to voters vied with a severely polarized electorate, a
devastating global pandemic, and a nationwide reckoning with
systemic racism. Were these qualified, personable candidates
simply overshadowed by the events of the past year, or did fol-
lowing COVID-19 safety protocols put otherwise well posi-
tioned Democratic candidates at a disadvantage compared to
their Republican opponents? In other words, is there an inher-
ent difference in strategy between Republicans and Democrats
that can explain these unexpected losses, or is COVID-19 to
blame for creating an unequal playing field?

Traditional Tactics

Traditional outreach tactics of political campaigns
include door knocking or “canvassing;” distributing campaign
literature, hosting in-person events with the candidate or
“surrogates”—elected officials or public figures appearing in
support of the candidate—and making phone calls, or “phone
banking” Canvassing and phone banking is referred to as a
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State Polling Margin | Electoral Margin

Alabama

Arizona D+6.5

Colorado

Georgia

Georgia*

Iowa

Kansas

Kentucky

Maine

Michigan

Montana

North Carolina

South Carolina

Texas

AVERAGE

campaign’s “ground game” and is “a staple of American poli-
tics,” according to political scholar Rasmus Kleis Nielsen". Of
course, campaigns also devote significant energy to advertising
and messaging. This can take the form of TV and radio ads, di-
rect mail, publicity stunts, social media posts, and email blasts;
however, none of this is possible without fundraising, and
fundraising often results from donors’ confidence in a strong
ground game. Thus, ground game is the backbone of many
Democratic campaigns. The Center for Responsive Politics has
shown that Democrats spend more than Republicans on staff
and campaign infrastructure, while Republicans tend to invest
more in fundraising and consulting™. Democrats also utilize
social media and email to a greater extent than Republicans,
who usually spend more on direct mail*. This may indicate an
effort by Democrats to tap into the youth vote by involving
more young people in politics, a strategy which may pay off in
the long run, while Republicans may instead be targeting older
voters who more reliably turn out to the polls.

In recent years, ground game, while still an essential
part of any campaign, has been rivalled by the growing impor-
tance of digital strategy. In a now oft-cited example, Repre-
sentative Alexandra Ocasio Cortez developed a strong ground
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game by leveraging innovative media tools to reach out to
previously disillusioned community members, and succeeded
in upsetting a powerful incumbent. New websites, software,
and apps give campaigns a powerful toolset to more effectively
connect with voters. Democratic campaigns use NGP VAN’s
online “Votebuilder” platform to generate contact lists, identify
supporters, and track voter engagement. Volunteers can log
into the “MiniVAN” app on their phones when knocking
doors, checking off each voter after their conversation and
syncing their individual data with the campaign’s informa-
tion. MobilizeAmerica is another site frequently utilized by
campaigns, which allows supporters to browse and register for
campaign events in their area and learn about outreach oppor-
tunities—for example, many campaigns promote their public
phone banks and canvassing days on Mobilize, which greatly
increases volunteer recruitment and retention and broadens
the campaign’s reach. Digital teams also invest in targeted so-
cial media outreach on popular apps and encourage “relational
organizing” through digital media, the practice of reaching
out to one’s family members and extended social circle to
involve them in campaign activities. Another app called Reach,
popularized by Representative Cortez’s campaign, allows
volunteers to build a personal network of supporters and track
voter engagement—for example, if a campaign intern walk-
ing their dog ran into a neighbor, who happened to mention
their enthusiasm for the candidate, the intern could enter the
neighbor in Reach as a supporter and guarantee they would be
contacted by the campaign to get involved. In Nielsen’s words,
“new technologies have not replaced older forms of communi-
cation so much as revived them*?”

Comparative Analysis

So how did campaigns leverage various strategies to
win in competitive races? As described above, field organiz-
ers and the digital team usually work hand-in-hand, but in
a campaign environment where ground game possibilities
were severely limited by COVID-19 public health protocols,
Democratic campaigns had to scale back in-person efforts and
devise new media strategies and remote outreach programs to
have any hope of meeting fundraising and voter contact goals.
As discussed, Democrats rely more on robust campaign infra-
structure, whereas the GOP—especially in the Trump era—
primarily uses media, direct mail, and scare tactics, creating a
Republican advantage in a mostly remote campaign landscape.
Additionally, many Republican campaigns were willing to risk
the health of their staff and local communities to canvas and
host in-person events for their candidates, due to rampant
conspiracy theories and misinformation, while Democrats—
even in areas with low COVID case counts—were much more
reluctant to resume canvassing and drastically modified events
to provide for the safety of volunteers and community mem-
bers. To the disadvantage of Democrats, in-person conversa-
tions have been shown to be more effective than phone calls to
increase voter turnout™. The high volume of phone calls in the
weeks prior to the election can aggravate voters, and people are
also more likely to react negatively to someone over the phone

whom they cannot see and less likely to connect with them
personally. According to political scholars Alan Gerber and
Donald Green, “face-to-face interaction dramatically increases
the chance that voters will go to the polls” as compared to
phone banking™. Anecdotally, this is certainly something I
have experienced working on campaigns, and is consistently
observed across local, state, and presidential elections in many
different parts of the country.

Politico noted that “an increasing number of
Democrats up and down the ballot [were] making the call to
stop ceding voters’ doors to the GOP” in the last few months
before the election; growing concern that remote campaign-
ing wouldn't be enough led many Senate candidates to initiate
COVID-safe door-knocking programs*”. In Maine, the Gideon
campaign and the Maine Democratic Party resumed canvass-
ing in rural areas with zero COVID cases in the last stretch
before Election Day, conducting crucial outreach to rural
swing voters in hopes of making up for lost time. In Montana,
the liberal PAC Progressive Turnout Project (PTP) launched
canvassing efforts to support the Bullock campaign, while
“taking precautions to protect staff and voters—including only
going door-to-door once a metro area has met several public
health criteria™”” The Montana Democratic Party and the
Bullock campaign also rolled out canvassing programs, “wear-
ing masks and taking every precaution” according to a Bullock
spokesperson™.

Similarly, in Michigan, the Peters campaign resumed
door knocking in the last stretch before the election, while
also prioritizing a strong digital organization. Regional Field
Director Jessica Chase shared her thoughts: “Campaigns that
succeeded are the ones that threw out the rulebook and in-
novated right away, without wasting any time trying to imitate
traditional field practices...The key to not drowning in virtual
chaos was building structures that empowered volunteer lead-
ers and fellows to lead as much over Zoom as they could’ve in
person™i”
tour of the state, allowing him to connect with voters in an
outdoor, socially distanced setting™.

Interestingly, the opposite happened in Colorado.
One field organizer said: “Instead of innovating or using
creative organizing techniques, we limited ourselves to almost
exclusively organizing via phone bank...We left votes on the
table by not emphasizing techniques like relational organizing
which, although they are relatively new, are already proven
to be more effective than phone calls and text messages™”
The Hickenlooper campaign and progressive outside groups
slowly resumed canvassing over the summer, wearing masks
and maintaining social distance, but primarily relied on phone
banking and failed to embrace more novel strategies™.

It seems that last-ditch efforts by Senate candidates
in tight races, such as Maine and Montana, weren’t enough
to overcome the canvassing gap between Democrats and
Republicans. In Colorado, the Democratic party did not
counterbalance limited in-person organizing with a strong
digital strategy; fortunately, Hickenlooper had the advantage
of a fairly liberal electorate and significant name recognition

Senator Peters also went on his annual motorcycle
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from his career as governor and presidential candidate, so he
was able to win. In Michigan, despite Peters’ substantial polling
lead, the race tightened much more than pundits expected, and
resulted in a victory because of the powerful in-person and
digital organizing efforts of the campaign team. Face-to-face
conversations seem to be the most reliable strategy for increas-
ing turnout and engaging voters with Democratic campaigns,
but these traditional techniques must be augmented by the
impressive, innovative digital infrastructure that young people
have built in this election cycle in order to secure victory on
Election Day.

Lessons from Georgia

In a triumph of grassroots organizing, the Reverend
Raphael Warnock and Jon Ossoft bounced back from the con-
tentious general election to defeat their Republican opponents
in a slim, but decisive field margin. The initially disorganized,
but ultimately very successful canvassing, phone banking, and
outreach campaigns conducted by the Democratic Party of
Georgia represented a collaboration of digital and field work.
Of course, the Party owes an enormous debt to Black female
leaders such as Stacey Abrams, Nse Ufot, LaTosha Brown,
Tamieka Atkins, Helen Butler, Deborah Scott, Keisha Lance
Bottoms, and many others, who laid impressive groundwork
for Democratic victories up and down the ballot by reaching
out to every community and unifying voters around a clear
central message.

A significant part of Democratic success in Georgia
was the willingness of volunteers and campaign staft to resume
canvassing and in-person outreach. Especially in disengaged
communities which have been left behind by mainstream
politicking, poverty, and systemic racism, knocking doors
and talking to people face-to-face is often the most effective
way to educate voters and get them involved in the political
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process. Ella Henn, a volunteer with the Democratic Party

of Georgia, said: “Canvassing Democratic voters from the
general kept them engaged and educated about the runoff,
and it helped keep turnout high. It really wasn’t about chang-
ing people’s minds, rather getting Democrats to the polls™”
Asked about the potential health impacts, Henn explained: “I
definitely think canvassing itself was relatively low [risk for]
COVID. [We were] outside and I always stepped more than
six feet away. If anything, more people were home so we were
able to make contact with more voters. I do think it can be
irresponsible to bring a bunch of people...into Georgia from all
over the country. That’s a lot of flights and it’s guaranteed that
someone will bring COVID. And even if there’s no exposure
while actually doing the work, in off hours there’s always a risk
of exposing Georgians if people go out to eat or even just get
groceries. Also I did canvas quite a few people who didn’t know
whether they [should] vote because they either had COVID or
had been exposed™®” Ultimately, Henn and other volunteers
were as careful as they could be while doing the important
work of engaging voters and providing information about safe,
responsible political involvement.

A devoted team of Warnock and Ossoff organizers,
building on the important work of Stacey Abrams and other
community leaders, flipped the state of Georgia in nine weeks
and elected Georgia’s first Black senator. The past year has
been devastating for the United States and the world, but the
victories in Georgia restored a sense of true hope and opti-
mism to our politics. Political organizers must navigate an
ever-changing work environment, and keeping the faith has
felt nearly impossible at times. It's anyone’s guess what the next
catastrophic challenge to our national identity will be. But if
there’s anything we've learned this year, it is this: wear a mask;
talk to voters; listen to Black organizers who tell you they have
a plan; and Joy comes in the Morning.

Holly Newman 22 is a junior majoring in Politics and minoring in Economics.

She is a contributing writer to the Journal and has worked on campaigns at the local, state, and federal level.
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By Millan Shenoy

The COVID-19 pandemic has left much of the world
in a state of disarray, from the individual to the international.
Lockdowns, public safety protocols, and quarantines seem to
stretch further back into memory than the virus itself. In the
United States, where the first reported case of the novel corona-
virus was over a year ago on January 20th, 2020,1 the govern-
ment’s bungled crisis response to the public health emergency
has resulted in the nation having the highest net infection rates
and deaths globally.2 Understandably, the COVID-19 epidemic
has had an earth-shattering impact on the lives of many. Stuck
indoors with opportunities for work or leisure seemingly
forever altered, people across the world have felt the burden of
absence and an appetite for anything.3, 4 In the U.S,, this has
often manifested in the form of political issues that hold the
collective gaze until another arises, moving from the topics of
healthcare to racial justice to electoral fraud, with many others
unique to a region or demographic.5 This gasping for political
air extends beyond the U.S. as well; farmers in India recently
protested over the government nearly ending protections for
agricultural workers, Nigeria saw a global public rise up to
decry the police violence and corruption of its Special Anti-
Robbery Squad, and twenty-six countries have experienced
protests against the lockdown measures themselves.6 Although
these issues on their own do not stand out as unexpected, their
close temporal proximity and the way in which public attention
shifted so quickly from one to the next is intriguing and unfa-
miliar. Is there a limit to the number of political issues an in-
dividual or group can focus on? What causes political saliency
to shift from one issue to another? Is this capacity for political
attentiveness impacted by crisis? While these questions are
ripe for greater research beyond the scope of this article, here I
instead seek to provide an initial inquiry into their base validity
and apply any foundational understanding to the ever-present
struggle of gathering political attention from an uninterested
public.

Introduction

The current global political landscape is one marked
by speed. Digital media outlets, especially social media, can be
used to send news almost instantaneously. For over four years,
Twitter has acted as President Trump’s own public forum.7
These platforms have a distinct profit incentive to capitalize
on the extraordinary, or if that extraordinary is nowhere to
be found, to exaggerate.8 Social media sites and apps such as
Instagram or the video sharing app TikTok utilize algorithms
which push relevant, attention-grabbing content to a user in
the hopes they will interact with that content in some way. Be-

cause of just how fast the information ecosystem flows around
us, we as users are exposed to an overwhelming barrage of con-
tent every time we access the internet.9, 10, 11, 12, 13 People,
however, do not read every single article they come across or
watch every single video. We have our own filters to decide
which topics and thus which content to care about, and this
filter changes over time in a way that allows us to focus on new
topics. The sum weight of all political issues is too much for any
individual to withstand, so instead our minds must selectively
block those issues which, for any number of reasons, we deem
unimportant. Those phenomena which repeatedly gripped

the U.S. over the past year have all been systemic. Issues of
class, race, and justice were echoed by a proximal plethora of
acquaintances or strangers online.14 Within only a matter of
weeks, the crowding voices stuck in quarantine would move on
to some other great political crisis, with perhaps only a linger-
ing trace of the former in the minds of the people who fought
vehemently for that cause. If political attention shifts, and is-
sues can lose their prominence in the eyes of the public and the
individual, it seems only reasonable to postulate that political
issue saliency can be quantified and counted; namely that there
exists some range of foci beyond which the average person

will start to either lose interest in or otherwise shift away from
an issue. I posit that, with an understanding of limits on the
mind’s resources for the individual and methods of group iden-
tification, this count of political saliency can be found and that
it may be impeded by environmental stress factors, such as the
current case of a global pandemic.

Cognitive Psychology and Attention

Cognitive psychologists have done much work in
attention theory trying to find the capacity for attention with
base sensory input, such as color and shape.15, 16, 17 William
James, a pioneer of American psychology, creates a system of
classification that divides attention broadly into two categories:
sensory and intellectual. The primary sensory attention occurs,
for example, when something moves in sight or a startling
noise is heard, and the intellectual kind of attention is found
in concepts and ideas.18 For the purposes of this paper, I will
refer to this second kind of attention - the one that encom-
passes political concerns - as “interest.” James posits that there
exists some capacity for attention of any form, to a point where
if attentional capacity has been filled with items of interest, it
can supersede or negate sensory attention.19 He tells the story
of Archimedes and others who were so engrossed in studying
their interests — those concepts and ideas which caught their
attention - that they did not take notice of calamity around
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them. In Archimedes’ case, he was so “absorbed in geometrical
meditation that he was first aware of the storming of Syracuse
by his own death-wound..”20 This would seem to indicate

in the least that there is some filter for attention.21, 22 James
advocates for a theory of an attentional capacity that is satu-
rated by an average count of seven objects of focus,23 although
other estimates place this between five or even three separate
items.24, 25 However, the experimentation performed to

show this mainly seeks to quantify the capacity of attention to
sensory stimuli. He notes this flaw in quantification, as it does
not account for interest in the same way it does its sensory
equivalent. Therefore, this count is not an accurate measure of
how many interests one can pay attention to at any point. On
this matter, James’ contemporaries claim attentional resources
cannot be split between two interests simultaneously, let alone
anything more.26 There are two other obvious limitations to
James’ presentation of attention. While he suggests the notion
of interest as one almost born of an innate draw to the subject,
political issues tend to have a learned ideological component
behind them. Something may be of interest on the purely intel-
lectual front, but if it does not pertain to or align with one’s
ideology, they may be less inclined to hold it in their mind as
an issue worth care.27, 28 In some ways then, political atten-
tion can grab interest but only once a choice is made regarding
the relevance of the topic. The other major limitation in his
definitions is his sharp focus on individual periods of interest,
neglecting recurring interests and what allows them to develop
and be maintained between those moments of direct interac-
tion with the topic. Despite these oversights, William James
gives a strong foundation for an approach to attention as a
finite resource. I believe many of these fundamental principles
apply to the field of political interest as well, specifically that
the human brain has a limited capacity for juggling multiple,
complex, interests.

Economic Principles of Choice

There appears to be an element of consent in politi-
cal motivation and saliency - i.e.: derived interest must first
interact in some ways with those learned preferences gained
through education and experience.29 I reason that a political
concern must seek to resolve a matter of identity or ideology
for it to be of major personal importance. In many ways, this
act of choosing political priority aligns with the economic and
psychological understandings of choice. Barry Schwartz, the
author of The Paradox of Choice, claims that the economic
orthodoxy of choice as freedom and freedom as opportunity
does not hold when scrutinized more closely.30 He gives the
examples of mutual funds and salad dressings. In both cases,
when too many options are presented, the chooser counter-
intuitively experiences a kind of choice paralysis where the
research necessary to make the “right” choice is more costly
than making any choice at all.31, 32 The terminology for
this occurrence is choice paralysis, or “paralysis by analysis,”
when overchoice occurs.33 In the case of the mutual funds — a
higher-stakes choice with potentially drastic consequences for
indecision — Schwartz finds that as the number of potential
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mutual funds increases, so too does the percentage of people
unwilling to make a choice,34 driven by fear of choosing
incorrectly coupled with an inability to determine which op-
tion is the best for their needs. These simplified examples of
mutual funds and salad dressing downplay the importance of
overchoice, when in fact it is a pervasive issue in nearly every
manner of decision-making.35, 36 Similar to attention, this
implies a capacity for choice: a limit beyond which the cost of
choosing is perceived as more detrimental than whatever the
resultant choice is.

In applying this to political concerns instead of
market goods, I believe an analogous experiment exists,
wherein presenting someone with a political issue they may
be unfamiliar with and asking for their position on said issue
would likely result in the participant not caring, being unable
or unwilling to do the work necessary to come to an informed
decision, and thus feeling an element of overchoice vis a vis
their personal saliency. If this holds, it would suggest a higher
likelihood of political interest in those fields which one might
already have experience with or hold a stance on. A study in
the Psychology and Marketing journal approaches this on a
much smaller scale by looking at calls to boycott companies.
This study shows that in the case of political economic issues,
decision-making becomes unapproachable given too many
options37. There might exist a roster of heuristic political
interests that take priority and intersect with new issues in
such a way as to give them more personal saliency. This roster
is exactly what I seek to find, those political issues which can
not only hold interest but also extend into a recurring theme
for the individual. If, as noted previously from an economic
and cognitive psychology lens, both those requisite elements
of political saliency - interest and choice - are limited in their
resources, the “working memory” of political saliency must
also be limited in scope if not function.

Saliency of Scale

A resource limit on political issue saliency appears
feasible and even quantifiable on the level of the individual,
stemming from the underlying cognitive abilities that give an
issue its saliency in the first place. The question remaining is
whether this count is applicable on a larger scale. Over the
course of the pandemic, different sections of societies across
the world have held different political accounts in priority.38,
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39, 40 Cast in a backlight of continuous stress from the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, multiple issues have arisen that transcend
national borders or are isolated to small pockets of society. In
this way, it appears that distinct demographics operate as inde-
pendent units with a collective working memory to motivate
the public action around a cause.

The concept of heuristics drawn from social psychol-
ogy is potentially applicable; they are cognitive shortcuts which
allow for quicker decision making from learned experience.41
The availability heuristic in particular can be found when an
outcome or likelihood is more easily envisioned or more “avail-
able” to the mind than an alternative.42, 43 This availability is
entirely dependent on social context and environment.44 For
example, members of QAnon - an often-online community of
people who believe in a complex web of conspiracy theories
mainly regarding a systemically corrupt shadow government
made of Democrats and the cultural elite45 - exist in an echo
chamber which repeatedly claims that there has been wide-
spread election fraud during the 2020 presidential elections to
steal the vote from then-President Donald Trump. An envi-
ronment which both familiarizes with and repeatedly primes
someone to see election fraud fosters a logical heuristic when
those within it are presented with an event that may be more
accurately explained by human error or a temporary glitch.
Instead, according to the availability heuristic, these options
seem less feasible than the idea that a massive, evil conspiracy
is controlling American elections. When heuristics enter the
equation, they allow the individual experience to simplify and
scale up to larger groups with regard to political issue saliency.

Many people making decisions through the same
methods, as one might intuitively expect, leads to many similar
decisions being made. These shortcuts are well-documented
and well-observed to operate similarly on massive and min-
ute scales.46 Via the existence of heuristics as a method of
decision-making in groups, we hold a clearer view of those
thought processes of its constituents that might unite a public
entity under one umbrella of political thought and action. The
implicit choices made by communities, derived from their
shared identities and ideologies, allow for the formation of an
oriented body politic.

Crisis and Cognitive Function

This literature review presents a case of political issue
saliency being a countable—or at least limited—resource on
both the level of the individual and the public. The context that
prompted this investigation to begin with is a unique situa-
tion, however, and not one to be dismissed. The COVID-19
pandemic has acted as a peculiar and grim background to
the political tumult in the United States and across the world.
The present understanding of the psychology behind political
groupings is able to provide an explanation for the scale of po-
litical issue saliency of the scale we have seen develop. It does
not, however, provide a satisfactory explanation for the unique
speed of the past year’s events. It is well-documented that
stressful situations of both long and short durations often have
detrimental effects on decision-making capacity, but how this

translates to the volatile political and social landscape of recent
date is less clear. I propose a twofold reasoning: the nature of
public health procedure has disrupted the everyday routines

or concerns for many Americans. The sequestering effect has
replaced the interactions between friends or coworkers with
broader societal attention. Secondly, the cognitive impairment
of long-term stress has occupied a permanent role in the minds
of many groups, thus practically decreasing their threshold for
political saliency saturation.

The first hand of this argument holds the idea of the
pandemic pushing awareness away from a stressful monotony
and out into a digital sphere marked by an overwhelming
information landscape. As public health agencies have been
encouraging distanced forms of interaction, such as working
or socializing, there has been an unprecedented electronic
migration that has situated millions in the splash zone of social
and digital media.47 Unemployment and a lack of external
recreation has resulted in a lot of people with energy born of
stress who lack a direction in which to channel it.48 Near the
beginning of the pandemic, Merriam-Webster standardized
the phrase “doomscrolling” or “doomsurfing,” what they call
“the tendency to continue to surf or scroll through bad news,
even though that news is saddening, disheartening, or depress-
ing”49 In an attempt to stay afloat in an uncertain world, we
trick ourselves into a state of constant consumption for both
leisure and guidance.50 Since the pandemic holds indefinite
power over our own lives, political issues may feel acutely
actionable.51, 52 These factors seem to combine to form a state
of stress-induced, rapid-fire political engagement. The ability
to rouse and be roused by calls for justice becomes akin to a
coping mechanism against the tedium of uncertainty. This may
explain why political tensions have flared across the world and
burnt away just as quickly, why saliency has spiked time and
again with an ever-changing cast of political issues during the
course of the pandemic.

Whereas the unique environmental stressors of COV-
ID-19 have forced an increase in parley with world or govern-
mental affairs, stressful situations impair decision-making and
cognitive function as a general rule of thumb.53 This rule is
backed by studies of decision-making with acute stressors such
as time criticality and information overload.54 In these cases,
these environmental factors will lead to a choice paralysis: be-
ing unable to make a choice or believing that no choice is better
than choosing wrong.55 If this holds with political issues, it im-
plies the inability to take a stance on any given topic, not out of
a lack of interest or misalignment with ideological history, but
because of the mind’s impaired resource allocation experienced
during crisis. Extreme situational factors would seem to lead
to either a choice paralysis or a choice overdrive mechanism
wherein decisions would be made without sufficient prepara-
tion and could actively produce damaging outcomes. In the
first case, the stress blocks the decision; in the second, the stress
would truncate the decision-making process. Both mechanics
indicate a limit on choice, but the prevalence of choice paralysis
in complex decisions aligns with the proposition of a capacity
shrunk further than the limits under normal circumstances.
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It is irrelevant whether this is because some portion of the
decision-making apparatus is dedicated to the source of the
stress or if the stress actively mitigates its function due to some
other cognitive process. Crisis definitively impairs capacity for
decision making at all levels, whether or not that capacity is
countable.

Potential Applications

One of the constant problems that activist groups
or even governments face is a tempered public, uncaring to
the political issue said organization attempts to push. The
psychological and economic phenomena above show that
the environmental context is a key factor for saliency growth
around a topic. Regardless of the importance of their drive, it
may not enter the public mind if that public is unhearing or
preoccupied. Thus, a group must recognize opportunity in an
advantageous political environment, competing with salient
issues in the free market of interest. Political attention is a
coveted resource. It does not last, especially right now during
the COVID-19 crisis. Even if a group is able to capitalize on
the relative sensationalist attitudes of many Americans right
now, it is unlikely any attention their cause garners will sustain
itself in the long term. Because of that short attention span, a
group cannot rely solely on the scattered passions of the public.
Instead, they must also employ a strategy of lower levels of
engagement which would imprint interest in such a way as
to allow recurring saliency. While environmental readiness is
crucial, the mercurial nature of the political landscape does not
provide an opportunity to plan campaigns which would attract
the outbursts of political saliency we are seeing now. Although
it may be possible to sense the public pathos in this particular

Theme: The Global Immune Response

crisis, it may be more generally effective to establish the group’s
stance as an available resource and hijack the heuristic short-
cut, readying the environment and sustaining attention for
future. Therefore it is worthwhile for the advocacy organization
to encourage enthusiasm for their views outside of the chaos

of the current situation. This is the double-pronged approach
for political advocacy: run lower level threads to establish a
continuity and a presence in the individual’s mind, then notice
patterns in social media use by the public to find openings to
grab attention.

Conclusion

These ideas not only give a foundational structure for
further research, they also provide a working understanding
of the many ways in which environmental factors can impair
effective political communication to the people. It can prevent
them from choosing which issues to care about and keep them
from forming stances on political concerns. The human mind
is not built to embrace the complexities of multiple policy
drafts. Instead, the only way for progress to occur on any topic
is for a scattered public to self-filter the political affiliations
they might be partial to and pay careful attention to the change
the individual can affect. These become advocacy groups which
then have the capability to make their chosen issues salient to
more people and to effect change. A more complete under-
standing of the human and environmental impacts on political
issue saliency can be used to guide the actions of advocacy
groups. It can also provide keen insight into the fundamental
humanity underpinning the systems of government and poli-
tics we see today.
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the Nature of Power

By Kurtis Lee

For a society to enact political changes and combat
social problems, it has to exercise power. The success of poli-
cies depends on the state’s ability to influence people’s actions
and behaviors, and this ability presupposes political power.
The judiciary, for example, operates on the exercise of political
power. When the state punishes criminals for breaking the law,
it prohibits and deters future potential transgressors’ actions.
The enforcement of laws thus requires the state to exercise
repressive political power over the people. However, in contrast
to the exercise of repressive power within the judicial system,
it is helpful to examine the ideas of the French social theorist
Michel Foucault, who tries to demonstrate that the modern
state has developed new, extraordinarily effective means of
exercising power that goes beyond the use of coercive force.
While the state often does exercise power through coercion
and prohibition, it also does so in constructive and facilitative
ways, such as preserving human life. Foucault argues that the
latter conception is characteristics of what he calls ‘bio-power;
or the form of power that takes the human body as the object
of political strategy.

The importance of understanding bio-power is
incredibly relevant to the era of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The pandemic has led to various responses and measures
taken up by governments to combat the global health crisis.
We are all undoubtedly familiar with many of these measures,
including but not limited to the implementation of social
distancing, mask policies, and quarantine. These are examples
of bio-power exercised by states and social institutions to
influence human actions and behaviors to maximize human
life preservation. The bio-political analysis of COVID-19 also
allows us to properly contextualize the failure of responses
through the misuse and abuse of bio-power, especially about
the neglect of responses towards vulnerable minority popula-
tions, leading to inequality of impact among different social
groups.

Before we can conduct a bio-political analysis of
the COVID-19 pandemig, it is crucial to articulate the theory
of bio-power. The article is split into three sections. The first
section seeks to define Foucault’s conception of bio-power
by comparing and distinguishing it from various forms of
power. The second section contextualizes the handling of the
COVID-19 pandemic by tracking the historical development
of bio-power in relations to public health crises. The final
section evaluates the handling of the pandemic by addressing

the shortcomings and problems of bio-power. Viewed through
the Foucauldian concept of bio-power, the handling of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic illuminates the nature of political and social
power in the modern era.

Three Forms of Power

In Michel Foucault’s view, political and social power
in modernity takes on three various forms. The traditional
form is called sovereign power. Sovereign power is the form of
political authority exercised through laws enforced by an ab-
solute sovereign. During the Enlightenment, political theorists
argue that it is rational for us, as individual subjects, to submit
ourselves to the sovereign’s laws and authority through a social
contract. Thomas Hobbes famously argues that the sovereign
is legitimized when free individuals consented to give up
their natural freedom to escape the State of Nature. Life in the
State of Nature is solitary, brutish, and short. Individuals have
the freedom to do everything they want, including pillaging,
stealing, and murdering. To avoid the endless war of all against
all, free, rational individuals will decide to form a civil society
where they voluntarily give up their unlimited freedom in

Figure 1: Plan of Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon
prison, drawn by Willy Reveley in 1791
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exchange for order and security by subjugating themselves to
an absolute sovereign. Power, under this account, comes solely
from the will and authority of the sovereign. The power of the
sovereign is expressed through laws in which all subjects are
required to follow.

Foucault argues that this form of power is entirely
negative because it operates as a means of repression and
deduction. It functions strictly by exercising laws prohibit-
ing individuals’ actions and backing it with the threat of state
violence. When we transgress a law, we risk facing physical
violence sanctioned by the state, enforced through the police
or the military. It relies on the state’s ability to ‘deduct’ or seize
something away from us by force. To quote Foucault, “power in
this instance was essentially a right of seizure: of things, time,
bodies, and ultimately life itself; it culminated in the privi-
lege to seize hold of life to suppress it”[i] Hence, the effect of
sovereign power on the right of life is negative as it relies on its
ability to determine who to die and who to let live. “Sovereign
power’s effect on life is exercised only when the sovereign can
kill. The very essence of the right of life and death is the right
to kill: it is at the moment when the sovereign can kill that
he exercises his right over life. It is essentially the right of the
sword.”[ii]

However, Foucault noticed that new forms of power
emerged to replace sovereign power as the predominant form
of power since the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Rather than operating on a purely negative basis, governmen-
tality has emerged within the state to influence and regulate
people’s behaviors and well-being rather than solely controlling
their actions through repression. To quote Foucault, means
of “deduction’ has tended to be no longer the primary form
of power but merely one element among others, working to
monitor, control, and organize the force under it: a regime
bent on generating forces, making them grow, and ordering
them, rather than one dedicated to impeding them, making
them submit, or destroying them.[iii] Foucault points to the
emergence of disciplinary institutions such as the modern
penal system and psychiatric institutions that aim at correcting
behaviors rather than merely punishing individuals, as well as
new forms of policy that seek to regulate the population, such
as controlling birth rates and managing grain prices to prevent
economic shortages. Power no longer operates on a purely
negative relation to life but demonstrates positive and produc-
tive influences.

Two distinct forms of power emerge by such develop-
ment. The first development occurred in the early seventeenth
century when disciplinary power became the predominant
form of power. Disciplinary power exercises a form of social
and political control not solely through the prohibitive mecha-
nisms and direct threats of violence under sovereign power
but by controlling individuals’ behaviors using correction,
training, and surveillance. Foucault cites the modern penal
system as an example in Discipline and Punish. Punishment in
the past tends to focus on spectacular displays of violence and
retribution towards the individuals (e.g., public torture and
execution). However, the modern penal system doesn’t merely
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function as a means to punish individuals but to ‘correct’ and
‘rehabilitate’ their behaviors. To quote Foucault, “punishment
will not just be the spectacular, definitive moment of the hang-
ing, fine, or banishment, but a practice like incarceration with
a series of exercise with a work of transformation on the guilty
person in the form of what we call penitentiary technique:
obligatory work, moralization, correction, and so forth.”[iv]
The modern penal system doesn’t merely aim to enforce
sovereign authority and punish individuals but to change their
behaviors so that they can be rehabilitated as productive mem-
bers of society. Disciplinary power doesn’t simply just exist in
the penal system. It exists in psychiatric institutions that seek
to ‘correct’ the mentally ill and educational institutions” behav-
iors to train and instill normative behaviors into students.

Disciplinary power also operates through surveil-
lance. Through our surveillance system, certain behaviors are
enforced through an all-encompassing, pervasive power that
enforces self-governing actions. Foucault uses Jeremy Ben-
them’s panopticon as a metaphor for the disciplinary society
(See Figure 1). The panopticon is a circular prison build-
ing with a single guard tower at the center. The guard tower
window is tinted to view every prison cell’s interior without the
prisoners knowing when they are observed. Therefore, every
prisoner is forced to self-regulate their behaviors at all times,
even in the absence of direct repressive instruments. Like the
guard tower’s tinted windows, the surveillance state imposes
the same kind of power by forcing us to self-discipline as we
never know when surveillance cameras observe us. Unlike
sovereign power, this isn’t a form of social control done solely
through direct threats of physical violence but a much more
pervasive form of control where our self-discipline constrains
our behaviors.

The second development occurring in the eighteenth
century is bio-power, which becomes the predominant form of
power. Foucault defines bio-power as “a number of phenom-
ena that seem to me to be quite significant, namely, the set of
mechanisms which the basic biological feature of the human
species became the object of a political strategy, of a general
strategy of power”’[v] Bio-power “focuses on the species body,
the body imbued with the mechanics of life and serving as
the basis of the biological processes: propagation, births and
mortality, the level of health, life expectancy and longevity,
with all the conditions that cause these to vary. Their supervi-
sion was effected through an entire series of interventions and
regulatory controls: a biopolitics of the population.”’[vi] By
seeking to control and regulate the human body’s biological
features, bio-power administers people’s life and well-being
by measuring them in terms of processes and trends such as
birth rate, mortality rate, level of health, etc. It exerts its power
over the people as a group through influencing these processes,
such as maintaining a quantitative level of people through birth
and mortality rates. It aims “to establish a homeostasis, not by
training individuals, but by achieving an overall equilibrium
and protect the security of the whole from internal danger”[vii]
The notion of these processes presupposes and introduces the
concept of the population, where groups of people are viewed
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and managed on an abstract level as a subject to be measured
and influenced in the form of biological trends. The question
on the security of the population has thus “became biopolitics’
first object of knowledge and the target it seeks to control.”[viii]
Economic and political problems are viewed as the problem of
population security. Bio-power leads it to be conceptualized in
terms of trends such as population rate, crime rate, unemploy-
ment rate, etc., and measure policy solutions on how it influ-
ences or rectifies these trends.

Bio-power differs from sovereign and disciplinary
power on the level of space it operates. Foucault argues that
“baldly, at first sight, and somewhat schematically, we could say
that sovereignty is exercised within the border of a territory,
discipline is exercised on the bodies of individuals, and secu-
rity is exercised over a whole population.”[ix] While sovereign
power concerns the monopoly of formal power a state has over
its territory and disciplinary power concerns the influences
social institutions have over individuals’ behaviors, bio-power
concerns the population’s security. Foucault argues that the
nature of bio-power can be seen as the opposite of sovereign
power. While sovereign power is exercised by taking away life,
bio-power can be exercised by fostering and maintaining life,
for example, maintaining a level of hygiene and public health.
Bio-power is also different from disciplinary power. While
disciplinary authority seeks to enforce individuals’ behaviors,
bio-power aims to influence the biological and social trends
over groups of people. This means bio-power may permit a
level of individual freedom and randomness that disciplinary
power does not. Take public health campaigns against smok-
ing as an example. Policies such as negative advertisements
and consumption taxes on cigarettes aim to influence smoking
trends by deterring large groups of people rather than enforc-
ing discipline within individuals.

However, even though the three forms of power are
distinct, their exercise does not inherently exclude one another.
Policies and institutions may exercise multiple forms of power
that complement each other. Foucault argues that “medicine as
a power-knowledge that can be applied to both the body and
population, both the organism and biological processes, and
it will therefore have both disciplinary effects and regulatory
effects”[x] Likewise, bio-power does not inherently exclude
the repressive mechanisms of sovereignty or the corrective
mechanism of disciplinary power; it even depends on them to
function in many cases. Foucault acknowledges that the deci-
sion to complement bio-power with either sovereign power or
disciplinary power often comes down to cost, “the fundamental
question is economics and the economic relation between the
cost of repression and the cost of delinquency”[xi] Biopolitical
policies may intersect with the dimensions of sovereign and
disciplinary power, but when bio-power is the predominant
form of power, sovereign and discipline are used in the service
of bio-power.

Biopolitics and the Pandemic
The management of public health and public health
crises is inextricably linked to the exercise of bio-power. In

Security, Territory, Population, Foucault recognizes that the
handling of public health crises can even track the emergence
and evolution of bio-power. The treatment of leprosy during
the Middle Ages demonstrates the sovereign-judicial approach
towards public health problems. During the Middle Ages, lep-
ers were treated with exclusion “through a juridical combina-
tion of laws of laws and regulations, as well as a set of religious
rituals, which anyways brought about a division and a binary
type of division between those who were lepers and those
who were not”[xii] In short, those who contracted leprosy
were subjected to repressive laws to minimize their spread
and contact by exclusion through social stigmatization. Lepers
were labeled damned by God and were forced to dress differ-
ently, including wearing bells to warn others in public of their
proximity. The sovereign-judicial approach to leprosy during
the Middle Ages has attempted to minimize leprosy’s spread
and contact by controlling lepers’ social relations at the cost of
placing them under severe repression.

Towards the end of the Middle Ages and the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, a new disciplinary approach has
developed. During the plague, sets of disciplinary regulations
were imposed to minimize the spread. Foucault notes that
“these plague regulations involve literally imposing a partition-
ing grid on the regions and town struck by the plague, with
regulations indicating when people can go out, how, at what
times, what they must do at home, what type of food they must
have, prohibiting certain types of contact, requiring them to
present themselves to inspectors, and to open their homes to
inspectors””[xiii] The regulations are enforced through guards
and inspectors’ surveillance to ensure everyone abides by these
regulations. In fact, the very policy of quarantine finds roots in
the disciplinary approach. Individuals are forced to self-disci-
pline and abide by quarantine measures, or else “to risk his life,
contagion, or punishment.”[xiv]

Foucault argues that the development of the biopo-
litical approach is seen with handling the smallpox epidemic
and the practice of inoculation during the eighteenth century.
The difference between the handling of the plague and the
smallpox epidemic is while the primary concern of the former
is the enforcement of regulations through discipline, the latter
is concerned with influencing general trends in the population
through infection rates, mortality rates, etc. New statistical
instruments used to evaluate trends in the population gave
rise to modern notions of the case, risk, danger, and crisis.
Quantitative analysis of diseases’ effects allows them to be no
longer viewed as a ‘prevailing disease’ in localized spaces but
a distribution of cases among the wider population. Hence,
“the notion of cases appears, which is not the individual case,
but a way of individualizing the collective phenomenon of
the disease, or of collectivizing the phenomena, integrating
individual phenomena within a collective field, but in the form
of quantification and of the rational and identifiable”[xv] With
the rise of the case, so does the notion of risk. Foucault ob-
serves that “if the disease is accessible in the way at the level of
the group and the level of each individual, in this notion, this
analysis of the distribution of cases, then with regard to each
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individual or group we will be able to identify the risk of each
catching smallpox, dying from it or being cured.”[xvi] The no-
tion of risk creates a powerful analytical tool that can identify
vulnerable groups by analyzing the infection/mortality rates of
various segments of the population and determining the risk
of preventative measures like inoculations, paving the way for
modern vaccination practices. The biopolitical approach has
undoubtedly been proven effective at saving lives compared to
its traditional counterparts, as Foucault notes that as a result of
the exercise of biopolitical power since the eighteenth century,
“we became so good at keeping people alive that we succeeded
in keeping them alive when, in biological terms, they should
have been dead long ago””[xvii]

So how does this apply to modern health crises and
the COVID-19 pandemic? It is essential to recognize that
the way we handle public health crises is developed through
biopolitical power. The ways we address this crisis and all the
policies we implemented in response are all forms of bio-pow-
er. For instance, this pandemic’s problems are often discussed
and measured using statistical biological trends such as infec-
tion rates, mortality rates, and global case distribution. [xviii]
Important guidelines, such as mask policies, social distancing,
and self-isolation, are justified by the exact language of influ-
encing these statistical trends, such as ‘reducing the spread” of
diseases and infection.

In many cases, strict regulations are imposed, such as
quarantine measures, mask mandates, and excessive fines for
violating these regulations. These regulations have undoubted-
ly contained dimensions of disciplinary and sovereign-judicial
power. Quarantine measures and mask policies depend on
individuals’ self-disciplinary behaviors to abide by quarantine
hours and wearing masks in public. Fines and imprisonments
serve as prohibitive measures from the sovereign to impose
strict punishments on those who transgress them. However,
while they exercise sovereign and disciplinary power, these
policies primarily exert bio-political control over the popula-
tion by influencing more significant biological trends.

Moreover, the biopolitical approach of utilizing
risk analysis methods helps identify segments of the popula-
tion most vulnerable to the pandemic, allowing resources to
be prioritized towards them. Even guidelines regulating the
authorization of vaccines depend on such analysis. The CDC
measures vaccines’ risk by analyzing their side effects and how
different groups respond to them.[xix] Biopolitics has created
an approach that allows us to effectively monitor cases, identify
risks, and evaluate new preventative solutions such as vaccines.

Necropolitics: The Biopolitics of Death

Despite its positive influence over life, the exercise of
bio-power contains a nefarious underside. Foucault argues in
Society Must be Defended that “the power to expose a whole
population to death is the underside of the power guaranteeing
an individual’s continued existence”[xx] The same exercise of
power that maintains the preservation of life and the popula-
tion can also take life away and kill segments of the population.
Foucault argues that the death function of bio-power is often
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justified by state racism “by appealing to the principle that
the death of others makes one biologically stronger insofar as
one is a member of a race of population, insofar as one is an
element in a unitary living plurality”[xxi] State racism, within
fascist ideologies of the twentieth century as an example, justi-
fies the mistreatment and outright murder of specific popula-
tion segments through the same exercise of bio-power. These
justifications rely on arguments on how the natural biological
features of particular groups of people undermine the overall
health or cohesion of the population as a whole, often permit-
ting horrific acts of genocide.

However, thinkers like Achille Mbembe argue that
Foucault’s conception of the state’s right to kill doesn’t fully
account for all the ways the state exercises the power of death,
or necro-power, over unwanted or vulnerable populations. For
Mbembe, bio-power’s death function doesn’t merely operate
as the ability to kill segments of the population but includes
various ways to expose them towards death. In his essay Nec-
ropolitics, Mbembe argues that the state subjugates life to the
power of death through the “creation of death-worlds, new and
unique forms of social existence in which vast populations are
subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them the status
of the living dead”[xxii] The state exercises necro-power by
creating the state of exception, spaces where groups of people
are denied political and human rights, sometimes including
the right to life. Groups subjugated to these zones face severe
oppression and vulnerabilities as a result, including the risk of
being exposed to death. Mbembe notes that states of excep-
tion often take on a physical, geographical space. During the
apartheid regime in South Africa, townships and homelands
are created to segregate and control black Africans within
these territories. The townships became a space where “severe
oppression and poverty were experienced on a racial and class
basis”[xxiii] and deprived of necessities, “starved of bread, of
meat, of shoes, of coal, of light”[xxiv]

The failure of responses during the COVID-19
pandemic is best understood through Mbembe’s necropolitics.
Governments’ inability to react sufficiently towards the crisis
can be traced to misguided biopolitical rationalizations that
inadvertently exercise necro-power over vulnerable popula-
tions. Failure to impose effective containment measures is
justified in various forms, such as economic rationalization to
keep the economy open or proposals of ‘herd immunity’[xxv]
to provoke immunity within the population by exposing
large portions of them to the virus. These arguments rested
on biopolitical justifications for the good of the population as
a whole, even if it meant exposing vulnerable parts of them
to death. They inadvertently place vulnerable groups within
the state of exception by denying their right to life, imposing
necro-power over them.

Necropolitics during the COVID-19 pandemic has
also undoubtedly taken a physical, geographical dimension.
In the U.S,, this is most evident by the state’s failure to contain
the virus within prisons and migrant populations in detention
camps.[xxvi] [xxvii] Prisoners and migrants are people immo-
bilized within these physical zones of exception, being exposed



Theme: The Global Immune Response

32

to dangerous conditions during this pandemic. As a result of
neglect and the lack of medical care within these facilities,
populations are exposed to higher risks of outbreaks and infec-
tions. The exercise of necro-power is not just constrained with-
in these facilities. The COVID-19 pandemic has unsurpris-
ingly revealed a racial gap in the U.S., with black Americans
facing a mortality rate two to three times above the general
population. One study attributes a cause to the “effect of racial
segregation introduced by discriminatory lending practices

in the 1930s”[xxviii] Redlining in the 1930s segregates black
Americans in neighborhoods with low-quality housing and liv-
ing conditions, leading present black Americans living within
these zones to face a disproportionately higher risk of infec-
tion and mortality rates. While the pandemic’s effect within
these spaces demonstrates the state’s limitations and inability
to sustain life among specific population segments, it is more
revealing in showing the state’s necro-power over the same

population groups.

Conclusion

Understanding how political and social power is
exercised in our modern era is the essential first step of evalu-
ating governments’” handling of public crises. The nature and
form of power in operation greatly influence how discourses
surrounding public crises are shaped: they affect how we ap-
proach the problems and implement their solutions. But more
importantly, it demonstrates how the use and abuse of power
are inextricably linked. Through the Foucauldian notion of
bio-power, we see how this is the case with the COVID-19
pandemic. The forms of power that are utilized to address a
public crisis, even if beneficial, may limit our horizon or pro-
duce unintended consequences. It is therefore imperative to be
aware of how power operates to evaluate the handling of public
crises.
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The Heightened Risk of Biological Weapons
in a Post-Coronavirus World

By Alex Williams

Introduction

The long advance of history inevitably collides with
disruptive and sobering events. The pandemic of this past
year has furnished us with such an event, the consequences of
which will only grow clearer in the coming years as the world
reflects upon its protracted encounter with a highly transmis-
sible novel virus. Covid-19, following its emergence in the
central Chinese city of Wuhan, swiftly encircled the globe and
subjected the world’s nations to successive waves of infections.
While a collection of vaccines has appeared in recent months
to combat, a rising wintertime wave remains potent and
liberal democracies stand beleaguered on multiple fronts. An
emergent trifecta of self-imposed economic ruin, deadly viral
prevalence, and broad public disorganization has diminished
the image of the democratic model of governance.

China, on the contrary, has indulged in the great-
est propaganda victory for any authoritarian model since the
Soviet Union following the Wall Street crash of 1929. In that
instance, the economically isolated Soviet Union was spared
the devastating effects of the stock market crash upon the eco-
nomically interdependent capitalist democracies, which was
exploited by Soviet propagandists as proof of the superiority of
the centrally planned economy. Early 1930s Western specta-
tors, dismissive of the ongoing mass starvation of Ukrainians
and other populations, lavished praise upon the collectivist
experiment and the organizational capacity of dictatorship
to deliver utopia,(i) while the Germans and other Central
Europeans grew further disillusioned with the economic and
political liberalism of the transatlantic democracies. The ensu-
ing prewar disfavor with democratic rule accordingly informs
the consequences of Beijing's coronavirus strategy. Its own dra-
conian methods, which generated much economic suffering,
ultimately procured decisive and effective results. Wuhan itself
was reopened by the year’s end and further outbreaks else-
where were crushed with brief yet brutal force. Like Stalinist
Russia after 1929, its success is only apparent when compared
to failures by its democratic rivals.

Each of the democratic countries astronomically
outnumber China in total deaths and are both in deep reces-
sion and social disarray from repeated economic shutdowns.
These countries, collectively characterized as the Free World
and encompassing nations from East Asia to Europe and
North America, protect the naturally derived rights of their
individual inhabitants through a system of independent checks
and balances upon state power, thereby preserving a participa-
tory democratic model which is guaranteed by no other power
than its national constitution. Yet these liberal democracies
are confronted by a patent disparity between their outcome
in the pandemic and that of their rivals, a fact which prom-
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ises momentous change in the geopolitical power balance
thereafter. China, for instance, is now predicted to surpass the
United States in total GDP in 2028 rather than the later date
which had been originally projected.(ii) The aforementioned
projected disparity in outcome remains so grave that it risks
exploitation by state actors, and therein lies an unequivocal
and demonstrable danger of our time.

The inability of the world’s democratic states to sup-
press the virus has revealed their vulnerability to the hypo-
thetical spread of a weaponized biological agent. If a destruc-
tive disease can devastate foreign nations while comparatively
sparing the homeland, it is logical that a threatened nation
might regard such contagions with a new interest. A new era
of biological warfare is conceivable for the future, in which the
interconnectedness of the globalized world is weaponized by a
rogue state or organization for insidious purposes. The failure
of world nations to negotiate with the novel coronavirus, when
compared to the relative success of the Chinese Communist
Party, demonstrates a fatal weakness of the democracies which
must be recognized and addressed for the twenty-first century.

Biological Weapons Background

Biological warfare, which encompasses the weap-
onization of biological elements, does not constitute some
speculative exercise in science fiction. Warring forces through-
out history made deliberate efforts to infect the enemy with
disease. The Mongols, in a more famous instance, deployed
biological weapons to terrible effect in the fourteenth-century
when they flung plague-infected bodies into the Crimean port
of Caffa.(iii) Subsequent centuries saw an explosion of scien-
tific understanding, which extended to matters of biology and
disease. By the turn of the twentieth century, the modern state
could pursue the weaponization of biology in multiple new
directions, with perhaps no state venturing further into the
practice of biological warfare than the Empire of Japan.
In August of 1940, Tokyo redesignated the Epidemic Preven-
tion Department as the Epidemic Prevention and Water Puri-
fication Department of the Kwantung Army, otherwise known
as Unit 731. Its initially humane mission to promote public
health had by this time morphed into the research of chemical
and biological warfare, generously funded and prioritized by
an Imperial Japanese regime which by 1940 resembled little
more than a military dictatorship. Amid the ongoing Japanese
invasion of China, Unit 731 would acquire a special notoriety
as it fully became an implement of war. Headquartered in the
northern Chinese city of Harbin, Unit 731 observed as part
of its research the release of infectious agents into the Chi-
nese population, in addition to lethal experimentation upon
involuntary human subjects of mostly Chinese and Russians.
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(iv). Multiple experiments, for instance, sought to investi-
gate the transmissible properties of diseases such as syphilis
through various forms of injection and mutilation. Further
operations involved gas chambers, the largest of which was
in the Manchukuo puppet state, as well as the cultivation of
plague-infected fleas, which were then deposited by air into
Chinese cities. The pursuit of biological weapons research
further led the Japanese authorities to consider the release of
infectious agents via submarine into California in order to
force Washington to sue for peace.(v)

The consequences of these biological weapons
are not to be trivialized: up to a half-million perished, the
vast majority of whom were ethnic Han Chinese, with the
remainder recruited from among prisoners-of-war and ethnic
minorities such as Koreans. While chemical weapons had
long been familiar to military strategists prior even to World
War One, the Japanese research of biological weapons was
such that the Americans offered amnesty in exchange for
its acquirement of the vast (but largely useless and disap-
pointing) scientific data.(vi) Regardless, the lethal nature of
biological weapons had been indisputably demonstrated.

The subsequent Cold War observed intensive
advances in biological weapons research, accelerated by
superpower competition between the USA and the USSR.
Following the collapse of the latter and amid the ongoing
economic industrialization of the developing world, a global
interconnectedness has arisen, albeit having slowed during
Covid-19. A globalized world contains a promise of prosper-
ity as well as a risk that provincial matters might escalate to
global proportions.

Pandemic disparity and Its Implications

Such is what transpired in the past year. While China
had long been a natural incubator of novel diseases due to its
extensive natural biodiversity and dense human population,
it is a supreme testament to the power of air travel and global
interconnectedness that an obscure respiratory illness, which
had appeared in the city of Wuhan in late 2019, was able to
dominate the world a mere six months later. Two different
stories have emerged, one of which concerns the course of the
virus in China and the other of the wider world.

While nearly impossible to ascertain the veracity
of its state-issued data on deaths and infections, the People’s
Republic currently claims fewer than 5,000 deaths and 100,000
total infections.(vii) Through the swift implementation of its
state machinery; it sealed off ground zero in Hubei Province,
after which it successfully suppressed all subsequent outbreaks
with draconian localized shutdowns wherein entire urban
populations were tested. By March 1 of 2020, more than 90%
of all confirmed infections as of early 2021 had been recorded.
Thus, its economy has been permitted to reopen, with econom-
ic growth managing to attain a rate of 2.1% for 2020, with 8.2%
growth expected for 2021.(viii) There is quite a different story
for the world at large, and the Western-aligned democracies in
particular.

Naturally, discussion of this failure is centered upon

i
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A soldier is clad in protectiile gear to defend
against biological and chemical agents

the United States. The populous and sprawling nation, both
unsatisfactorily prepared for a novel pathogen and culturally
suspicious of centrally coordinated organization, was poised
to confront a spiraling rate of infections, the cumulative total
of which has never since been surpassed by any other na-

tion. Its deaths by 2021 approach 400,000, its total infections
nearing twenty-five million.(ix) The infamy of its pandemic
performance had peaked early last summer, as the nation’s
southern and western states faced an explosion in infections
at the same time when Europe’s daily case-load had descended
to its lowest ebb since February of 2020.(x) Such a comparison
was and remains critically flawed, particularly as daily cases in
the northeastern United States had achieved a level as low as in
Europe at the time, but no doubt it sustained the illusion that
suppression of the pandemic was a largely American problem,
rather than a transatlantic one.

Events beginning in late summer utterly disproved
this notion. The European democracies abandoned the
discipline which had been integral to the Chinese method of
suppression, largely as a consequence of diminishing public
willingness to pay an increasingly unacceptable cost. Popula-
tions, which had been shocked into compliance in March,
grew increasingly reluctant to prolong the halt in industry and
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the economic agony it produced; their concerns could not
simply be dismissed as in an authoritarian regime. Repressive
measures were eased, businesses reopened with poor plan-
ning, and August travel resumed between member-states of
the European Union.(xi) Cases rose in a perpetually upward
trajectory, and within a couple months the weekly infections
in Europe had surpassed the corresponding number in North
America. If failure in negotiating with the pandemic had once
seemed an exclusively American problem, it was no more, as
even the most highly prepared and thoroughly organized soci-
eties in Europe were overrun with viral transmission. Perhaps
the hubristic judgment of the continent is exhibited best in the
Czechs, who had celebrated the suppression of Covid-19 in
June with a “Farewell Covid” public banquet in Prague, only
to be confronted with the highest infection rate in Europe by
early autumn. (xii)

The failure of all measures short of a vaccine to last-
ingly suppress the virus, initially within America but subse-
quently confirmed by nearly all countries of Europe, is best
exemplified by Germany. In early spring, it was presumed that
Germany constituted proof that a populous democracy outside
East Asia could competently outmaneuver the virus. No doubt
Germany was better prepared, with such benefits as a highly
skilled workforce and a high distribution of intensive care beds
per capita. The lowness of its infection rate, and particularly its
death rate, appeared to provide a test-and-trace model worthy
of emulation by the other democracies — what might eventu-
ally become an alternative to the crushing mace of collective
lockdowns. However, events in the fall exposed the weakness
of a lack of coordination within the decentralized German fed-
eral system. While Chinass total cases remained below 90,000
throughout the fall, Germany’s skyrocketed into the millions.
Its deaths had increased into the tens of thousands while its
daily infection numbers proved highly resistant to a collectively
ineffective array of competing state edicts.(xiii) By 2021, Ger-
many had followed the rest of the Western bloc in hedging its
bets upon the vaccine rollout, which is already below expecta-
tions, to deliver it from ruin.

This failure to control a novel pathogen, which bodes
ill in the hypothetical event of a biological weapons attack,

did not spare democracies the economic consequences of a
lockdown. Viral transmission requires physical interaction, and
lockdowns were meant to suspend all forms of public interac-
tion, including commercial transactions. Resulting directly
from a locked-down public, and ending a record peacetime
expansion, the United States confronted its sharpest ever
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postwar economic recession and skyrocketing unemployment.
The Eurozone fared even worse, as it depends upon the Ger-
man economy to a greater extent than any other. The so-called
“engine of Europe” suffered a contraction of 5.4% of its gross
domestic product.(xiv) Given the wide swaths of the economy
that remain in a state of closure, with small businesses strug-
gling in particular, an economic rebound will likely manifest at
a far later date than China’s present upswing.

The slowdown of industry in the West, which will
directly affect the economic strength of the democracies in
years to come, is extraordinarily divergent from that in China
in that it encompasses maximal economic harm with minimal
strategic success. While the disease has largely disappeared in
China, it continues to add 200,000 cases per day in America
and tens of thousands of new cases per day in Germany, with
present uncertainty perpetually threatening the return of the
blunt hammer of collective lockdown. In the eyes of entities
that stand to fear the economic robustness of the Western
world, it is difficult to conceive of any cyberattack or nuclear
strike which can halt nationwide commerce with the same
immediacy and absoluteness that a contagious disease has been
proven to. This paralysis of industry could furthermore deliver
a more destructive blow against the democracies than the bio-
logical weapon itself, given the ubiquity of our reliance upon
digital and financial infrastructure. Economic vibrancy guaran-
tees the vitality of a modern nation, and the nation which can
sustain the strongest economy preserves the best advantage for
its strategic survival.

The disaster of the previous year manifests in a third
way. The long-term effects of restrictions upon civilian life were
largely averted in China, with its brief quarantines and rapid
containment of isolated hotspots, but protracted restrictions
within the free world exploded into a general discontent. The
initial impression, as before, suggested that only the United
States was affected by sharply heightened civil tensions (oc-
curing in an election year, no less). Set against the backdrop of
mounting public disillusionment with government strategies,
subsequent events would prove that extremist sentiment, and
the methods of its expression, had expanded to various democ-
racies. Notably, during protests in Berlin against pandemic-
related restrictions on August 30, a radical element unsuccess-
fully attempted to storm the Reichstag,(xv) perhaps portending
a similar stunt that was to overwhelm the U.S. Capitol months
later. The building tension within civil society, pressurized by
social media in addition to the pandemic, threatens to inflame
pre-existing civil divisions, whereby a singular incident can

Of greater concern, of course, is the way in which a biological weapon

might be designed to resist a vaccine, in a similar sense to the mutability

of the common cold; this is another reason why the Western reliance upon

vaccine development for salvation is of tremendous risk.
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erupt into mass violence.

All this neglects to mention the subtler evils that arise
from social isolation, including mental illness and depressed
birth-rates. Depression, loneliness, anxiety, and other mental
afflictions have driven suicides to terrible heights.(xvi) All
such discontent proclaims a loud disunity, the natural result of
which is a disintegrating faith in the principles of a free society.
It is evident that no amount of state-sponsored disinformation,
no matter from which dictatorship it originates, can depress
the morale of a democracy so much as an unchecked pathogen.

The success of the Chinese strategy, in relation to
even those democracies that appeared promising the previous
spring, could not have transpired but for its own structural
advantages. A single-party government structure, one which
lacks checks and balances and legal opposition or public
oversight, can more efficiently mobilize resources and impose
mass repressions without any of the discussion, moderation,
or dithering that was commonplace in such places as England,
Sweden, and New York. The democratic world, accustomed
to checks upon the power of authority, watched with aston-
ishment as eleven million people in Wuhan were collectively
subjected to a state of quarantine, only for it to face the same
conditions two months later with less successful results. To
the Chinese authorities, this vindicates their own form of
government as more effective and less sanctimonious than the
democratic system.

The long decline of the authoritarian model of
governance since the end of World War Two, stalled in recent
years, risks reversing as a result of poor performances by the
democracies. Even Japan, which appeared to have successfully
suppressed the disease for most of the year, lost control in late
autumn and today overshadows its far more populous neigh-
bor in both deaths and confirmed infections.(xvii) The degree
to which the democratic world was materially and spiritually
weakened, when nations like China and Vietnam had emerged
unscathed, reveals a competitive advantage of which the latters
are aware. The world’s industrialized states acquired new and
dangerous breakthroughs in biological weapons during the
Cold War and beyond, and in the past year many democra-
cies among them have proven their exceptional vulnerability
to a novel pathogen. The only difference, indeed, is that any
biological weapon would be of willful intent, rather than the
theoretically natural origin of Covid-19. The democracies
have therefore betrayed a vulnerability to be exploited by rival
systems of government.

Following decades of colossal economic growth
since Deng Xiaoping's capitalist reforms, CCP authorities have
devoted themselves in recent years to the fortification of the
single-party structure. This overriding priority is that which
underpins any intent to surpass the capacities of the advanced
Western democracies. It is in this way that the momentum
of democracy, which now spans the majority of the world’s
population, is contained and the notion of its inevitability is
discredited. The regime may thus legitimately project itself as
an alternative political system to that of representative democ-
racy.(xviii) The willingness by Communist Party authorities to

resort to wide-ranging sabotage in pursuit of this objective is
evident,(xix) and the events of 2020 have offered to vindicate
its centralized methods. A logical opportunity has thus materi-
alized for the Communist Party, having observed the dramatic
extent to which a novel pandemic can weaken the Western
world, to revisit the strategic value of biological weapons re-
search.

Solutions

Democratic government remains limited in the ways
it can blunt the strategic damage of a biological weapons attack,
and thus the appeal of biological weapons in the eyes of the
authoritarian bloc. The strategies by which the democracies
sought to contain the virus were varied; the Swedish and Japa-
nese relied upon the hygienic common sense of the population
instead of a lockdown, the Germans and Americans adopted a
decentralized approach in which different states implemented
different policies, and the French and Spanish imposed top-
down lockdowns on a national scale.(xx) All such approaches,
no matter how prudent with economic reopenings, lacked the
ultimate effectiveness of the Chinese strategy, and among them
it appears that the rigorous test-and-trace strategy of the South
Koreans and Taiwanese were most successful.(xxi) Such a test-
and-trace strategy requires significant infrastructure before-
hand, as both states learned following the SARS epidemic of
2003.(xxii)

The Australian reliance upon targeted and uncom-
promising lockdowns appears most reminiscent of that of the
Chinese; however, it is vital to note that the success stories of
Taiwan, Australia, and New Zealand share the common de-
nominator of each encompassing islands of small populations
which can be easily roped off from international movement.
For the highly integrated political ecosystems of the European
Union and the fifty US states, such pre-prepared isolation is
all but impractical. Thus, it is the South Korean system that
displayed the most resilience, and its test-and-trace strategy
remains the most democratically practical in the emergency
suppression of a hypothetically deadlier novel pathogen. Mat-
ters of implementation are more difficult, as the English and
Germans discovered, as the strategy requires overwhelming
participation, high-tech communication, and rigorous organi-
zation.(xxiii) During the period of time in which a vaccine is
inaccessible, preparation for such a strategy remains vital.

Of greater concern, of course, is the way in which a
biological weapon might be designed to resist a vaccine, in a
similar sense to the mutability of the common cold; this is an-
other reason why the Western reliance upon vaccine develop-
ment for salvation is of tremendous risk. A special attention to
vaccination could facilitate ever more swift and sophisticated
procedures to produce a vaccine. On this front there is much
promise, as is demonstrated by the miraculous and unforeseen
rapidity with which multiple vaccines had been prepared for
mass distribution within a year of development. This nonethe-
less is aided by the natural origin of Covid-19, which as a respi-
ratory ailment is far less lethal than diseases such as ebola. It is
conceivable that a biological weapon might be engineered with
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greater destructive potential than a zoonotic disease, which
dampens hope that vaccine technology alone is sufficient for
national security.

Conclusion

The events of the past year reminds us of the sheer unpredict-
ability with which history is determined to march. Nothing can
fully be prepared for in advance, but certain truths are revealed
in the great trials of our time, the gravest of which is evident

in the disparity in outcome between the Chinese experience
with the coronavirus and the common experience of nearly all
the world’s democracies. No European nation can claim that
containment failures regarding the coronavirus is a problem

of North America, particularly after hundreds of thousands of
new cases emerged each day within both continents, hastened
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by the rise of an infectious variant in England. The transat-
lantic world must unite to recognize the greater damage that
the novel coronavirus has incurred upon its societies relative
to China, the nation which had suffered most under biologi-
cal warfare in the past. The democracies have demonstrated a
greater susceptibility than the authoritarian states to the threat
of a biological weapon, or even a future zoonotic disease which
might prove deadlier than the present disease. A trifecta of eco-
nomic damage, social disorder, and public health failures has
positioned the democratic world to confront a bitter truth, but
it is a truth that must be learnt in anticipation of the coming
decades. The Western democracies must consider the new-
found danger and potential of biological weapons, if they wish
to contrive for themselves a securer sanctuary in a changing
world.
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Lessons from the Past

By Jason Walter

The Covid-19 pandemic has provided a unique chal-
lenge to the American government. Since the first confirmed
case of the novel coronavirus was recorded in the United States
on January 21, 2020,(1) the Trump administration had pursued
a federal pandemic response widely regarded as disorganized
and contradictory by global public health experts. Throughout
his handling of the crisis, former President Donald Trump
consistently repeated one message: his response to the pan-
demic had been the best the nation was capable of. This claim,
however, fails to consider this country’s history of executive
leadership. The U.S. has faced a variety of political, military,
and public health-related crises in the past century, and all of
them can be studied and learned from in order to improve
future crisis responses. By evaluating the decision-making
processes of past presidents, one can identify valuable lessons
that are applicable to any crisis situation.

Three instances of unique presidential action are
useful when evaluating leadership during crisis: the Cuban
Missile Crisis of 1962, the Iranian hostage crisis of 1979-81,
and the HIN1 pandemic of 2009. While the actual policies
implemented and actions taken during these events are quite
different from those that would be pursued when addressing
the Covid-19 pandemic, the decision-making processes of the
executives at the time can still be contrasted with each other—
and recent administrations—in ways that provide for robust
analysis. Were experts consulted in guiding policy, or career
politicians? How well did the president communicate their ac-
tions to other government entities and to the public? And did
they spend time preparing for unexpected situations? These
early choices made by the White House in shaping a crisis
response strategy often have a greater impact than the policies
that are eventually enacted.

The Cuban Missile Crisis

The Cuban Missile Crisis began on October 16, 1962,
when American reconnaissance planes spotted Soviet nuclear
missiles in Cuba. In a speech to the public on October 22,
President John F. Kennedy revealed the presence of these mis-
siles and announced a naval blockade of the island. After six
days of negotiation with Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, an
agreement was reached: the Soviets would remove their nuclear
missiles from Cuba, and the Americans would remove their
missiles from Turkey.(2) This is widely regarded as an example
of successful crisis resolution, with the actions of Kennedy and
his administration lauded for averting nuclear war and repel-
ling Soviet aggression without making many concessions.

One of Kennedy’s first actions after learning of the
Cuban missiles was to establish ExComm, a subcommittee of
the National Security Council (NSC) tasked specifically with
resolving the missile crisis. In selecting its membership Kenne-

dy emphasized expertise rather than rank, amassing a diverse
group ranging from the Secretaries of State and Defense to the
Ambassador to the Soviet Union. He tasked them with produc-
ing objective, evidence-driven policy recommendations, and
to that end it frequently met without him. Even when Kennedy
attended, he was careful to avoid seeming to support one side
more than another, and gave members plenty of time to ex-
plain their positions before making any decision.(3) Addition-
ally, he often created sub-groups to consider alternate courses
of action, with the full committee then reconvening to present
and discuss their different options.(4) Kennedy’s structuring
of ExComm and its various committees allowed the group to
produce unbiased and thoughtful strategic decisions, which in
turn led Kennedy to seek a diplomatic solution to the crisis.
ExComm’s first test came in deciding what the initial
response to the Soviet missiles should be. Kennedy kept to his
schedule in order to avoid letting the Soviets know that they
had been discovered, making campaign trips to Connecti-
cut, Ohio, and Illinois on October 17 and 19 while ExComm
met without him in Washington. By the time he returned on
October 20, Kennedy’s courses of action had been narrowed to
two alternatives: he could institute a blockade of the island, or
order airstrikes in an attempt to destroy the nuclear weapons.
Ultimately Kennedy decided to go with the blockade, as there
was no guarantee that air strikes could completely cripple
Cuba’s nuclear ability. However, this decision was only reached
after days of deliberation and planning for various scenarios
that could result from either of the two approaches, and there
was an implicit threat in Kennedy’s October 22 speech that
force would eventually be used if necessary. This allowed him
to take control of the situation, making everything depend
on what the Soviets did next—there was no way they could
refuse attempts at diplomacy without risking conflict. Overall,
Kennedy’s decision-making methods and his structuring of
ExComm prevented him from starting a nuclear war, and the
committee’s success demonstrates the importance of properly
structuring crisis response organizations.

The Iranian Hostage Crisis

On November 4th, 1979, the U.S. embassy in Tehran
was stormed by Iranian college students, who were in support
of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomenei’s fundamentalist regime. A
key motivator of the movement led by Khomenei was anti-
imperialist sentiment aimed at the United States—though the
Iranian Revolution was over by the time of the hostage crisis,
the U.S. was still antagonized for its support of Shah Reza
Pahlavi, whose rule ended with the revolution. The storming
of the embassy in November was seen as the final rebuke of
American influence in what had once been its closest ally in
the region, and the American reaction had the potential to
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Council (ExComm) to discuss the Cuban Missile Crisis.

shape relations between the two nations for decades. Unfortu-
nately, it did not end well. Dozens of American diplomats were
held hostage for over a year. President Jimmy Carter’s response
to this crisis has been widely regarded as ineffective, both by
the public and political scientists, as he attempted a variety of
different solutions with no clear long-term strategy.(5) Several
months of diplomatic overtures backed by sanctions yielded no
results, ultimately leading President Carter to approve Opera-
tion Eagle Claw, a rescue operation in April 1980. The failure of
this operation presents perhaps the most concrete example of
Carter’s flawed decision-making process in the midst of crisis.
The decision to mount Operation Eagle Claw was
made during a cabinet meeting on April 11, 1980. Only a small
group of officials were present, most notably Zbigniew Brzez-
inski, Carter’s National Security Advisor and one of the earliest
advocates of the use of force as a crisis response. Brzezinski
placed an emphasis on taking action within a short period of
time, if anything was to be done; this “now or never” approach
was the first major mistake made during the planning of this
operation, as it placed pressure on Carter to quickly authorize
a rescue mission without taking the time needed to conduct
thorough planning. The second is that Cyrus Vance, the Sec-
retary of State at the time, was not present, and Carter made
no attempt to contact him. Vance was the only one likely to
oppose the operation.(6) The absence of Vance’s opposition at

BRANDEIS JOURNAL OF POLITICS 2020-2021

President John F. Kennedy meets with the Executive Committee of the National Security

Theme: The Global Immune Response

Source: The John F. Kennedy
Presidential Library and Museum

this meeting resulted in a unanimous vote to authorize the use
of force to rescue the hostages, consequently creating an atmo-
sphere insulated from necessary conflict and debate over ap-
propriate strategies. Once Vance returned to the White House
he made his criticisms known, but Carter actively participated
in the debates on whether or not to approve the operation and
directly argued against Vance. This signaled that he had already
made up his mind, effectively disincentivizing further criticism
of the crisis response approach advocated by Brzezinski(7)
Operation Eagle Claw ended up being a disaster.
Carter and his cabinet ignored the long history of failed special
operations in the area as well as analyses beforehand warning
of a high casualty rate, and a dust storm caused the mission to
be called off before forces even reached the embassy com-
pound.(8) A midair collision then killed eight soldiers—their
bodies, the wreckage, and a complete plan of the operation had
to be left behind. Vance resigned as Secretary of State a few
days later. This failure set off a wave of criticism that led Carter
to take little action on this issue for the rest of his presidency,
giving the impression that he had lost interest. Had he paid
more attention to how his actions in cabinet meetings affected
the advice he received, Carter may have been able to bring
the hostages home, but his poor leadership within the White
House led to a prolonged crisis and extensive political fallout.
Iran was pushed towards the Soviet Union, Khomenei was
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able to further cement his control over the nation, and public
discontent with Carter’s handling of the situation played a large
role in his defeat in the election of 1980.

The HIN1 Pandemic

Beginning in April 2009, the HIN1 pandemic lasted nearly a
year, resulting in 60 million infections and over 12,000 deaths
in the U.S. President Barack Obama's response to the virus was
organized and efficient, but the vaccine rollout it culminated in
was unfortunately undercut by the inability of vaccine-makers
to meet production goals.9 Out of the crises discussed in this
article, Obama’s response to the HIN1 pandemic is the most
comparable to what the global community, and the United
States in particular, currently faces with Covid-19.

One of the key factors contributing to the success of
Obama’s response was that it was based on historical precedent
and professional advice. Early in the pandemic he invited
members of the Ford administration to the White House, as
they had faced a minor outbreak of HIN1 in 1976—a key les-
son from that outbreak was to “let the health people take the
lead,” according to F. David Matthews, the Health Secretary at
the time. Obama did just that, relying on the Center for Dis-
ease Control (CDC) to inform his policy decisions and having
Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute of Allergy
and Infectious Diseases, make frequent television appearances
in order to keep the public properly informed. He also received
constant briefings from public health officials, ensuring that he
would update his policies to address any developments in the
spread of the virus as they arose.(10)

Another strong aspect of the HIN1 response was the
communication systems put in place by the Obama adminis-
tration, both within the government and with the public. Vice
President Biden was in frequent contact with governors and
other state officials, ensuring that the newest CDC guidelines
were being disseminated at all levels of government and that
the White House was aware of how its policies were being
received across the country.(11) To coordinate the response
across the relevant government departments and agencies, the
White House hosted weekly conference calls with departmen-
tal representatives and implemented guidelines for a public
messaging campaign to ensure that different agencies did not
contradict each other. The Department of Health and Human
Services also played a major role in this, holding weekly calls
with congressional staffers to keep them informed and, early
in the pandemic, hosting a summit with the Department of
Homeland Security to educate state and local officials on the
challenges ahead.(12) All of this meant that the federal govern-
ment was taking an active role in combating the spread of the
virus, and the resources they created and disseminated ensured
that officials at all levels of government knew exactly what their
role in it was.

The one area of the response to be criticized was vaccine distri-
bution. In the early days of the pandemic, the Obama admin-
istration promised to have 100 million vaccine doses ready by
October 2009, but delays in its development and production
forced them to shrink this estimate over time. As the pandemic

went on, people panicked and demand spiked while supply was
low, but when the vaccine was finally available in December,
flu season had already passed and there was an oversupply.(13)
Obama had relied on the word of health officials and vaccine
producers when announcing updates on the vaccine, but had
not made a plan for what would happen if it was delayed, caus-
ing what was overall a very effective crisis response to end on
a bad note. Despite this, his success in organizing the govern-
ment’s response prior to the vaccine rollout prevented a larger
crisis and is an example to be emulated in future pandemic
responses.

Implications for the Future

The different ways that presidents Kennedy, Carter,
and Obama reacted to their respective crises demonstrate
certain factors that aid in successful crisis response. First is
the importance of expert advice—this helped Kennedy and
Obama succeed, while Carter ignored it to his peril. Experts
on a particular subject area (such as public health and Soviet
politics) will naturally have a better understanding of issues
that may arise and will be more capable of identifying possible
solutions. Ignoring experts will both decrease the quality of a
crisis response and produce greater criticism from the public.
Similarly, it is important to acknowledge the significance of
learning from historical precedent; Obama and Carter made
completely opposite decisions in this regard. The events of past
crises often reveal important lessons about what one should do,
as in Obama’s case, or what one should not do, as in Carters.

The second factor is communication, both within
the government and with the public. Both the Kennedy and
Obama administrations did well with this, perhaps with
Obama pulling ahead due to the much larger scale that he
operated on. The systems of communication that Obama
facilitated ensured that the government was able to quickly
respond to any new developments in the HIN1 pandemic,
and Kennedy’s implicit threat in his speech announcing the
blockade of Cuba was what drove the Soviets to the negotiat-
ing table—neither side wanted war to break out. Carter, in
contrast, struggled with communication even within his own
cabinet. The exclusion of his Secretary of State from one of
the most important deliberations of the hostage crisis directly
resulted in the failed rescue operation, Vance’s resignation, and
a wave of public criticism.

Finally, there is the issue of contingency planning.
Kennedy did well by this metric, as evidenced by the decision
to choose a blockade of Cuba rather than an airstrike, whereas
Carter fared much worse—Operation Eagle Claw was only
planned out to the point where special forces would reach the
embassy compound, with barely any plan for the moment-
to-moment action of locating and rescuing the hostages.(14)
Carter knew this and still allowed the operation to proceed.
Obama generally had good planning, but faltered when it came
to vaccine rollout, as he was unprepared for delays. They were
not his fault, but by making a promise about the government’s
ability to provide vaccines when still early in the pandemic he
set the stage for the public to later be disappointed when they
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fell short, reducing trust in the pandemic response as a whole.
The Trump administration’s response to the Covid-19 pan-
demic has been criticized on nearly every level, by members of
both major parties, and when checked against these factors the
results are no different. He consistently clashed with the CDC
and Dr. Fauci, frequently misled the public by downplaying
the severity of the virus, and never organized a coordinated
federal response, leaving states to manage by themselves.(15)
This shows a clear lack of contingency planning and poor com-
munication skills, as well as a general disdain for the advice of
public health experts. As a result, the United States is leading
the world in the number of infections and deaths and there is
broad mistrust in the government’s ability to bring an end to
the pandemic. Even worse, Trump’s messaging contributed to
the growth of a population that plainly ignores public health
policy and treats the vaccine with suspicion.

Regardless of the concrete policies put into place,
the inclusion of the factors discussed—expert advice, efficient
communication, and contingency planning—can vastly im-
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prove the quality and effectiveness of a response to Covid-19.
Trump had not included these in his efforts, but the new Biden
administration has already shown some promise. President
Biden put together a Covid-19 task force composed of doctors
and public health professionals, and has detailed the steps that
the federal government will take to combat the virus under

his administration.(16) Even the daily press briefings repre-
sent a shift in direction for White House strategy, helping the
public become more informed of Biden’s actions and mak-

ing the administration more transparent. There will certainly
be hurdles for the administration going forward—the recent
winter storm in Texas has contributed to a nationwide delay in
vaccine distribution, and Biden has promised that there will be
enough vaccines for all Americans by the end of July, potential-
ly leading to disappointment and panic if there are production
delays—but there have not yet been any serious impediments
to Biden’s Covid-19 response. Given his actions so far, the ad-
ministration seems prepared to deal with any should they arise.
(17)

Jason Walter 23 is a sophomore at Brandeis University majoring in Politics with a Legal Studies minor.
Jason is a contributing writer to the Journal of Politics.

1. “A Timeline of COVID-19 Developments in 2020.” American Journal of Managed Care, accessed January 7, 2021, ajme.
com.
2. Benjamin Schwarz, “The Real Cuban Missile Crisis,” The Atlantic, January 2, 2013, theatlantic.com.

3. Steven L. Diamond, “Power and Decision-Making in the Cuban Missile Crisis,” Harvard Business School Case Services,

1970, p. 4.
4. Morten T. Hansen, “How John F. Kennedy Changed Decision Making for Us All,”™ Harvard Business Review, November 22,
3, hbr.org.
5. “The Tranian Hostage Crisis,” partment of State Office of the Historian, accessed January 24, 2021, history.statc.gov.

6. Betty Glad. “Operation Eagle Claw,”
American Forcign Policy, Isted. (Cornell University F
7. Beuy Glad, “Personality, Political and Group Process
of the Iranian Hostage €
(1989): 35-61.

8. Glad, “Operation Eagle Claw,” pp. 265-266.

An Outsider in the White House: Jimmy
2009), p. 263.

riables in Foreign Policy Decision-Making: Jimmy Carter’s Handling
is.” International Political Science Review / Revue Internationale de Science Politique 10, no. 1

rier, His Advisors, and the Making of

BRANDEIS JOURNAL OF POLITICS 2020-2021

9. Natasha Korecki, “Biden has fought a pandemic before. It did not go smoothly..” POLITICO, accessed November 22, 2020,
politico.com.

10. Ibid.

11 Ibid.

12. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, An HHS Retrospective on the 2009 HINT Influenza Pandemic, June 15,
2012, pp. xiii-xvii.

13. Korecki

“Biden has fought a pandemic before.”

“Operation Eagle Claw,” p. 266.

meline of COVID-19 Developments in 2020.”

16. Judy Stone, “President-Elect Biden Names New Covid-19 Task Force - What's The Enthusiasm About?,” Forbes, accessed
January 7, 2021, forbes.com; Daniclle Kurtzleben, “Biden Again Criticizes Trump’s COVID-19 Response, Vows To Speed
Vaccine Production,” NPR, accessed January 7, 2021, npr.org.

17. Macgan Vazquez CNN, “Biden Declares There Will Be Enough Vaccines for 300 Million Americans by End of July,” CNN,
accessed February 22, 2021, enn.com.

41



The Government Owes Me Money?

42

By Charlie Corman

As the COVID-19 vaccine begins to roll out across the world,
policy focus is beginning to shift towards economic recovery,
and the best methods to speed up and enhance that recovery.
Lawmakers and economists are facing the proposition of shift-
ing from economic stability measures, like the stimulus pack-
ages working their way through the legislature in the United
States, to measures designed to promote long-term economic
growth and viability. Long term economic growth policy would
involve propping up failing industries, promoting the rise of
emerging industries, and improving systems that have failed
during the pandemic. With these measures, we can prevent a
similar economic collapse, both through the rapid and effective
prevention of the spread of any new virus, and by ensuring the
industries and institutions that we all depend on have the tools
and resources necessary to maintain viability.

The Crisis and Our Economic Future

Supply chain management experts have raised alarms
that the current crisis has exposed structural weaknesses in
the global distribution network. The spread of “just in time”
delivery, where goods arrive at their respective destinations
just when they are needed, means that any disruption in supply
chains can have a ripple effect across industries. In addition,
as we are now seeing when looking at the distribution chal-
lenges of shipping the COVID-19 vaccines, overly complex and
specific distribution chains do not have the flexibility to adapt
to an uncertain world. These issues reflect the broader societal
changes in consumer demand that are not likely to subside
anytime soon. Industries like travel and leisure are unlikely
to recover for an extended period of time, both as a result of
extended health concerns and the realization that consumers
may, in fact, prefer to spend their money somewhere closer to
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home. These concerns are necessary to evaluate when making
economic policy decisions because they determine where the
best usage of capital is, and where future investment should be
made. It can even be useful to help determine where we should
invest now, as a stimulus method.

Business Funding During Crisis in the US and EU

Both state and local governments are facing large
funding shortages, leaving them with the proposition of
underfunded services at the moment where those services are
needed most. In the United States the federal government can
make up for funding shortages to an extent, providing lifelines
for essential services. In the past, following periods of intense
spending, the federal government has opted to pay back debt
through a combination of raising interest rates to reduce the
effective amount of the debt, and to spread the debt payment
structure out over a long period of time so that the government
can pay it back piece by piece. One notable issue in the United
States is the requirement that 49 states have that they maintain
a balanced budget at all times, which forces the state to cut
back on services as revenues decline. Proponents from both
sides of the stimulus issue support a temporary exemption
from this requirement. They also argue that states are being left
unequipped to handle future economic crises if the balanced
budget requirement does not have a built-in exemption system
for times of need. The focus is becoming, in the absence of
relief from the federal government, finding ways to prop up
spending to ensure continued revenue from state sales tax and
income taxes, both of which are estimated to be vastly reduced,
to the average tune of $27 billion per quarter per state. And
while some states have so-called “rainy day” funds that can
be tapped, the loss of those funds pose a problem for future
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growth.

In response to these funding shortfalls spending is
being cut across the board, cutting billions of dollars in fund-
ing for education, health services, and government services.
State governments are rapidly depleting their remaining funds,
especially for states that traditionally run small funding mar-
gins that are propped up by high tax rates, like California, New
York, and Massachusetts. To make matters worse, the newest
piece of federal legislation does not allocate any additional
funding for state or local governments, opting instead to push
back the deadline that state and local governments must use
their allocations of the $150 billion Coronavirus Relief Fund
by.

This is in contrast to countries in the European
Union for example, which has much stricter control over the
distribution of funds from country to country. The EU is also
taking a different approach to economic recovery, preferring to
distribute a mix of grants and loans. The EU has, through the
€750 billion Next Generation EU fund, established a method
of direct funding to member states, who can submit propos-
als for emergency funding to the European Commission. The
funds will be distributed from the Commission to the member
states, who will then distribute it to businesses as determined
by their funding proposals. The funding will be allocated to ad-
dress these funding shortfalls through a distribution formula,
centered around unemployment rates, population, and inverse
GDP per capita. These funds will be aimed at not only address-
ing funding shortfalls but also accelerating the transition to
more “green” industries, as it looks to implement carbon pric-
ing and other means of combating climate change through the
distribution of these grants and loans.

Another problem for European Union member states
is the likely event that many of them will breach the rules
surrounding excessive debt, which could leave member states
open to fines and other forms of management. Many states will
run deficits in excess of 3% of GDP, which would leave them
open to enforcement actions. The International Monetary
Fund has recommended that the EU take this opportunity to
change those policies, and this may be an opportune time to
do so. Indeed, the initial response to the economic crisis was
widely criticized, as funds were not made easily available to
demanding member states. Since then, however, the Commis-

BRANDEIS JOURNAL OF POLITICS 2020-2021

Theme: The Global Immune Response

Source: Eric Sales

A nurse at the Jose B. Lingad Memorial Region-
al Hospital in San Fernando City, Pampanga

sion has established several funds to prop-up weakened sys-
tems, like the asset purchase program, which was designed to
purchase and reduce domestic risk from failing assets, and the
emergency purchase program, which permitted the purchase
of higher-risk domestic bonds to ensure continued funding for
government operations.

For the EU, at least, the future looks somewhat posi-
tive. The IMF estimates that the recovery will not be complete,
restoring the economy to pre-pandemic levels, until sometime
in 2022. Growth is expected to remain depressed, wealth
inequality between different countries is expected to increase,
and the continually increasing cost of subsidizing out-of-work
individuals will all continue to rise. As long as access to cheap
capital remains, however, those are problems that appear to
be solvable, and indicate a position of overall strength for the
Euro area throughout the recovery.

Stimulus Proposals in the U.S.

The future methods of economic stimulus are hotly
debated. The various proposals can be understood as different
methods of government providing capital to sustain businesses
until consumer spending reaches levels that can organically
sustain those businesses. During the height of the pandemic
the U.S. government distributed loans under the Paycheck Pro-
tection Program, or PPP, with the aim of ensuring the continu-
ation of employment by small businesses. While this program
was originally structured as a loan, as the money was supposed
to be repaid in the future, it has shifted to a pure monetary
grant, as the government is offering very lenient pathways
towards the of erasure that debt. These loans are useful because
they allow businesses to spend capital with few spending
restrictions, as long as they meet key requirements around
employment. This means the companies can spend at nearly
their own discretion, keeping their businesses running as best
they see fit. Supporters of this method argue that consistent
allocations of debt that must be repaid, instead of easily forgiv-
able loans, cause a smaller impact on the economy, as huge
injections of capital can cause a shock that further damages the
overall economy. They also argue that structuring these effec-
tive loans initially as debt is helpful for accountability reasons,
as businesses must adhere to strict guidelines to get their debt
forgiven. Debt forgiveness can also be targeted, giving more at-
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risk sectors greater relief, while ensuring that sectors that have
fared reasonably well during the pandemic pay off their debt.

This is in contrast to the more “conservative” stimulus
method: the offering of debt to small and large companies
alike, as opposed to grants and debt forgiveness. Debt is con-
sidered more preferable by conservative-leaning lawmakers
because it does not appear to be a taxpayer-dollar funded “bail-
out,” as the funds must be returned to the federal government.
A study by the Congressional Research Office found that the
level of debt held by the government will increase exponential-
ly, equaling “107% of GDP in 2023, and 195% of GDP by 2050
The office argues that this level of spending is not sustainable,
and the pandemic will only exacerbate these concerns. They
argue that this amount of debt is not sustainable in the long-
term.

This same study found that much of the economic
collapse in the United States can be attributed to the “reduced
spending by high-income individuals,” leading lawmakers to
conclude that the most effective method of restoring con-
sumer confidence, and ensuring the continued operation of
many businesses, should be focused on encouraging spending
by those high-income individuals. While programs like PPP
did help to maintain employment, they did little to prop up
consumer spending regardless of socio-economic status, and
thus was not as effective as it could have been. If high-income
consumers are not willing to leave the house due to health
concerns, and they have the funds necessary to stay home for
a prolonged period of time, they are not going to be persuaded
by economic stimulus as long as the virus remains. In addition,
high spending by all levels of government, especially with the
distribution of grants or loans that will not be repaid, can cause
severe funding shortages. If the funding shortages are not ad-
dressed, long-term economic growth will be stunted.

There are some economists, however, who believe dif-
ferently. They believe that traditional economic models do not
adequately account for certain external factors, like currency
and central bank status, which leads them to miss coming fis-
cal crises. They argue that the strength and desirability of U.S.
Treasuries, along with the continued relative strength of the
dollar, insulates the United States from many of the fiscal woes

that have plagued other countries. Their primary argument is
that Treasuries will always be in demand, and the totality of the
debt-load of the United States can be made up of foreign-held
treasuries. The interest rate for Treasuries is also set by the Fed-
eral Reserve and can be managed to maintain a certain level of
interest regardless of the supply situation, thanks to the ability
of the Fed to repurchase second-hand Treasuries, preserving
adequate supply levels of fresh securities. As long as the Trea-
sury securities are in demand, the federal deficit should not be
an issue.

Future efforts, many economists say, should be
focused on ensuring that banks and other non-governmental
lenders of capital have the supply of capital necessary to make
the loans needed to sustain the economy, and let the free
market allow access to that capital by the businesses demand-
ing it. This could involve incentivizing consumer spending and
increasing take-home income. By offering sales tax incentives,
fiscal incentives for businesses to temporarily lower prices,
and other means, the government can help incite middle-class
consumers to spend some of their built-up savings. This would
help both small businesses and the government through an
increase in tax revenues. This would be a major shift from the
direct emergency stimulus currently planned to a focus on
a more traditional system of economic stability. While this
might be made difficult by the current low interest rates, which
endangers the rate of return for the government on their eco-
nomic investments, it is necessary to ensure that the recovery
and growth remains consistent for the long term.

The challenge ahead for lawmakers both at home
and abroad is deciding how much stimulus is needed, when
and how often it is needed, and eventually, when to stop the
stimulus. The Biden administration, having secured control
over Congress, seems poised to undertake expansive stimulus
measures regardless of the increase of the federal debt. Deficit
hawks are certain to protest, and the exact scale and delivery
method of the stimulus are uncertain, but the public are cer-
tainly demanding it.

Charlie Corman 23 is a sophomore majoring in Economics and Politcs.
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a press briefing.

The United States’ system of government is struc-
turally decentralized. Often, state and federal authorities are
in competition over the limits of and conflicts between their
respective powers. The coronavirus pandemic has revealed
these areas of contention within a decentralized governmental
structure. Since February, individual state and federal Covid-19
public health guidance has differed, and sometimes even been
contradictory. Some states have urged more caution than others
pertaining to public gatherings, social distancing and enforcing
mask mandates. In the beginning of the United States’ initial re-
sponse to the pandemic, the week of March 16th, the CDC and
HHS released a set of public health guidelines that included
stay at home and social distancing recommendations. However,
the exclusion of mask mandates in the original federal public
health guidelines created a dissonance between the states and
the federal government. The Trump administration was largely
responsible for that disconnect; by arguing that public health
crises need to be handled by local and state governments, the
executive branch delegated the majority of crisis manage-
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ment responsibilities to state governors.(1) This philosophy
produced a broader phenomenon that extended across the
United States—the American response to the pandemic was
distinctly asymmetrical and non-uniform. Ultimately, a limited
CDC combined with the “hands-oft” approach of the national
executive, former President Trump, created a situation in which
different states’ Covid-19 responses were primarily reliant on
the governing philosophy and pandemic response strategy of
individual state governors. This resulted in Covid-19 trans-
mission that largely varied in severity depending on the state
response, making the pandemic difficult to uniformly manage
nationwide.

Structural Challenges for the CDC

The Center for Disease Control (CDC) is a federal
agency that serves as the main public health apparatus of the
United States federal government. It is tasked with studying
and combating infectious diseases that threaten public safety.
It also releases federal guidelines for citizens to follow in the

45



Theme: The Global Immune Response

46

event of public health crises, such as the 2015 Ebola outbreak.
However, the institutional structure that the CDC inhabits pre-
vents it from effectively combating novel public health crises.
The CDC’s charter is too specific; its powers extend only to
“apprehension, detention, or conditional release” for individu-
als that contract a specific disease, as outlined by executive
order.(2) When new health crises arise, the CDC must seek out
permission to enact public health measures from the executive
or legislative branches, rather than just having a broad mandate
that circumvents the bureaucratic process. Additionally, the
CDC lacks sufficient authority to override local and state ordi-
nances during public health emergencies. When an outbreak
begins, the CDC can only support local governments and
communities upon request but cannot act unless the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services (HHS) declares a “public
health emergency.’(3) Because the time between an initial
outbreak and the declaration of an emergency is critical from a
public health perspective, by the point that the CDC becomes
involved in local processes, it may already be too late.

These limitations are the product of the federal
government’s inability to impede upon the rights of the states,
which are protected by the 10th Amendment of the U.S.
Constitution, and the Supreme Court’s interpretation of the
regulatory abilities of federal health authorities. In Compagnie
Francaise de Navigation a Vapeur v Louisiana State Board of
Health (1902), the Court concluded that the state controlled
the quarantine process for individuals entering their jurisdic-
tion.(4) Justice White argued that the ability to quarantine
interstate travelers was an essential component of the state’s po-
lice power.(5) This judicial precedent has informed the policy
decisions of state executives amidst the current Covid-19
pandemic, as it asserts that the responsibilities and delegated
powers of the state should dictate current state policy. Judge
Christopher Murray of Michigan’s First Circuit Court of Ap-
peals cited Francaise v LA State Board of Health as a reason
to block petitioners' claims that Michigan Governor Gretchen
Whitmer’s stay at home order was unconstitutional.(6) These
legal limitations imposed by the Constitution thus make it
difficult for states and the federal government to implement an
effective, nationally coordinated pandemic response.

State Pandemic Response Strategies

Examining the pandemic response strategies of
Florida and New York provides insight into the effect that the
delegation of pandemic decision-making to the states has had
on the national Covid-19 response, They represent two major
philosophies on virus management and reveal the dramatic
problems inherent in a decentralized system during crises.
In New York, strict lockdown procedures kept transmission
low for many months following the initial outbreak in April.
New York City was the initial epicenter of the coronavirus in
the United States. First beginning in New Rochelle, NY, and
later spreading throughout most of the city, New York was the
first state to experience a significant outbreak, reaching up to
15,000 cases on March 22nd.(7) By April, New York state ac-
counted for half the total number of cases in the U.S.. Decisive

action was necessary. Governor Andrew Cuomo shut down all
nonessential businesses and told residents to stay home when
able. Despite these initial efforts, hospitals were quickly over-
whelmed and death tolls increased dramatically.

Once it became clear that New York lacked the
resources to tackle its outbreak alone, Governor Cuomo asked
for federal assistance from the White House. Here, the conflict
between the federal and state authorities' spheres of power and
influence caused problems. As political scientist Paul Rutledge
contends, “[former president] Trump offered his hostility
toward the administrative state, tweeting that “bureaucratic
red tape and overregulation are discouraging the American
Dream.”
sistance, Trump initially framed the request as indicative of a
failure on New YorK’s part, rather than a natural step that states
often take during crises. As he stated in a press conference in
early April, “I don’t take responsibility at all.”’(9) And further
on, April 16th, Trump declared that “You're going to call your
own shots”(10) Trump made it clear that the president was not
the person best suited to deal with state crises. Such a position
was relatively unprecedented, as past presidents would often
take instrumental roles in solving crises, usually to bolster
credibility and popularity. New York eventually received
federal aid and support, with the state becoming a docking
point for the USNS Comfort. But the acquisition of that aid
required public shows of cooperation between the state and
national executive. Apart from that assistance, the response in
New York was solely at the direction of Governor Cuomo. His
mistakes and successes were generally the product of his own
leadership and governance, by his own admission.(11.12) After
May, it appeared that the Governor’s actions had stemmed the
spread of new cases. But in November, cases began to spread
again concurrently with the rest of the nation. Nothing really
changed from June to November, save the total amount of
cases in the nation. New York could not shield itself from other
states; this is because the United States cannot effectively moni-
tor travel between states, thus making it difficult to ensure that
certain states remain safe from the virus.

Florida did not experience the large surge of cases at
the same time as New York. Instead, Florida’s case counts be-
gan to rise in early to mid-June and stayed relatively consistent
from that point forward.(13) Florida Governor Ronald DeSan-
tis’ pandemic response strategy was based on the belief that
maintaining economic stability was more critical than prevent-
ing mass viral transmission through the use of state-ordered
lockdowns. In his Covid-19 reopening plan, he ordered that
“restaurants may not be limited by a local Covid-19 emer-
gency order to less than 50% of their indoor capacity” Fur-
ther, “limitations on restaurants must quantify the economic
impact of those restrictions”(14) In Florida, the restrictions
on lockdowns, and the prioritization of short-term economic
and financial stability were more evident than in New York,
where Governor Cuomo implemented broad closures without
restrictions on the type or manner of them. Moreover, Florida
refrained from limiting any type of travel into the state or
closing recreation facilities such as movie theaters or bowling

(8) When Governor Cuomo asked for federal as-
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alleys. While Governor Cuomo acted quickly to close busi-
nesses and restaurants, Governor DeSantis waited for federal
guidance, namely the Surgeon General’s order on April 1st
that states should issue stay-at-home orders.(15) This demon-
strates a stronger relationship between DeSantis and the federal
government, perhaps due to the similar political and governing
philosophies that him and former President Trump shared.

It is natural to look at the Covid-19 case dash-
board and infer that the Floridian response was insufficient
in comparison to that of New York. But such a conclusion
would fail to account for the role of individual responsibility in
determining rates of viral transmission.The entire country has
experienced large spikes in cases, regardless of whether or not
individual states have stringent public health protocols in place.
California remains the state with the largest number of cases,
even as it implemented similar strategies as New York, which
spent most of the summer without significant caseloads.(16)
One possible explanation for this phenomenon is that guide-
lines and caseloads vary from state to state, and there is no real
practical way to ban interstate travel. When states with drasti-
cally different pandemic response strategies border each other,
it is impossible to truly enforce and benefit from a statewide
lockdown. The potential for those difficulties in enforcement
spawned multi-state regional pacts which sought to normalize
public health standards across state lines. However, governors
would sometimes abstain from attending, thereby largely chal-
lenging the purpose of the attempted partnership.(17)

Theme: The Global Immune Response

The implications of the federal government’s policy

Implications

are apparent. Cases have risen dramatically across the country,
regardless of the measures that any specific state took to pre-
vent them. States that have more restrictive lockdown protocols
suffer from imported cases from neighboring states, or from
residents who choose to ignore quarantine requirements and
other interstate travel guidelines. While localized responses
and policies sometimes do better serve individual communi-
ties, a respiratory virus such as Covid-19 is a challenge that
requires a broader, standardized national response. Without an
adequate and broad national response, individual states cannot
effectively staunch outbreaks, both within their own borders
and across their geographic region. The failures of the United
States’ response to the Covid-19 pandemic stem from the lack
of a uniform national policy and clearly communicated public
health guidelines. A stronger and more robust federal strategy
is necessary when confronting national crises. The U.S. gov-
ernment may better combat future viruses and other national
problems if it becomes more willing to consider non-wartime
crises as equally as critical as wartime crises. Effective national
mobilization efforts can only occur when the entire govern-
ment, at the federal, state, and local levels, considers the matter

equally important.
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As of January 15th, 2021, over 23 million Americans
have tested positive for the coronavirus. The United States is
leading in deaths globally, at 390,809'. With coronavirus infec-
tion rates continuing to soar due to limited availability and
distribution of the Pfizer and Moderna vaccines, it is evident
that this disease, while dubbed the “great equalizer,” in reality
has only highlighted and intensified existing institutional dis-
parities in healthcare and government that marginalize Black,
Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC), Latino, and Asian
communities on the lower end of the socioeconomic ladder".
Working class individuals, low-income populations, immi-
grants, and racial minorities are more likely to live in crowded
areas, be reliant on public transportation and work in service
industries, leading to higher rates of infection™. Furthermore,
linguistic and cultural differences create barriers to access-
ing information and proper healthcare services. It is clear that
the coronavirus, while an indiscriminately infectious disease,
affects certain populations and communities proportionate to
their preexisting privileges, or lack thereof.

Asian American women, in particular, are strug-
gling to overcome systemic challenges in the United States’
healthcare and government systems, which limit their ability to

Asian American community rallies against racism in San Francisco Chinatown.

Source: Hearts Newspapers via Getty Image

survive the lasting effects of the pandemic. Not only do Asian
American women face the health risks of COVID-19, they are
additionally burdened by a hostile society in which they are the
targets of hate crimes, struggle to maintain their place in the
workforce, and must juggle gender norms and cultural differ-
ences. Without proper support and government infrastructure,
Asian American women will continue to face significant barri-
ers and challenges which go unaddressed.

Racism & Xenophobia

For Asian Americans in particular, the effects of
the coronavirus have been exacerbated by racial inequalities
and biased prejudices. Because the initial outbreak of coro-
navirus originated in Wuhan, China, many Asian Americans
in the United States continue to face various forms of racism
and xenophobia that has been ongoing in the United States
since the first Asian immigrants arrived in the 1850s. 26% of
surveyed Asian Americans feared someone might threaten or
physically try to attack them, compared to 9% of whites, and
31% reported being subjected to slurs or jokes subsequent
to the coronavirus outbreak". Furthermore, in cities like San
Francisco where significant populations of Asians reside, Asian
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Americans are dying from coronavirus at alarming rates. In
October of 2020, 38% of the 123 coronavirus related deaths in
San Francisco were Asian Americans, and because of inac-
curate data compilations, experts believe that the true positive
infection rate among the Asian American community is much
higher than the reported 12%".

The model minority myth, which promotes the idea
that Asian Americans are a highly successful minority group, is
also a significant issue. Policymakers and government officials
often overlook the wide variety of backgrounds, education
levels, and levels of English proficiency in the Asian Ameri-
can population. This misconception then produces further
institutional barriers as well as economic and public health
policies that do not properly serve Asian American communi-
ties. Viewing Asian Americans as a monolith perpetuates the
misunderstanding that Asian Americans are not significantly
impacted by the coronavirus pandemic. As Margaret Simms,

a nonresident fellow with The Urban Institute in Washington,
D.C,, describes, “with Asian Americans, the average always is
pulled way up by those doing very well, which means you miss
the groups who clearly are not"”

Racist stereotypes have only furthered the high
rates of coronavirus infection, as many Asian Americans do
not get tested, fearing discriminatory retaliation due to the
stigmatization of the virus as the “China virus” or “Kung Flu”
as described by former President Donald Trump™. Racist poli-
cies such as the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and political
rhetoric like the xenophobic term “yellow peril” during World
War II have been effective in gatekeeping Asian Americans
from accessing equal rights and decent living and working situ-
ations in the past”. Such tools are still being employed today
to separate and alienate Asian Americans in the United States.
Just in this past year, former president Donald Trump issued
multiple executive orders which froze H1B and H2B visas for
foreign workers and threatened the legitimacy of F-1 visa hold-
ers—primarily international students pursuing an education in
the United States—which affected millions of students of color,
including many Asian international students™. According to
statistics provided by the Migration Policy Institute, China, In-
dia, and South Korea made up the top three countries of origin
for international students in the United States during the 2019-
2020 school year, comprising 57.2% of the entire international
student population*. Racist policies which inhibit international
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students from entering the United States are intended to target
Asian American students and have a devastating effect on their
educational careers.

Economic Impacts of the Pandemic

In addition to the disproportionate coronavirus infec-
tion rates among Asian American communities, the economic
recession spurred by the pandemic is taking a toll on Asian-
owned businesses and the Asian families who rely on them for
income. Hundreds of restaurants in Los Angeles’s Koreatown
have permanently closed their doors due to social distancing
restrictions and stay-at-home orders, which limit owners to
earning income exclusively from take-out orders. Despite mu-
tual aid efforts by the Asian community to save and revive such
businesses, biased misconceptions that all Asian people carry
the coronavirus have made it difficult to remedy the underly-
ing issue of racial discrimination. Although Asian American
unemployment rates soared from 3% to 15% between February
and May of 2020, the Asian American community was largely
ignored by government officials and lawmakers who failed to
provide adequate and timely stimulus check proposals and fed-
eral unemployment assistance™. The difference between first-
generation Asian Americans—who are largely middle class
citizens, small business owners, or service workers—and their
second-generation children, who occupy fields such as tech
and corporate finance, often goes unrecognized. This, com-
bined with biased characterization that Asian Americans are a
homogenous, privileged group of people, leads to the assump-
tion, articulated by Frances Nguyen, that “Asian Americans
aren’t marginalized, which dismisses the possibility that they
would ever need aid*"”
between the government and struggling Asian Americans who
can’t or won't request public assistance, due to language barri-

Such stereotypes have driven a wedge

ers, misinformation, and fears of deportation.

Challenges Faced by Asian American Women

While the entire Asian American community is
struggling to address and mitigate the effects of the pandemic
in various aspects, it would be an overgeneralization to as-
sume that the challenges facing the Asian American popula-
tion are homogenous. One specific group facing unique—and
often overlooked—challenges is Asian American women. The
pandemic has highlighted the reality of gender-based discrimi-

Not only do Asian American women face the health risks of COVID-19, but
they are additionally burdened by a hostile society in which they are tar-

geted for hate crimes, struggle to maintain their place in the workforce, and

must juggle gender norms and cultural differences. Without proper support

and government infrastructure, the significant challenges that Asian Ameri-

can women face will continue to go unaddressed.
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nation for women, especially those of low-income, racially
marginalized backgrounds. Not only do these individuals

face higher rates of coronavirus infection, but they are also at
greater risk for job insecurity, loss of livelihood, and domestic
violence™. As a result, Asian American women, who are often
at the intersection of race, gender, and income inequality suffer
the most, especially during a worldwide crisis.

Historically, women have always been paid less than
men, with a worldwide gender pay gap of approximately 16%".
According to data provided by UN Women and the United
Nations Development Programme, the coronavirus already
has and will continue to widen the gender-poverty gap, with
an expected 232 million women living in poverty around the
world, compared to the 206 million women before the start of
the pandemic™. However, the pandemic has hit women of color
especially hard, resulting in Asian American women having the
highest rates of joblessness in the past 6 months™. Surpassing
rates of unemployment among Black and Latino women, 44%
of Asian American women in the United States are now relying
on unemployment benefits™.

Furthermore, 1 in 4 Asian American women are a
part of the industries that have been most severely impacted by
the pandemic, such as nursing, food service, and retail™. As
a result, not only do Asian American women face the highest
rates of unemployment, they also stay unemployed the longest™
,_There been a significantly disproportionate decrease in the
number of Asian-owned businesses in comparison to White-
owned or Latino-owned businesses due to the pandemic; these
losses are compounded by the realities of racial discrimination,
and that socioeconomic safety nets, such as the Paycheck Pro-
tection Program and other aid programs “were not designed
with Asian communities in mind,” making support systems
inaccessible to many Asian immigrants™.

This is a reflection of the underlying systemic
inequalities which make the effects of a pandemic extremely
gender-biased and racially polarizing. On top of the already
existing gender wage gap, the significant increase in unemploy-
ment has only worsened the situation for women who struggle
to provide for their families. It will be impossible for Asian
American women, especially single mothers, heads of house-
holds, and younger generations newly entering the workforce,
to survive economically if current trends continue. Asian
American women not only face challenges in the workforce,
but also a double standard of expectations to perform emotion-
al labor and family caretaking duties at home. Women are now
doing more unpaid labor than before, and according to UN
Women Deputy Executive Director Anita Bhatia, “Everything
that we worked for, that has taken 25 years, could be lost in a
year;” and the burden of expected caretaking “pose[s] a real risk
of reverting back to the 1950s gender stereotypes™.” Every day,
more and more women are being forced to take off time from
work or are out of work completely as a result of the pandemic,
and women are returning to these jobs at significantly lower
rates than their male counterparts™.

During the coronavirus pandemic, the burdensome
gender roles that women play in Asian households as daugh-

ters and wives have been exacerbated. Asian Americans are
the racial group most likely to live in intergenerational homes;
in 2016, 29% of Asian Americans reported living in intergen-
erational homes, in which complicated family dynamics and
second-generation immigrant children’s responsibilities are
heavy*#. Not only does this living situation make the spread
of coronavirus more likely, but young people and women in
these households are also expected to make significant emo-
tional and professional sacrifices for their families due to the
valuation of the family before the individual in many Asian
cultures™". The burden caretaking falls largely on mothers,
who are expected to carry the responsibility of protecting both
their children and elderly parents from coronavirus™. Many
women are also expected to take off work or quit their jobs
entirely, if family circumstances call for a mother or daughter
to stay at home and take up household responsibilities. After
the start of the pandemic, women reportedly have been taking
on more domestic chores and family care, and are being forced
to choose between household obligations and pursuing their
career.

Furthermore, pandemic-related lockdowns and stay
at home orders has caused a significant increase in cases of
domestic violence, reinforcing cultural gender inequalities
and highlighting the failure of legal and healthcare systems in
supporting Asian American women. As the coronavirus crisis
grew to a full-blown pandemic in March of 2020 and much
of the United States went into a lockdown, Asian American
domestic violence organizations noted a significant decrease
in requests for help as many women who had previously been
seeking help were now constantly surrounded by their abusive
partners and could not take or make calls or leave their home-
s, However, after lockdowns eased beginning in May, calls
and reports of domestic violence from Asian American women
began to surge. Sakhi, an organization supporting South Asian
women experiencing domestic violence, reported 164 calls for
help in January of 2020, only 53 during lockdowns in March,
and 224 in June, marking a 36% increase in the number of
cases™ !, The Asian Women’s Home in San Jose, California also
reported a 45% increase in women requesting assistance in fil-
ing restraining orders after the pandemic began™".

The severity of violence against Asian American
women has also notably increased, as research from the
Brigham and Women’s Hospital shows that there were more
instances of women seeking emergency care for instances of
high-risk abuse including strangulations, stab wounds, and
burns™™. Asian American women face the burden of cultural
norms which stigmatize reporting domestic violence, as well as
financial pressures, threats of deportation, and racism™*. Many
women who are financially dependent on their abusive part-
ners, face cultural pressures to conceal conflict and maintain a
happy marriage and family, or are undocumented immigrants
who do not consider turning to legal authorities a viable option
and view the criminal justice system as a threat rather than a
resource™.

Despite the challenges faced by Asian American
women in particular, and the Asian American community
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as a whole throughout the coronavirus pandemic, there is
hope for the future. Asian Americans are the fastest growing
racial group in the U.S. electorate, with the number of eligible
Asian voters increasing by 139% between 2000 and 2020,

In addition to more Asian immigrants becoming naturalized
citizens and taking part in electoral democracy, Asian Ameri-
cans, particularly Asian American women, have been making
groundbreaking accomplishments in government and the
political system™. These victories are indicative of a strength-
ening political consciousness within the Asian American com-
munity and growing capacity among Asian American women
to organize resistance against systematic inequalities. With

a continuously increasing proportion of eligible voters and
elected government officials being Asian American women,
the implementation of policy changes which directly benefit
and address the needs of the Asian American community

can be prioritized. However, it is also important to remember
and recognize that there will always be a need to bridge the
gap between highly successful Asian Americans and the most
marginalized. There is still much more work to be done, and in
this process, specific solutions and policy changes can help to
mitigate the gap.

Solutions & Policies for Change

In order to better support Asian American women
and eliminate the systematic barriers and inequalities they face
and which have been exacerbated by the coronavirus pan-
demic, policy changes must be made. With a population of 20
million and nearly 2 million small businesses which generate
over $700 billion in annual GDP revenue, Asian Americans are
a substantial economic force in the United States™®. The Asian
American immigrant population is estimated to be the largest
immigrant group in the U.S. by 2055; it is therefore essential to
better understand the polylithic nature of Asian Americans and
address racist and xenophobic discrimination, mental health
issues, and political underrepresentation™.

It is important to note the drastic variety in educa-
tion levels dependent on various Asian Americans’ countries
of origin™. 7 in 10 Asians in the U.S. over the age of 5 speak
English proficiently, but while East Asian groups such as
the Japanese have an 84% proficiency rate, only 27-28% of
Bhutanese and Burmese people are able to speak English at a
functioning level, indicating a clear need for better translation
and language services™. The dearth of varied and inclusive
language services, as well as the inadequacies of translation re-
sources provided by municipal and state governments, present
the Asian American community with additional challenges™i,
Outreach that is culturally sensitive and linguistically appro-
priate is thus key to addressing such shortcomings™®. Under
Executive Order 13166, which builds on the Civil Rights Act of
1964, “the federal government and recipients of federal funds
have an obligation to make their services available to the popu-
lations they serve, regardless of what languages those individu-
als speak®” However, the rules and steps to do so are not clearly
outlined, and as a result, many crucial resources and govern-
ment services are not accessible to those with Limited English
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Proficiency (LEP). Especially regarding information about

the coronavirus pandemic, government agencies and officials
have not been successful in reaching immigrant and Asian
communities, resulting in the delayed dissemination of critical
information and resources. In order to address this issue, H.R.
6623, the COVID-19 Language Access Act, was introduced on
April 24, 2020, which would require federal agencies receiving
federal funding to provide translations of any English material
regarding COVID-19 in various languages™. However, this bill
has yet to be passed, and adequate language and translation
services remain a pressing need. Proper information would
allow Asian Americans to better understand when and how to
get medical help for COVID-19, obtain information regarding
testing and vaccinations, and learn about possible Pandemic
Unemployment Assistance and other CARES Act benefits.

In addition, with the current economic crisis caused
by the pandemic, Asian Americans are earning even less as
many Asian-owned restaurants and stores are hit hard, once by
decreased rates of business and again by racial discrimination
and xenophobia. According to the Department of Labor, Asian
Americans unemployment rates have spiked 450%, from 2.5%
in February to 13.8% in June of 2020*. Policies which benefit
individuals who have become unemployed amidst the pandem-
ic and small businesses that are struggling must be prioritized
in order to support the Asian American community. More
than 2 million Asian American and Pacific Islaner individuals
work in healthcare, transportation, and service industries, and
are vulnerable to the coronavirus. H.R.6201, or the Families
First Coronavirus Response Act was passed on March 18, 2020
to provide initial COVID-19 testing and paid sick leave, and
since then, the Pandemic Unemployment Assistance program
has provided lost wage benefits to individuals on the state and
federal level*™.

Furthermore racist hate crimes against Asian
Americans have increased exponentially, with more than 2,500
separate incidents of anti-Asian discrimination taking place be-
tween March and July of 2020*". Patients have been exhibiting
racist behavior towards Asian American medical professionals,
who make up 17% of practicing physicians in the United States,
and according to the 2020 Asian American Voter Survey, more
than half the Asian American population is worried about
COVID-19-related racist hate crimes™. Although the House of
Representatives passed a resolution condemning and denounc-
ing all forms of anti-Asian racism and called on federal law
enforcement to thoroughly investigate reports of racist hate
crimes, there were no specific actions taken or requirements
put into place by this document*"i. The “othering of Asian
Americans” is not new in the history of the United States; the
racist assumption that Chinese immigrant were diseased and
dirty led to the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, and during past
infectious disease outbreaks such as the so-called Asian Flu of
1957, and more recently, during the SARS pandemic of 2003,
Asian Americans and immigrants in California were quaran-
tined while white residents and visitors were not*",

During such past pandemics, the Center for Disease
Control and the Civil Rights Division of the Department of
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Justice immediately deployed a community outreach team to
document and monitor incidents of anti-Asian racism and
educate various groups about the reality of the situation to
avoid the spread of misinformation and prejudice™. In order
to combat the large amount of misinformation currently
circulating about COVID-19 and reduce anti-Asian sentiment,
it is crucial for government officials and federal agencies to
create a task force to address these concerns and prioritize the
dissemination of accurate information in as many languages as
possible. Various racial justice organizations and the Congres-
sional Asian Pacific American Caucus have submitted formal
requests to public officials to address the situation, but concrete
steps and plans have yet to be formed. Improving community

outreach and resources for victims of anti-Asian hate crimes
are essential to supporting the Asian American community.
In order to ensure the sustainability of the Asian
American community in the United States, it is imperative
that the federal government and public officials take action
and make an effort to prioritize racial justice and equality. By
illuminating the already-existing inequalities and shortcom-
ings of current systems, COVID-19 has increased the need for
better policies, effective solutions, and change in society. As the
United States and the rest of the world attempts to address the
pandemic, issues of race, gender, and systemic inequality will
continue to shape and define the history of this time period.

Yoo Ra Sung 23 is a sophomore at Brandeis University majoring in History and International & Global Studies.
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By Michael Schwartz

Trade policy is always complex and controversial. Throughout
American history, during periods of war and peace, economic
growth and recession, the U.S. government has attempted to
maintain healthy trade policies. In the early twentieth century,
one U.S. official made clear that strong trade was indelibly
intertwined with another role of government: national security.
That official was Cordell Hull, FDR’s Secretary of State for over
a decade. He sought to promote peace and diplomatic relations
between countries, recognizing that a comparative advantage
and mutually beneficial trade can hardly be achieved if bombs
are flying overhead. This aspiration earned him the 1945 Nobel
Peace Prize, where in his acceptance speech he proudly shared
how, “It has become a supreme mark of distinction in the field
of effort directed toward the attainment of man’s highest aspi-
ration - the establishment of enduring peace based on justice
and fair-dealing for all”

Much has changed since Hull’s tenure. The U.S. is no longer en-
gaged in a world war, and its main geopolitical foe is China not
Germany. Yet with regard to trade policy, many of his insights
still stand. And as the U.S. continues to battle the coronavi-
rus, policymakers should be heeding his advice and placing
national security at the heart of decisions around trade.

As China has grown richer over the last few decades, trade
with the U.S. has increased, and the two countries are now
each other's largest trading partners. While China is no longer
the “world’s factory” which companies default to for cheap
labor, the U.S.-Chinese trading relationship is still mainly
characterized by Chinese exports and U.S. imports. Indeed,
the annual trade deficit between the two countries-the differ-
ence between the value of imported and exported goods-has
steadily increased, to roughly $340 billion in 2019. In his 2016
Presidential campaign, Donald Trump singled out this factor
as evidence that the U.S. was being taken advantage of. Econo-
mists and others were quick to rebuff this line of argument;
trade deficits aren’t inherently bad, and there are many factors,
including currency strength and America’s relative wealth, that
contribute to the gap with China. Trump’s policy prescriptions
mainly rested on tariffs on Chinese and other foreign goods,
which he argued would help American workers, facilitate the
renegotiation of “bad” trade deals, and improve American
national security.

Those tariffs failed. Trump’s tenure included three of the high-
est annual trade deficits in U.S. history, and the tariffs mainly
served to increase prices and shuffle around jobs from indus-
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America’s Trade Dependence on China
is a National Security Threat. It’s Time to
Start Treating it that Way.

tries reliant on imports to those able to produce using only
domestic inputs. In other words, there were no net job gains as
a result of the tariffs. Additionally, Trump’s renegotiated North
American trade agreement, the USMCA, changed almost
nothing from its predecessor, NAFTA. In the process of mak-
ing this deal, however, the Trump administration played tough
and placed tariffs on America’s allies. The national security
effects of Trump’s tariffs were detrimental: they alienated allies
such as Canada, Mexico, and the European Union, while fail-
ing to increase domestic production of goods like steel, mainly
because other countries responded with tariffs of their own on
American goods.

Trump’s beliefs and policies were ineffective then,
and they’re ineffective now. However, since the coronavirus hit
the U.S. last spring, it has become clear that the U.S. is indeed
overly reliant on Chinese imports in a few key sectors, most
importantly healthcare products. That reliance poses serious
national security risks.

In late March of 2020, the Center for Disease Control was fret-
ting over whether to advise ordinary citizens to wear masks to
prevent the spread of coronavirus. It was becoming clear that
asymptomatic transmission was occurring, but the C.D.C. was
wary of mask mandates for the general population, because
the U.S. didn’t have enough masks stockpiled to supply both
healthcare professionals and normal citizens.

Prior to the pandemic, upwards of 50% of the world’s surgi-
cal face masks were manufactured in China, including highly
important and effective N95 respirators. Once the pandemic
began, the Chinese government began hoarding masks and, in
some cases, made it illegal to export them. According to one
American trade official, the Chinese Communist Party even
went so far as to nationalize the production of American mask
manufacturers. Chinese officials politicized mask exporting,
opting to send supplies to Beijing's allies and deny them to the
regime’s critics, including the United States.

Masks were not the only product caught in the crossfire.
Because covid-19 is a respiratory illness, those most critically
affected often need ventilators to assist with breathing. When
hospitalizations began to skyrocket in late March, the United
States quickly depleted its stock of ventilators. Unfortunately,
the parts required to build ventilators, specifically circuit
boards, are now almost exclusively manufactured in China.
One circuit manufacturer, Calumet electronics, used to have
thousands of American-based locations which manufactured
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these circuit boards. In 2020, decades of offshoring resulted in
them only having around 200 left. Extended production delays
ensued, causing scores of Americans to go without the lifesav-
ing devices.

The coronavirus also highlighted American reliance on
imported Chinese pharmaceuticals. Roughly 80% of the ac-
tive pharmaceutical ingredients American companies use

to manufacture medicines are imported from China. The
American healthcare system also relies heavily on China for its
supply of generic drugs, including antibiotics, which comprise
90% of the medicines taken by Americans. If you have taken an
antibiotic recently, there is a 97% chance it came from China.
That number is 95% for ibuprofen and 70% for acetaminophen.
When the coronavirus forced Chinese companies to close
some of their pharmaceutical factories, the medical supply
chain into the United States was halted, prompting worries of a
drug shortage.

Another issue is the quality and safety of Chinese
healthcare products. The Chinese government has been
exposed for lax regulations regarding the manufacturing of
counterfeit medications and active pharmaceutical ingredients
which can be exported to the United States. Last year, to make
up for mask shortages in the United States and around the
world, several Chinese companies started producing knock-off
N95 respirators which are, in theory, designed to keep out 95%
of airborne particles. One such company, King Year Packag-
ing and Printing Co. Ltd., shipped nearly 500,000 respirators
to the U.S. which were proven to not live up to their promised
standards. King Year now faces charges in a federal court
for violating U.S. laws, including misleading consumers and
federal agencies. The King Year affair highlights the crux of the
problem within America’s medical supply chains: the govern-
ment and private companies rely on products from China
which can’t be trusted and are liable to become unavailable in

an instant.

While the coronavirus has highlighted America’s
overreliance on Chinese healthcare products, the risk extends
far beyond the current crisis. First, the current system is slow,
ineflicient, and easily affected at various stages. Chinese supply
chains might be cheaper, but the result is frequent delays and
shortages due to natural disasters or political choices made
halfway around the globe. Second, reliance on Chinese imports
weakens the U.Ss bargaining position on various other mat-
ters. The U.S. is constantly on the back foot in negotiations on
issues ranging from military settlements to trade deals, because
China can always cut off the supply of drugs and medicine
Americans need.

Perhaps most importantly, dependence on China prevents

the U.S. from achieving its goal as a beacon of freedom and
democracy around the world. The Chinese Communist Party
has a long tradition of suppressing human rights, a trend that
has accelerated under the rule of General Secretary Xi Jinping.
The CCP regularly arrests democracy supporters and forbids
the right to protest for various political freedoms in mainland
China and Hong Kong. Tibetans to this day do not have politi-
cal sovereignty or religious freedoms. Journalists in China are
regularly censored, and forced to spread propaganda under
threats of violence. Among China’s worst misdeeds are the
genocidal crimes they are perpetrating against the Uyghurs,

a Turkic Muslim minority, many of whom are moved into
de-facto concentration camps. There, Uyghurs are compelled
into forced labor and make products, including essential PP.E.
and masks, some of which were exported to the United States
and purchased by American consumers amidst the ongoing
pandemic. Since its founding, the U.S., however imperfect, has
served as an example of what a free and fair society could look
like. Reliance on China makes this noble goal even more dif-
ficult, as it prevents the federal government from pushing back
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against egregious human rights violations in the most popu-
lous country in the world.
How can the U.S. government respond when China violates
international law and human rights, including in its trade
practices, and abdicates any responsibility towards a global
common good? If the State, Defense, or Commerce Depart-
ments were to make a significant issue of it, China could
nationalize production and ban exports, as they did last year,
leaving Americans helpless and struggling for basic goods. If
America does nothing, it tacitly endorses the C.C.P’s horrifying
activities. Similarly, the Chinese government actively engages
in economic espionage, stealing intellectual property from
the U.S. government and American companies. The Chinese
government has demonstrated time and again that they are not
trustworthy, interested in global responsibility, human rights,
or a true alliance and partnership with the West. Rather, China
is America’s foe, and the United States ought not sustain trade
reliance with an enemy undedicated to universal moral prin-
ciples and human rights.

The first step towards any solution is to revive Cordell
Hull’s philosophy among America’s leaders. Before any policies
or programs are enacted, there must be widespread recogni-
tion that America’s reliance on China is an issue of and risk to
national security, and that it ought not be fully overshadowed
by labor concerns. The Trump administration recognized
this, and garnered significant bipartisan support to begin the
pushback against U.S. dependence on China. Their solutions,
however, were misguided and counterintuitive; Trump’s isola-
tionist populism led him to antagonize all foreign countries,
when the best response to China necessitates closer ties with
allies and other democratic nations. The Biden administra-
tion recognizes this, and has shown its willingness to rejoin
international agreements and improve relations with other
countries. However, their focus still remains primarily on jobs
and labor; Katherine Tai, Biden’s nominee for United States
Trade Representative, recently argued that policy decisions
will be made first and foremost with jobs and workers in mind.
Labor is obviously important, but not nearly as vital as protect-
ing American national security. Going forward, increasing
manufacturing in America and on the shores of allied nations
must be supported by the government to ensure that American
citizens will always have sufficient supplies and can stay safe
and healthy without depending on the U.S’s main geopolitical
foe.
A good place to start for the new Congress and Biden adminis-
tration is the bipartisan Strengthening America's Supply Chain
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and National Security Act, which was introduced to the Senate
by Marco Rubio (R-FL) and Elizabeth Warren (D-MA) among
others last March. The bill is focused on medical supply chains
and would prompt the Department of Defense to analyze its
dependence on China for healthcare products and determine
whether said dependence constitutes a national security threat.
Importantly, it would require pharmaceutical manufacturers to
be more transparent about how many of their active pharma-
ceutical ingredients they import from China. Congressional
leaders would be wise to introduce similar legislation relat-

ing to the supply chains of all sectors with a dependence on
Chinese imports.

A D.O.D. investigation into medical and other supply
chains would prove how much of a threat the status quo is to
national security. When a nation is threatened with war, they
have three priorities: protect their homeland, identify and
team up with their allies, and attack the enemy. This process
is analogous to how the United States should challenge the
menacing dependence on Chinese goods.

First, the United States must protect the manufacturers that al-
ready run production on American soil and invest in growing
that production. To his credit, this was President Trump’s ulti-
mate industrial goal, however unsuccessful he was at achieving
it. President Biden should work with Congress to fulfill his
campaign promise of making a long-term 400 billion dollar in-
vestment in private companies in strategic sectors, and ensure
that all federal contracts go to American companies. Though
this would be a large expenditure for the federal government to
undertake, it is crucial to save American lives-both during the
pandemic and beyond.

Next, America must identify and team up with its allies. Going
to war alone is a fool’s gambit, and, as learned from Cordell
Hull, America must treat trade the same way. This was Presi-
dent Trump’s key trade policy failing. His administration didn’t
distinguish between allies and foes, blindly tariffing goods
from a plethora of foreign nations. Dependence on China can-
not and will not end if Americans are dissuaded from purchas-
ing goods produced in allied countries. Additionally, American
withdrawal from world trade only serves to embolden China.
China is a leader in RCEP (Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership), a Pacific trade alliance made up of 15 countries
with a combined gross domestic product of over 25 trillion
dollars. They are also considering joining the CPTPP (Com-
prehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Part-
nership), the successor to TPP which Trump abandoned as one
of his first moves in office in 2017. To rehabilitate America’s

Since its founding, the U.S., however imperfect, has served as an example
of what a free and fair society could look like. Reliance on China makes this
noble goal even more difficult, as it prevents the federal government from
pushing back against egregious human rights violations in the most popu-
lous country in the world.
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national security, the Biden administration should pursue ef-
forts to de-escalate trade tensions with our non-Chinese allies,
including via the removal of tariffs imposed on allies, and ne-
gotiate to enter CPTPP before China gets a chance to. The U.S,,
as a country with high labor costs, does not need to produce
every good consumed by Americans. Instead, the government
should facilitate as much non-American manufacturing as
possible in allied nations. Neither federal investment in indus-
try nor a reentrance to the world stage are panaceas which will
immediately redeem America from the clutches of Chinese
manufacturing. However, both are the start of a response that
will allow America to be more self-sufficient and prepared for
the next time disaster strikes.

Reinvesting in American manufacturing and reach-
ing out to Americas allies are already part of President Biden’s
priorities, if not conventional wisdom. The great challenge for
Biden, and the next several administrations, will be actively
attacking China’s abusive trade practices and horrifying human
rights violations. Releasing statements will not be enough. If
X{i’s authoritarian regime continues to defy the world order
over the next several years, Washington must take drastic ac-
tions. These can include, but are not limited to, an American

boycott of the 2022 Winter Olympics in Beijing, amending
the U.N. charter to expel China from the security council,
placing sanctions on and embargoing Chinese goods until
their government ceases their genocidal practices, and, as an
ultimate last resort, seriously arming our allies in the region
and preparing for war. Nobody ever wants international strife
or war; it comes with tremendous human and economic
costs. However, the United States cannot simply continue to
stand idly by in the existing global conflict with China, and
the sooner America takes action, the more secure it will be in
years to come.

Cordell Hull sought to avoid war to ensure prosperous global
trading. Even he, however, firmly opposed American neutral-
ity in the lead up to World War II, because long-term peace
sometimes requires a bold national posture. Then and now, the
safety of American citizens depends on strong foreign policy.
In the late 1930’, British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain
attempted to avert war by appeasing Hitler and the Nazis. It
didn’t work. Today’s emboldened CCP represents the greatest
threat to the liberal world order since Nazi Germany. The U.S.
must act swiftly and decisively to ensure it’s not handicapped
by trade and commerce ties, before it’s too late.

Michael Schwartz 24 is a freshman at Brandeis majoring in Politics.
Michael is a contributing writer to the Journal of Politics.
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Taitwan’s COVID-19 Success:
Island Isolation or Pandemic Prudence?

By Douglas Vantran
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A press briefing of the Central Epidemic Command Center. Health and Welfare Minister Chen Shih-chung (center)

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted each coun-
try to respond individually, resulting in countless experiments
in regulation and disease control. Among these, a handful of
countries stand out as having had huge success in containing
the virus. Taiwan, in particular, has weathered the COVID-19
storm effectively, with just 951 cases and 9 confirmed deaths
as of February 26. This reality is more impressive considering
Taiwan’s regional proximity and close ties with China, where
the coronavirus originated. While Taiwan has certain innate
advantages when it comes to pandemic response (most impor-
tantly its existence as a geographically isolated island nation),
careful examination highlights four key factors which aided the
government's success and can be emulated by other countries:
speed, trust, citizen integration in policy, and clear recognition
of comparative advantage. Although the implementation of
these strategies will look somewhat different in every country,
and Taiwan’s response is certainly not a one-size-fits-all ap-
proach, other countries would benefit from looking towards
these guiding values as they face an uncertain timeline for vac-
cine distribution.

Government Policies

From the beginning of the pandemic, the Taiwanese
government has relied on a centralized response system that
created and implemented policies with support from both
citizens and various levels of government. Although many of
these policies are specific to Taiwan’s situation and comparative
strengths—such as the island’s highly-developed tech indus-
try—they showcase how governments can navigate difficult
situations with transparency and leadership, benefiting all.
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To control a pandemic, citizens’ trust in government is para-
mount; without it, even the best technocratic response will be
unable to accomplish much. This is even more true for some-
thing as individualized as COVID-19, where small numbers

of dissenters can cause massive problems for the country as a
whole. Since early 2020, the Taiwanese government has focused
on putting out clear data and information about case numbers
and policies to maintain transparency and build public trust.
This is partially due to the reforms put in place following the
SARS outbreak in 2002, which resulted in a more powerful and
centralized public health system capable of quickly mobilizing
resources and promoting public awareness. One major reform
was the creation of the National Health Command Center,
whose leaders hold daily press briefings to educate people on
the virus and government policy, as well as TV ads that quickly
distribute information. With legal power to enforce the regula-
tions they enact, the NHCC is able to keep the population safe
by promoting transparency and trust; and policing noncom-
pliance through fines. This centralized response center is key
for external and internal reasons: it simplifies communication
with the public and allows for easier communication between
different agencies and levels of government. For example, while
other countries have struggled to align federal, state and local
policies, leaving thousands stranded or in limbo, Taiwan has
had one of the smoothest and transparent processes for those
entering and exiting the country. Thus, Taiwan makes it clear
that unified government voices with clear messaging helps
build public trust and knowledge, increases compliance, and
allows for more decisive action in the form of policies and
regulations that are effective; and actually followed.
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these core values of trust, transparency, education, and collaboration with citizens to

heart, utilizing them for their covid-19 response and to fight future disasters.

One particularly effective policy enacted by the Tai-
wanese government was mask rationing and production. In the
early days of the pandemic, panic buying threatened to deplete
the limited supplies of available masks on the island. To combat
this, the government worked with developers to create a system
that displays the availability of masks in pharmacies across the
country. Each citizen was allotted two masks per week, to be
purchased at specific pharmacies in their area. To avoid the
emergence of a black market, official trades were permitted so
those who needed more masks were able to get them through
above-board means. This system is a sharp contrast to the
situation in the U.S. and other countries, where mask supplies
were bought and sold for exorbitant prices online, and mask
distribution efforts were thwarted by underfunded and overly-
politicized agencies.

On the production side, the Taiwanese government
banned the export of masks made on the island early in the
pandemic, and made deals with manufacturers to greatly
increase production of masks to 17 million per day. By swiftly
intervening in the mask market, the government was able to
keep them available to the general public and ensure that they
could be fairly distributed- without panic buying or wholly
antagonizing producers.

Another area where Taiwan has shone is effective
tracking and quarantining those infected with the virus. While
the lack of direct borders made this challenge easier it didn’t
erase it, as tens of thousands of people and goods enter and exit
Taiwan daily. To minimize and locate exposure to the virus,
the Taiwanese government utilized their power under digital
privacy laws to collect and store the cell phone location data of
people coming onto the island, creating a ‘digital fence’ system
that automatically notifies authorities if quarantined people
leave their homes. Although this has raised concerns about the
potential misuse of location data, the law requires that the gov-
ernment destroy it after the need to collect it has passed, and
officials have promised that this will occur- promises believed
because of extensive government efforts to build trust. Beyond
just managing the location of travelers, those in quarantine
also receive SMS and Line (a popular social media app) mes-
sages asking about potential symptoms, and helping to connect
people to resources they need while staying at home. Those
resources extended into a civil society collaboration between
the government and volunteers, who helped deliver food and
check in on quarantined people during their two weeks of iso-
lation. While travel restrictions have received fewer headlines
recently as community transmission has risen, it’s still incred-
ibly important, especially as nativist sentiments continue to
rise around the world. More importantly, Taiwan’s tracking and
quarantining system highlight the importance of public-private
partnerships, which allow for oversight and equitable distribu-

tion of goods and products created by the private sector which
otherwise might not serve the public good.

While the U.S. and many European countries have
recently turned against tech companies, throughout the pan-
demic the Taiwanese government has closened its ties with the
highly advanced tech sector- while still allowing private busi-
nesses far more autonomy than in China. In addition to the
mask rationing system, the government has worked with de-
velopers to create a contact tracing system that maintained pri-
vacy while still keeping people informed of potential exposure.
By safeguarding location data and providing a secure platform
for exposure tracking in partnership with the government,
citizens were able to trust the app enough to use it and allow
access to their data. In addition to cell phone apps, Taiwan
has used QR codes in public places to track travelers’ move-
ments, allowing recent arrivals to be monitored without using
full location data from their phones. This has been uniquely
successful in Taiwan because of efforts by both activists and
private industry to collaborate early and often, allowing for
mutually agreed upon solutions to arise before it's too late. By
leaning into this strength, the Taiwanese COVID-19 strategy
makes use of its comparative advantages to build systems and
policies that people understand and trust. Although this kind
of collaboration between tech activists and government is not
possible everywhere, any country can take the lesson of work-
ing with its citizens to develop solutions that work best for
them. By engaging with citizens wherever they are, government
policies will be more effective, and more trusted by citizens.

Taiwan’s Special Characteristics

Observing Taiwan’s success, it’s easy to point out
reasons their model couldn’t be adopted by most countries,
and thus should be ignored by the U.S. and others. In particu-
lar, skeptics seem to have honed in on three factors: geography,
culture, and memory.

One frequently cited reason for Taiwan’s success is
its recent experience with the SARS virus, which prompted
changes to their pandemic response capabilities that couldn’t
have been expected from other countries. To be sure, SARS
triggered many legislative changes in government power and
preparedness for another pandemic. Perceived failures in
action against SARS brought citizens together in supporting
governmental reform, which made it easier to reactivate the
same public sentiment and motivation at the beginning of the
COVID-19 outbreak. The National Health Command Center,
for instance, was a post-SARS creation. However, many of
the government’s successes in response to COVID-19 were
completely unrelated to SARS; they were simply aided by the
existing legislative framework and public health infrastruc-
ture. Although they had a legislative framework and officials
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prepared to deal with a pandemic, many of the policies created
for COVID-19 under the post-SARS framework had not been
planned out, and had nothing to do with the SARS response.
The mask rationing system and availability mapping, quaran-
tine location tracking, and advertising campaigns were innova-
tions of the response team and citizens starting in 2020. While
it is fair to say Taiwan and other countries that experienced
SARS outbreaks were better prepared for another pandemic,
their success should simply serve as an example of how to learn
from prior events and errors— something many nations and
governments seem unable to do. The quality of Taiwan’s re-
sponse comes not only from their innovation in recent months,
but also their willingness to make large changes to how the
government is structured to handle pandemics.

Putting SARS aside, many argue Taiwan’s situation is
fundamentally different from others because of its status as a
small island nation, perceived homogeneity, and relatively high
social trust. Of course, having higher levels of social cohesion
and trust in government is very helpful in getting people to
comply with government regulations and act to protect each
other, something that many observers of Taiwan’s COVID-19
response have noted. The actual level that this exists in Taiwan,
however, is probably overstated. Taiwan has a great deal of
division, especially when it comes to relations with mainland
China. In fact, although pro and anti-unification newspapers
both supported the government’s efforts at the beginning of the
pandemic, pro-China newspapers at times became critical of
their policies, especially on the issue of mask rationing. While
Taiwan might have higher levels of social trust than countries
such as the U.S., the island is certainly not without its share of
polarization.

Similarly, some have pointed to the border control
measures as something that only an island could do success-
fully. Being an island obviously makes it easier to control flows
of people, but the tech-based solutions implemented in Taiwan
have potential applications in other countries interested in
controlling population flows.

To be clear, Taiwan has had advantages in respond-
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ing to COVID-19 that other countries did not have, and this
undoubtedly put them in a better position from the start. Yet
this shouldn’t dissuade observers from chalking up their suc-
cesses purely to circumstance. Countries less well prepared,
less socially cohesive, and less isolated can still take these core
values of trust, transparency, education, and collaboration with
citizens to heart, utilizing them for their covid-19 response and
to fight future disasters.

Conclusion

As the pandemic rages on across the world, successes
are few and far in between. The U.S. and European countries
have squandered the chance to prove democracy’s effective-
ness versus China’s authoritarianism, leaving many wondering
whether the “China Model” represents the best route forward.
Taiwan’s success, relative to Western democracies but also Chi-
na, ought to dispel this myth. A rich, industrialized democracy,
Taiwan has proven government effectiveness does not have to
come at the expense of elections. While they’ve had advantages
in responding to this particular challenge, other countries
should take note of the lessons which can be learned. Govern-
ment transparency and public education is possible and builds
trust among citizens. Having a centralized force within gov-
ernment is more efficient than states and locales mixing and
matching policies. Partnering with the private sector is better
than stifling it or not engaging at all. Big corporations should
be part of any complete response, and creating and strengthen-
ing public-private partnerships similar to Taiwan’s deals with
mask manufacturers can provide welcome certainty to supply
chains. And the acknowledgement of comparative advantages
and disadvantages reliably leads to better tailored responses.
While Taiwan’s exact situation might not be replicable, the
lessons learned from its success must be used to reinvigorate
governments around the world. The COVID-19 pandemic will
continue for some time, meaning governments still have time
to learn from their mistakes, and pivot to more powerful and
effective strategies.

Douglas Vantran 22 is a junior at Brandeis University, majoring in Politics and Economics.
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Itis Time to Pass a New Fairness Doctrine
Thoughir-Leaders Cannot be Trusted to 1ell the Truth:
1he Pandemic Has Proven that Lies Can be Deadly
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By Noah Glenshaw

“So the question is, what exactly is this about? It's not about
science. If masks and lockdowns prevented spikes in corona-
virus infections, we wouldn't be seeing spikes in coronavirus
infections after nine months. But we are seeing them, so clearly,
the geniuses got it wrong once again.”

This is how Fox News Host Tucker Carlson described
the actions of a few state and local governments to impose new
restrictions on citizens” behavior to curb the spread of COV-
ID-19. More shocking than the factual inaccuracies is the date
he said it: November 16th, 2020. This was nine months after
the United States was first overwhelmed by the pandemic, and
a day when more than 165,000 new cases had been reported in
the United States alone, topping 100,000 cases for the eleventh
straight day. Carlson was surely aware of these facts at the time
and knew he was dangerously misleading viewers. But he prob-
ably had another number in mind while recording his daily
diatribe of lies: five million, the number of viewers he averaged
in November, which made history by cementing his slot as the
most watched show on cable news.

Tucker Carlson is just one example of the thought
leaders that have slowly overtaken the critical thinking abili-
ties of millions of Americans. These figures garner audiences
through television, blogs, podcasts, and YouTube videos, and
are present among all races, genders, ages, and ideologies. On
the left, there’s Rachel Maddow of MSNBC, or the “Obama
Boys" of Pod Save America. On the right, established talk show
hosts such as (recently deceased) Rush Limbaugh have reigned
for years while younger figures such as Ben Shapiro have lately
gained prominence. Others are either apolitical or somewhere
in the middle, such as Joe Rogan, the comedian and former
mixed martial arts commentator who recently signed a $100
million deal with Spotify, making him the highest paid pod-
caster in the world. Measuring these figures’ exact reach and
influence is impossible, but it’s clear they impact the way tens
of millions of Americans think about politics and the world
around them.

While the thought of an MMA commentator turned
comedian dictating the politics of millions of Americans might
be scary, it’s not all that new. Thought leaders and public intel-
lectuals have been guiding their fellow citizens for eons. The
internet has democratized this process, allowing those outside
the fences of traditional media to gain influence. However
there are also downsides to abandoning established institutions
and gatekeepers: most notably accountability.

Following the armed insurrection that occurred in
the U.S. Capitol on January 6th, the Senate Chaplain, Barry C.
Black, concluded the certification of the electoral votes with a
prayer. He noted how, “these tragedies have reminded us that
words matter, and that the power of life and death is in the
tongue... we have been warned that eternal vigilance continues
to be freedom’s price” As rogue influencers have spent the last
year downplaying and misinforming the public about a deadly
pandemic, the violence on January 6th is merely another exam-
ple of the dangerous potential of speech. Policymakers ought
to take note, and pass legislation to ensure more Americans are
receiving a balanced view of reality.

America has a long history of thought leaders.
Today’s public intellectuals can most easily be traced back to
William Randolph Hearst, who owned the New York Journal,
which pioneered yellow journalism (newspapers and media
focused on sensationalization instead of facts). Hearst wasn’t
all talk, and strove to wield real political influence, a goal he
achieved when the New York Journal’s extravagant and con-
sistent coverage of the Cuban Revolution of 1895 eventually
pushed the U.S. toward military intervention. Hearst recog-
nized over a century ago that we live in an “attention economy;’
a reality that has only been accelerated by the internet and
social media.

Another prominent American influencer was Father
Charles Coughlin, a catholic priest who at his peak in the early
1900s had over 30 million listeners on his radio broadcasts.As
his audience grew, so too did the topics he covered, culminat-
ing in his vocal support of Franklin Roosevelt in the 1932 elec-

“So the question is, what exactly is this about? It"s not about science.
If masks and lockdowns prevented spikes in coronavirus infections, we
wouldn’t be seeing spikes in coronavirus infections after nine months. But
we are seeing them, so clearly, the geniuses got it wrong once again.”

BRANDEIS JOURNAL OF POLITICS 2020-2021



tion. However, shortly after President Roosevelt’s election,
Coughlin’s rhetoric began to shift. He began associating
with figures on the far-right and his radio programs and
editorials echoed that ideology. He trafficked in antisemitic
tropes and language, peaking in his expressed sympathy
towards Germany after the Kristallnacht attack on Jews and
Jewish businesses. For WMCA, the radio station that broad-
cast his show, this crossed the line; shortly after the United
States entered World War IT Coughlin was taken off the air.

Today, such “deplatforming” is a fairly regular
occurrence for many on the extremes, from figures such
as Alex Jones to Donald Trump. While this process is
often criticized for curtailing free speech, the effects speak
for themselves: every time a significant figure is removed
from a major platform, their influence and reach decreases
significantly. Father Coughlin, Tucker Carlson, or any other
figure with a massive audience simply cannot be trusted
to curb their rhetoric. This is especially true if there are
financial incentives encouraging their rhetoric, as is the case
with the ad revenue many of these figures depend on. Yet to
cede this responsibility to publishers and media companies
would be a grave mistake. They too can fall victim to the fi-
nancial and political incentives that corrupt sound decision
making. That power must be held by the government.

This idea is not a new one. The Federal Commu-
nications Commission (FCC) has various regulatory rules
that dictate what can and cannot appear on the air, ranging
from barring nudity to cursing during certain hours of the
day on various broadcast outlets. In the past the FCC has
also implemented more sweeping regulations, most notably
the Fairness Doctrine: a policy that must be refitted today to
regulate and improve the quality of public discourse.

The Fairness Doctrine was implemented in 1949,
at a time where there were only a few television broadcast-
ers and networks. It required broadcasters to fairly show
both sides of controversial issues that were deemed to be of
public importance, particularly those related to politics. The
Fairness Doctrine was often difficult to implement in practice.
It was a flawed policy, and if it was instated today unchanged
would prove difficult to enforce and generate value. Its goals
however, to foster a basic standard of fairness, remain virtuous
and something government policy should seek to attain. One
aspect, the Equal Time Rule, proved especially complicated.
It mandated broadcasters give equal airtime to people on all
sides of the issue, which allowed for those on the extremes to
gain airtime under the pretense of “presenting all sides.” This
was difficult to define and enforce in a world with three major
networks and would prove to be impossible and impracti-
cal in the world of the internet. Additionally, networks were
forced to invite individuals criticized on the air to allow them
to respond, creating burdensome obligations and sometimes
resulting in controversial topics being avoided completely. Fol-
lowing several unsuccessful attempts to overturn the Fairness
Doctrine there was an expansion in First Amendment rights
to broadcasters from the judiciary. This prompted the FCC
under Reagan to essentially revoke the rule. In 2011 President
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Obama’s FCC removed the rule completely from their guide-
lines, officially killing it.

While the Fairness Doctrine was far from perfect,
it did provide some important goals for the public and media
institutions. The first was its establishment of a distinct role for
the news media: informing the public. News publications are
often referred to as the “Fourth Estate” because much like the
executive, judicial, and legislative branches provide oversight of
one another, the news media provides oversight for the entire
government. This is such an important role that the found-
ers included protections for these publications in America’s
founding document. The Fairness Doctrine also provided a
mechanism of oversight for the media. It included them as part
of the system of “checks and balances” without subjecting them
to unconstitutional suppression, an incredibly unique and
important task.

The Fairness Doctrine faced and survived many legal
challenges, most recently in the 1969 case Red Lion Broadcast-
ing Co. v. Federal Communications Commission. In fact, there
has never been a successful legal challenge to the Doctrine,
making it entirely possible that a new one could stand and be
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implemented successfully against legal challenges. The greatest
legal threat would likely be First Amendment related, and law-
suits would argue that any sort of restriction of one’s freedom
of speech is unconstitutional. This was the rationale behind the
FCC’s decision to roll back the regulations. However, media
outlets may soon have an incentive to be supportive of a New
Fairness Doctrine if Section 230 of the Communications De-
cency Act is repealed.

Section 230 refers specifically to internet companies,
making the connection to broadcasters not immediately clear.
Currently, Section 230 ensures U.S. policy is to, “Preserve the
vibrant and competitive free market that presently exists for the
Internet and other interactive computer services, unfettered
by Federal or State regulation.” Furthermore, it states that, “No
provider or user of an interactive computer service shall be
treated as the publisher or speaker of any information provided
by another information content provider” Repealing Section
230 would immediately change U.S. policy away from the posi-
tion of unfettered regulation. It would also open all internet
media companies to liability for the content that appears on
their platforms. While social media companies would bear the
brunt of that change, nothing within the U.S. code would make
it so that a broadcaster's internet content would not be open to
scrutiny. For obvious reasons, this is not something that these
companies would want, as it could expose them to serious legal
liability. It could also result in their desire for the government
to regulate them, and therefore shield them from legal action.
President Joe Biden has expressed his desire to repeal Section
230, stating “Section 230 should be ... immediately ... revoked”
Meanwhile, during negotiations in the Senate to pass a COVID
stimulus package in December of 2020, Majority Leader Mitch
McConnell introduced a bill tying a $2,000 stimulus check for
all Americans to a repeal of Section 230 based on the desires
of President Donald Trump. This demonstrates that the new
Democratic president, former Republican President, and leader
of the Republicans in the Senate all agree that section 230
should be repealed, making it a strong possibility that it will
be. This grants Congress and the FCC a prime opportunity to
put something in its place, and that should be a New Fairness
Doctrine.

What would a New Fairness Doctrine look like? The
evasive answer is that it would be up to Congress, the Biden
Administration, and the FCC to decide. However, there are
some basic tenets that should be included. The first is a clause
aimed at preventing the spread of disinformation. Not only
can disinformation lead to lives being lost, as it has during the
pandemic, but it leads to a misinformed electorate, which is
dangerous for democracy. Following the Trump Administra-
tion’s tenure at the helm of the executive branch, many Demo-
cratic and Republican political figures have spoken about the
need for democratic reform. Democratic reform would prove
to be futile if the electorate were not at the center of those ef-
forts. An investment in American intellect is thus an invest-
ment in American democracy, and barring media outlets from
broadcasting disinformation would go a long way in shoring
up the American public’s ability to be educated without getting

brainwashed.

The New Fairness Doctrine should also include a
working definition of what social media companies are, and
clearly explain what differentiates a publisher from the “public
square.” Within this definition should be the clarification that
while freedom of speech is protected, there is no protection
for amplified speech. Anyone is free to go to an actual public
square and share their ideas with people passing by, but this
must be separated from those ideas being amplified through
social media algorithms. There should be an enforcement
mechanism, be it fines or even criminal prosecution, that
ensures accountability when companies knowingly let disin-
formation spread through their platforms. For instance, any
individual Twitter user can log onto their account and post that
Joe Biden is a member of a pedophilic, satan worshipping cult
that eats and drinks the blood of human babies, as has been
posted across social media many times. Under this New Fair-
ness Doctrine there would be a few things that Twitter would
be required to do. The first would be to remove the tweet when
they are made aware of it, as it is obviously an example of
disinformation. If it is provable that Twitter was made aware of
the tweet and did nothing they could face punishment, but the
fact that the tweet ever existed and that users may have seen it,
would not alone make Twitter responsible for that user’s post.
The company would still benefit from protections that stem
from them not being a publisher. Where Twitter would face
liability, beyond not taking the tweet down, would be if their
content algorithm brought users to this tweet who would have
otherwise not seen it based on people they follow.

This system also benefits social media companies.
Clearer regulations would abdicate these companies from mak-
ing controversial, politicized opinions, such as what content
to censor and restrict distribution of. In fact, Facebook has
already demonstrated that they would appreciate having to
make fewer of these decisions. Their new “Supreme Court of
Facebook;” formally known as the Oversight Board, was estab-
lished by the company to be a completely independent body
making content decisions. They are currently deciding whether
or not to allow Donald Trump back on the platform. Most ac-
tors, including private companies, would prefer these decisions
be left to the government, as it would increase transparency
and accountability, putting the power in the hands of elected
officials.

Another user protection that should be established in
this new Fairness Doctrine is a clause requiring all communi-
cations companies to let users opt in if they have or are going
to introduce an algorithmic form of content pushing, as well
as protections for their data that is used within that algorithm.
This would give users power over their personal data, a simple
change to the existing structure for media companies that
could go a long way to ensuring Americans have their privacy
protected. The current media landscape is unimaginably broad,
and no single piece of legislation or policy could prevent dis-
information to spread, or guarantee a better educated public.
However, there are actions that can make a significant differ-
ence in the public’s relationship to the media and news, and
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those steps must be taken.

The necessity of this sort of action is clear, especially
in the immediate aftermath of the 2020 presidential election.
When news outlets began to make projections in swing states,
tensions rose amongst those hoping for American democracy
to prevail. Would Fox News call Joe Biden the President-Elect?
Would they tell viewers that there was massive voter fraud?
When they chose to walk a careful line of declaring Biden the
winner but amplifying the President’s lies about the election,
attention shifted to outlets like OANN and Newsmax which
were more than happy to spread the lies. The outcome of all of
this was the greatest attack on American democratic institu-
tions since the war of 1812, further demonstrating the need for
this reform. Coupled with election misinformation, hosts like
Tucker Carlson question the value of masks and stay at home
orders, and the newly approved vaccines. All of this amounts to
behavior that borders on manslaughter. And if not, they are at

Theme: The Global Immune Response

the very least complicit in American deaths. If publishers and
content platforms were open to legal liability, they would have
an incentive to curb this behavior.

Partisan identity has made facts polarized, and
the nation’s democratic institutions have similarly begun to
crumble. As the Republican party increasingly relies on mis-
information and anti-democratic tactics to seize and maintain
power, the U.S. finds itself at an inflection point. The quickest
and easiest way to turn back the page is to get the bulk of the
country on the same page when it comes to basic facts. This
won't erase partisan divides, but it could reinforce the building
blocks needed for a healthy democracy. This crucial mission
must not be left to private companies, especially since their fi-
nancial incentive lies in maintaining the status quo. Instead the
government must take action, and implement a New Fairness
Doctrine to help American democracy get back on track.

Noah Glenshaw is a Junior majoring in Politics and is a contributing writer for the journal.

ii. Mein, Stephen A. “COVID-19 and Health Disparitics: the Reality of “the Great Equalizer.”™ Journal of General Internal
Medicine. U.S. National Library of Medicine, May 14, 2020.

iii. Ibid.

iv. Neil G. Ruiz, Juliana Menasce Horowitz and Christine Ta
Discrimination Amid Coronavirus.” Pew Rescarch Cente

ir. “Many Black, Asian Americans Say They Have Experienced
1 & Demographic Trends Project, December 1

s S
v. Cava, Marco della. an Americans in San Francisco Are Dying at Alarming Rates from COVID-19: Racism Is to Blame.”
USA Today. Gannett Satellite Information Network, October 22, 2020.

vi. Ibid.

vii. Ibid.

viii. Ibid.

ix. Venkatraman, Sakshi. */In Survival Mode”: International Students Scramble after Trump’s Visa Announcement.” NBCNews.
News Group, July 10, 2020.

x. Batalova, Jeanne, and Emma Isracl. “International Students in the United States.” migrationpolicy.org, February 2, 2021.

xi. Nguyen, Frances. “The Invisible Struggle of the Asian American Small-Business Owner.” Vox. Vox, October 29, 2020.

xii. Ibid.

xiii. “COVID-19 and Its Economic Toll on Women: The Story behind the Numbers.” UN Women, September 16, 2020.

BRANDEIS JOURNAL OF POLITICS 2020-2021

xiv. Ibid.

xv. Ibid.

xvi. Kam, Katherine. “Why Asian American Women Have Had the Highest Jobless Rates during the Last 6 Months of Covid.”
NBCNews.com. NBCUniversal News Group, January 28, 2021.

xvii. Ibid.

xviii. Ibid.

xix. Pickert, Reade. “Jobless for Longer: How the Pandemic Has Hit Asian Americans.” Bloomberg.com. Bloomberg, January
27,2021.

xx. Ibid.

xxi. Butterly, Sandrine Lungumbu and Amelia. “Coronavirus and Gender: More Chores for Women Set Back Gains in Equality.”
BBC News. BBC, November 26, 2020.

xxii. Ibid.

xxiii. Marston, Celeste Katz. “Asian Americans Most Likely to Live in Multigenerational Homes. How Covid Has Taken a Toll.”
s.com. NBCUniversal News Group, September 28, 2020.

xxiv. Ibid.
xxv. Ibid.
xxvi. Kam, Katherine. “Why Domestic Violence Calls Are Surging for Asian American Women amid the Pandemic.” NBCNews.

63



64

Regime Stability in the Middle East

By Siddhant Moily

December 17, 2020 was the 10 year anniversary of the
Arab Spring. A decade ago, a vegetable vendor named Moham-
med Bouazizi of Tunisia underwent self-immolation to protest
a decision by the government to close down his vegetable stall.
It was that moment which inspired a mass revolution in every
state of the Middle East, along with riots and armed conflict,
During the Arab Spring, the citizens of almost all Middle
Eastern nations protested corruption, police reform, income
inequality and authoritarianism within their states, and called
for democracy, civil rights and the rule of law. Totally, 15 states
saw mass protests, with more than 10,000 killed and regime
change/civil war occuring in five states. Despite the overall
failure of the Arab Spring in bringing about democracy and
changing authoritarian regimes in the Middle East, democratic
protests keep occurring from time to time although they have
been brutally repressed by the state’s regime forces.

The coronavirus pandemic challenged the health
and economic systems of all countries in the world. In non-
democratic Arab states, the pandemic could have thrown such
regimes into a perfect storm by renewing mass protests from
an economically deprived jobless population. Though states
survived the pandemic until now, the calls for democracy in
the Middle East didn’t subside after the Arab spring and may
still be heard after the pandemic. Regimes have done their best
to suppress such protests by both pacifying individuals through
economic measures but also putting off protests violently us-
ing the state’s security apparatus. Reeling from the pandemic,
regimes now have to steer their way through an economic
crisis, while maintaining public legitimacy and combatting
external threats to retain their grip on power in the long term.
This article seeks to understand the impact of the pandemic on
regime stability in the Middle East.

To operationalize the variable of regime stability,
multiple aspects need to be taken into account. The threats to
regime stability can stem from mass protests for democracy,
armed violence among various factions which may lead to
a civil war, economic issues which loosen a regime’s grip on
power or external threats arising from foreign actors. All such
aspects will be analyzed to better comprehend the stabil-
ity of Middle Eastern regimes. Since one cannot account for
all middle eastern states, the article will be limited to stable
authoritarian regimes in the Middle East which today are the
major regional powers - Iran, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Egypt, Jor-
dan and Qatar. Other smaller states with less power - Bahrain,
Oman, Kuwait and the Palestinian territories - are also authori-
tarian regimes but may be accounted when analyzing trends,
although not explicitly mentioned. States with somewhat better
democratic institutions but much civil strife such as Iraq and
Lebanon will also be examined. Excluded nations include : Tu-

nisia, as it achieved democracy during the Arab spring; Israel
(proper), since it is a democratic country; Syria and Yemen,
since they are failed states which lack stability or clear leader-
ship.

A Silent Period

In none of the stable regimes in the Middle East were
there any widespread protests or riots that precipitated during
the pandemic. While some changes were made in the politi-
cal structure, there wasn’t a single ruler who was overthrown
or any regime that experienced a complete overhaul. Minor
Protests did occur in Jordan, Egypt and Iran, but they were dis-
organized and far less intense than what is otherwise routine to
the region. In Jordan, a protest movement started by teach-
ers turned into a wider movement against perceived regime
corruption and economic fallout over COVID-19. Among the
“failed states,” Iraq and Lebanon did see popular protests and
violent clashes which are typical to the nature of its sectar-
ian conflict. Consequently, Iraq saw a new Prime Minister
and Lebanon a new President with the whole cabinet having
completely resigned. However, these states have somewhat bet-
ter democratic structures which differ from the monarchies of
Saudi Arabia and UAE. Additionally, these changes took place
within the constitutional framework of the state, thus proving
that there was no attempted coup conducted by the masses in
any Middle Eastern state. That no major disturbance occurred
in any of the Middle Eastern states is highly fortunate for the
regimes. It is even more unusual when you consider that not
only did almost all economies contract during the year, many
countries actually saw widespread protests before the pandem-
ic.

State Response: Why did regimes remain stable?

The reasons for relative regime stability during this
period are threefold. Firstly, an inherent fear of contracting
the virus may have inhibited people from protesting en masse.
Secondly, stability could be attributed to the view that most
governments did respond effectively to contain the virus. The
OECD prepared a report on the impact of the coronavirus on
the Middle East and Northern African region and compared
responses across countries. According to the report, Saudi Ara-
bia, UAE, Jordan, Bahrain and Lebanon imposed a lockdown
for some duration of time between March and May, while Iran
imposed a much delayed partial lockdown in April. Night-time
curfews were imposed in every state in the Middle East (except
Qatar) during this period, along with the mandatory wearing
of masks. All states conducted mandatory testing and screen-
ing for incoming travellers. Saudi Arabia even suspended the
annual Hajj pilgrimage which is attended by Muslims around
the world. Although the decision wasn’t surprising given that
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the massive size of crowds and prevalence of stampedes during
Hajj would have amplified the impact of the virus, the deci-
sion caught much attention given Saudi Arabia’s stature as a
power among the Muslim world. The efficacy of such mea-
sures are mixed, as cases did rise modestly until May. But had
these precautionary measures not been adopted, the outcome
would have been far worse. Thirdly, all states took essential
economic measures to deal with the recession. They injected
large amounts of cash into the economy, instructed their
central banks to cut interest rates and undertook significant
investments in healthcare. The Saudi government also unveiled
a SAR 70 billion (USD 18.7 billion) economic package to
support the private sector, especially SMEs and sectors most af-
fected by the crisis. The Iranian government also provided cash
payments to the three million poorest Iranians, and subsidised
low-interest loans for four million households. This was in part
funded by Iran’s biggest initial public offering in which the gov-
ernment sold its residual shares in 18 companies. More impor-
tantly, for much of the lower and middle class, measures were
taken to defer loan payments and rents, expand social safety
nets, and enable convenient credit lines and tax relief in almost
all regions. Due to exogenous supply and demand shocks, most
states still experienced significant economic contraction but
these measures eased up the economic hardships of the lower
classes. It was essentially a signal to the masses that the ruling
elite were cognizant of the downturn and taking action to help
individuals. These measures may have pacified further calls
and protests for reform, which would have resulted in signifi-
cant domestic turmoil akin to that of the Arab spring.
Therefore, the social contract between the ruler and
the ruled was maintained over the course of the pandemic. As
long as the regime provides basic service and subsidizes much
of the incomes of the lower middle classes, the social contract
can be maintained and democratic reform among the masses
can be mitigated. Having survived through the year and await-
ing vaccinations, the regimes now face an improved outlook
over the current period despite the challenges faced during
the pandemic. States are still yet to address many institutional
issues such as corruption, income inequality and infrastruc-
tural issues which caused the 2011 Arab spring protests and
may have exacerbated the impact of COVID-19. Nevertheless,
most states enacted swift reactive measures to the economic
crisis and signalled to the public that they hadn’t turned their
backs on the people. Hence they mitigated the calls for further
reform and democracy, averting what could have been a sig-
nificant threat to regime security.

A Regional Snapshot

Worldometers ranked more than 200 countries
in terms of multiple parameters. All the Arab states fared
relatively well, as there was no Sunni Arab state that had a
rank above 30 in terms of either total COVID cases or total
deaths. When normalized for the population, their rankings
were further down the list. When comparing the fatality rate
across countries, no state ranked above 100. However, the issue
is the total testing conducted for the state. The “no testing, no
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positives” rule assumes somewhat greater significance when

it comes to the Middle East, due to issues with a poor medical
infrastructure and higher population. Most states rank below
60 in this parameter, thus highlighting significant issues with
population testing. A notable success is that of UAE, which has
the 5th highest testing rate in the world. Nevertheless, com-
pared to most other regions and states, the Middle East was
largely successful in containing the virus.

But the two exceptions are Iran and Egypt. Iran ranks
15th for total cases worldwide, 7th for total deaths, and 120th
for population testing. In a podcast hosted by CSIS, expert
commentator Arianne Tabatabai, noted the multitude of rea-
sons for Iran’s poor performance. For instance, during the early
months, the influential elite clerical authorities disseminated
vast amounts of misinformation on social media. Furthermore,
the national airlines Mahan Air continued to operate flights
to and from Wuhan until April with no mandatory testing
or screening of passengers. The religious city of Qom, which
is a regional hub for Shi'ite Muslims from Lebanon, Iraq and
Syria was also left open with no enforcement of masks or
restrictions. Out of fear from the elite clerical authorities, the
president Hassan Rouhani was extremely hesitant to impose a
lockdown. A manifestation of the multi-tiered mismanagement
was quite evident when a joint family of 23 members ultimately
died while drinking methanol in order to “cure the virus” All
these factors combined with a poor medical infrastructure led
to a significantly higher fatality rate. For Egypt, the story is
somewhat different. Egypt has a far lesser infection rate than
most countries in the world. Additionally, Egypt did impose
a partial to full lockdown earlier. However, in Egypt, the virus
had a fatality rate of almost 5.3%, significantly higher than the
world average of 1.4%. Egypt has the second fatality rate in the
. This indicates an inadequate medical infrastructure in the
country which saw itself overwhelmed by cases. Despite most
of Egypt’s population being under 30, the virus had a much
higher death rate since the medical infrastructure couldn’t
adequately treat those who were infected. A few anonymous
videos also surfaced.

Economic Issues

The entire region saw a deep economic contraction
over 2020, which widely exacerbates the great social inequali-
ties already persisting in the region. COVID-19 saw record
low levels of demand for oil in highly affiliated regions such
as the US and China. Until April, a price war between Russia
and Saudi Arabia intensified as both nations flooded massive
amounts of oil in the market to undercut the other. The price
war ultimately resulted in oil prices ultimately turning negative
in April 2020. Although oil prices increased due to production
cuts, conciliation between Saudi Arabia and Russia and higher
demand, oil prices only recently increased above their pre-
pandemic levels. The decrease in oil prices hurt state revenues
significantly and stretched budgets even thinner in the face of
growing expenditure. States such as Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq
and Jordan are highly reliant on oil revenues for their econo-
mies. Their lack of economic diversification and a large public

65



66

The Price of Crude Qil

" T\

-§40

Jan 2079 el FR My M9 Judl FONE Sapt 2018

CAPTION

sector financed greatly by oil revenues presented huge issues.
In Iran, the economic woes are compounded by an economy
already afflicted with US sanctions.

Some of the most disadvantaged populations included labor-
ers, refugees, the youth and workers in the informal sector.
Lack of adequate medical facilities, regular employment and
dense, poor living conditions would devastate much of the
refugee community if an outbreak occurred. Furthermore, the
economic contraction also reduced donor contributions from
developed countries to help refugees. The woes of refugees are
pertinent especially to Jordan, which has the highest number
of refugees per capita in the world. They received massive
amounts of Iraqi refugees to the East and Syria to the north-
west over the previous decade. The informal Arab economy
was also at significant risk. An average of 68% of the workforce
in the region works in the informal sector. The lockdown,
though effective in controlling infections, prevented a large
share of informal labor from coming into work or receiving
social support, since many aren’t registered for employment.
In Lebanon, where 76% of employment is informal, the Beirut
blasts combined with the pandemic and hyperinflation has
ruined the informal economy. Such workers, usually on the
younger side, may show a renewed thirst for further reform.

LOOKING AHEAD

Austerity and Economic Issues
As mentioned earlier, almost all Middle Eastern
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nations could potentially face some form of austerity in the
coming decades. Almost all states increased public spending
on various measures so as to maintain economic activity and
pacify their subjects. States relied extensively on their existing
foreign reserves and borrowed from the IMF to finance public
spending. This has led to an increase in debt to GDP ratios

for many states. To keep pacifying the public with high public
spending far in excess of state revenues, states must borrow
greater and greater amounts of money from the IME How-
ever, there is much doubt as to whether oil prices will increase
significantly in the coming years. Although positive sentiment
related to vaccines has increased prices, legislation regarding
climate change has been enacted by the US, UK and other
nations. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia surprised the world with
recent production cuts in oil even though prices are on the rise.
But Saudi Arabia, keeping up its current oil consumption and
production, is likely to become a net importer by 2030, signify-
ing a likely decrease in oil revenues. Combined with states
extensive reliance on oil revenues, the extent to which states
can borrow from the IMF will be put into question.

To continue borrowing from the IMF and avoid
defaulting on their debt, Middle Eastern states may have to cut
public spending significantly or increase taxes. Either way, such
measures are likely to entice domestic opposition. The crown
prince MBS hiked the VAT tax from 5% to 15% in May, which .
In 2018, Jordan enacted an austerity measure as part of an IMF
loan agreement, by cutting subsidies on water and electricity,
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which are financed to uphold the social contract. It triggered
massive protests from 30 trade unions, which resulted in King
Abdullah IT deciding to forego the measure and demand the
resignation of the Jordanian prime minister. States may then
decide to sufficiently diversify their economy as UAE has had
much success in doing. The crown prince MBS announced his
ambitious Vision 2030 plan, which even involved diversifying
and privatization measures, enabling greater foreign invest-
ment into all industrial sectors in Saudi Arabia. However, it
requires significant public spending on a thin budget presently
stretched thin, most of which is spent on procuring weapons
from the US and investments into healthcare and worker
compensation. States appeased all their workers significantly
during the pandemic and any cuts from such compensations
to Fund Vision 2030 would be difficult without encountering
opposition. The same applies to Egypt’s Vision 2030 plan. Saudi
Arabia and UAE still have comparatively low debt to GDP ra-
tios and extensive foreign exchange reserves to finance spend-
ing. The fiscal deficit for the whole region (excluded countries
as well) on average is expected to deteriorate from 2.8 percent
of GDP in 2019 to 10 percent of GDP in 2021. For Lebanon,
Egypt, Iraq and Jordan, their debt to GDP ratios are higher,
foreign exchange reserves far lower and spending much more
likely to increase. States like Iraq rely on oil for 90% of govern-
ment revenues while Lebanon lack key institutional measures
to diversify their economies.

Internal Threats and External Threats

States such as Saudi Arabia, UAE, Jordan and Qatar
aren’t likely to face many external threats to the security of the
regime. Yes, Iran and it’s Shi’'ite axis does present a threat to
the Sunni states; however, these are mainly strategic threats
with less chances of a conventional war breaking out between
the two parties. Saudi Arabia may be at risk of worsening its
relationship with the US.

Iran however faces an external threat in the form
of US-imposed sanctions. The sanctions have crippled Iran’s
economy, with its GDP having contracted by roughly 13%
from 2017, when Trump exited the JCPOA, to 2019. Addi-
tionally, the Iranian rial lost 50% of its value by April 2019
and resulted in a 42% increase in Iran’s consumer price index,
with food products disproportionately taking a hit. Iran’s long
standing woes with economic sanctions which began under
Obama even led to the biggest anti-government protests in
Iran in 2017. Their low faith in the system is evinced by a
mere 45% turnout at the Iranian parliamentary elections in
February 2020. The government’s mishandling of the virus
must have further eroded their trust, with much disinforma-
tion having been disseminated by the IRGC and the religious
authorities. Additionally, the Iranian moderate camp has
presumably lost the support of the Supreme Leader as they
had based their credibility on signing the JCPOA, which
removed the sanctions on Iran. As the U.S. broke out of the
agreement and re-imposed sanctions, tensions between the
two countries have risen - from the US assassination of IRGC
leader Qassem Soleimani and the Israel’s alleged assassina-
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tion of nuclear scientist Mohsin Fakrizadeh to Iran’s decision to
escalate uranium enrichment. As tensions have increased and
the trust in the moderate clerical camp has been eroded, Iran

is much too likely to see a conservative / military hardliner

as the President in July 2021, who is much too supportive of
the IRGC, as president. This camp was opposed to the JCPOA
when it was first negotiated under Obama, believing that the
US could not be trusted. If they abandon negotiations with the
US when Biden clearly stated his intentions of wanting to make
a deal, or if the US further stalls negotiations in hopes of gain-
ing more leverage, then sanctions may intensify with even the
EU breaking out of the existing JCPOA. A case could be made
that sanctions have fomented domestic turmoil and eroded the
domestic legitimacy of the government, although it hasn’t led
to regime change. There have been significant protests against
the Iranian establishment from pro-democracy reformers due
to bad economic conditions. Still, the public opinion of the
Iranians must be accounted for by the leadership as if there is

a buildup of turmoil within Iran, it would distract the focus of
the government from the US and their middle eastern allies,
who could exploit such opportunities in weakening Iran.

Egypt faces external threats from Turkey and Ethio-
pia. Conventional war against has low chances of breaking out
between the two states, but Turkey and Ethiopia are interfering
with Egypt’s interests in the region. This could hurt the stand-
ing of the Egyptian authoritarian leader Al-Sisi, in the eyes of
the elite security and military establishment of the state. Unlike
in UAE and Saudi Arabia, Al-Sisi is an authoritarian but not
a monarch with absolute power. Turkey has in the past few
months been drilling vast reserves of natural gas in what Egypt
claims fall under its maritime boundaries. Ethiopia has been
building a dam on the river Nile against international law. For
both these measures, Egypt has used diplomacy but is yet to re-
act militarily. Thus, Al-Sisi might be facing increasing pressure
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from the military establishment. Further complications are
introduced with Egypt’s track record with military coups. The
democratically elected leader Mohammed Morsi by a military
coup led by Al-Sisi was ousted in 2013, a year after the Arab
spring brought him to power. Egypt already saw minor protests
against al-Sisi's authoritarianism in 2020 but they were far too
disorganised. Facing opposition from both the public and the
military, Al-Sisi would undoubtedly face challenges in helping
Egypt grow while maintaining his legitimacy in both camps.

Human Rights

Human rights are still a concern in almost all Middle Eastern
states. All powers - Egypt, Jordan, UAE, Iran, Saudi Arabia and
Qatar - continue to have authoritarian regimes or monarchies
which engage in human rights abuses. Other states which have
some form of democracy - Lebanon and Iraq - are subject to
much civil strife as their multi-ethinc populations make them
armed fronts for the Shia-Sunni battle in the Middle East. De-
spite its protests, the Arab spring did little to change the situa-
tion in most countries. In an effort to make Saudi Arabia more
attractive to Western investors, the ruling crown prince MBS
has taken certain measures to intensify its social liberalization
campaign including giving women the freedom to drive, allow-
ing Western elements such as pop concerts and decreasing the
influence of the conservative Wahhabi ideology. But arrests of
human rights activists have reportedly increased under MBS,
and there has been an increasing crackdown on any form of
dissent stemming particularly from human rights activists and
members of the royal family. Iran still uses violent tactics to
repress protests, as evident from the 2019 protests over rising
gasoline prices, which left 180 people dead. Iran’s rising and far
more liberal middle class therefore is still subject to a theologi-
cal conservative rule. Egypt’s arrest of more than 2300 activists
in late 2019 and al-Sisi’s growing authoritarianism points to
the lack of tolerance for dissent or opposition. The UAE, being
one of the most liberal regimes among the group, didn'’t see
much disturbance during the Arab spring and isn't likely to see
many protests after the Arab spring. Therefore such nations
don’t have a history of being lenient when it comes to opposi-
tion, and the trend isn’t likely to change soon. Any transition
to democracy in the near future seems to be highly unlike with
violent repressive measures. With measures of austerity likely
to be imposed in the near future with decreased social support,

protests and riots are poised to rise. States like Saudi Arabia,
Jordan and Egypt, who will certainly not give up their power,
could have to show greater caution in repression of protests or
they may risk ruining their efforts to gain American support.

Regimes live to fight another day

A positive sign for the regimes is that all leaderships
have survived the first year of the pandemic with no inter-
nal disturbances. UAE and Saudi Arabia are aiming to begin
vaccinating it's population soon. Therefore, a potential threat
to regime security stemming from public discontent over the
handling of COVID-19 has been avoided. Yet, as states try to
restore the status quo, other threats to regime security may
present itself. States must maintain external diplomatic ties
with nations to fend off external threats effectively. This is espe-
cially pertinent to Saudi Arabia and Jordan, which are crucial
fulcrums to US policy to counter Iran.

All regimes may continue to see further protests in
the near future considering most trends which precipitated
mass protests in 2019 still remain and may have intensified.
According to estimates by the Economist Intelligence Unit,
most states in the Middle East are likely to complete mass
vaccination by 2022. Although regime change isn’t likely to
take place in many states, protests may be large but will lack
significant backing by any influential group. Turmoil may in-
crease if states decide to remove existing fiscal measures which
have taken a significant burden off populations. UAE is the
most probably the only state not to face domestic turmoil as it
combines a sufficiently liberalized society due to international
influence and a diversified resilient economy which performed
extremely well in tackling COVID. Saudi Arabia will likely
rely on their sovereign wealth funds, which serve as a buffer to
economic contraction and decreasing revenues. Institutional
measures to privatize the economy would be imperative. Egypt,
Jordan and Iran will have to navigate their way economically,
diplomatically and socially in order to avoid internal distur-
bance and mitigate threats to regime security. On a regional
level, the outlook for regimes in the Middle East is negative
and their path is paved with obstacles. But the overall situa-
tion isn’t dire by any means. For a region where domestic and
international volatility is the norm, the post-pandemic path for
regimes will be crucial for the region as a whole.

Siddhant Molly is a Sophomore and is a contributing writer for the journal.
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Crimea and the Eurovision Song Contest

By Jessica Schwartzman

Introduction

The Eurovision Song Contest was established after
World War Two to help unite a divided Europe. Every year,
each competing country enters one song. Each entry is voted
upon by the other participating countries, with the country
that receives the most points becoming the winner and earning
the right to host the contest the next year. While it originally
started with only 7 countries in 1956, it has since become a
massive annual spectacle with a maximum of 43 competing
countries watched by around 180 million people annually. Fur-
thermore, it has extended beyond Europe, with countries like
Israel, Azerbaijan, and even Australia all joining in on the fun.
There is a history of Eurovision being analyzed academically
and being looked at as an indicator of larger trends1. While
some researchers focus on how the competition promotes a
unified Europe—or highlights its divides—other papers have
used Eurovision voting data as a proxy metric for seemingly
unrelated topics like inter-country grudges and international
trade. I am interested in using Eurovision voting as a proxy for
people’s political opinions. Specifically, I will be looking at how
the events in Crimea in 2014 affected voting patterns regarding
Russia and Ukraine. I expect to find that what occurred in 2014
decreased Russias popularity and increased Ukraine’s popular-
ity. There is some informal evidence, such as crowds booing
Russia and Ukraine’s 2016 win with a song about the annexa-
tion of Crimea and the deportation of Crimean Tatars by the
USSR, but I am interested in whether there is any quantitative
evidence that supports the informal evidence.

Historical Background
In early 2014, there was wide unrest across Southern and East-
ern Ukraine and the Ukrainian President, Viktor Yanukovych,
was removed from power and sought exile in Russia. Thus,
in late February and early March, Russian soldiers without
insignia entered the Ukrainian territory of Crimea and took
control. A month later, Russia annexed Crimea after a sham
referendum, where allegedly 95% of voters were in favor of se-
ceding from Ukraine and joining Russia2. Russia believes it has
a right to the territory because it used to belong to the Russian
empire and it leases a naval base in the port city of Sevastopol3.
However, while the peninsula might be important to Russia
for strategic military reasons, it is part of Ukraine’s territory
and has been since Khrushchev transferred it to Ukraine in
1953. Regardless, this annexation resulted in an international
outcry, with many countries increasing military aid to Ukraine
and pulling away from aiding Russia militarily. Similarly, the
US, Australia, and the EU (among others) condemned Russia’s
actions through statements and placed economic sanctions on
Russia or on specific Russian companies or individuals.
Eurovision Voting System

While voting at Eurovision, each country gives points
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to the 10 songs it thinks are best—except for its own. The high-
est ranked song receives 12 points, the second highest receives
10, and the rest receive 1-8 points. The rankings are created by
weighing the opinions of a jury of 5 music professionals and a
televote (anyone watching from that country can call in during
the allotted time and cast votes for their favorite songs) 50-50.
The jury and televote rankings are then combined to create a
joint ranking, which determines who the country gives points
to and how many. Since 2016, the televote and jury rankings
remain separate, with both parties awarding 12 points to their
top ranked song, 10 points to their second highest ranked
song, etc. This has effectively doubled the number of available
points, which T account for by halving points given from this
era. For example, if Norway’s jury gave North Macedonia 7
points, but the televote gave them one point, I would count it
for a longer-term analysis as Norway giving North Macedonia
4 points (8 divided by 2). This voting system is the same for
both Semi-Finals, as well as the Grand Final.

Officially speaking, jury members and the audience
vote solely on the merits of the song and its performance,
without regard to the country it’s representing, external
conflicts, etc. However, in practice that does not happen. For
example, there is evidence that the order in which the songs
are presented affects the voting, with De Bruin (2005) arguing
that songs presented later in the competition have an advan-
tage4. However, the most pervasive accusation is that of block
voting, the idea that some countries consistently rank certain
other countries highly regardless of the quality of a particular
entry. There is debate about whether it stems from geographic/
cultural connections, conscious bias, or merely having the
same taste in music. In one of the first papers on the topic, Yair
(1995) looked at Contest voting results between 1975-1992,
identifying and identified a Western Bloc (England, Ireland,
France, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Malta, Luxembourg and
Israel), a Northern Bloc (Germany, Sweden, Norway, Denmark
and Belgium), and a Mediterranean Bloc (Italy, Greece, Spain,
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Chart 1: Russia Percentage By Bloc
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Yugoslavia, Turkey and Monaco), each bound together through
linguistic and/or cultural connections and experiences5.
However, as the contest expanded and the geography of Europe
changed, the blocs shifted. Looking solely at the 2005 contest,
Dekker (2007) identifies 5 blocs: Eastern (former USSR, Ro-
mania, Hungary, Poland), Nordic (Norway, Sweden, Denmark,
Finland, Iceland), Balkan (former Yugoslavia, Albania), East-
ern Mediterranean (Greece, Cyprus, Malta, Bulgaria, Turkey),
Western (other countries)6. Some of these are closer-knit than
others (Ex. Scandinavia or the Balkans vs. the Western bloc),
but these changes have affected the balance of power in the
competition and the songs that tend to win7. It is important to
note that voting blocs are not a guarantee of who will vote for
who, they just indicate trends. That said, they are serious busi-
ness, with the President of Azerbaijan ordering an inquiry into
possible voting violations after they gave no points to Russia in
20138. Beyond political plays, these influences are important to
understand because they illustrate that there are larger factors
at play in the voting.

Russia and Ukraine in ESC 2009-2019

To examine this, I looked at how participating
countries voted towards Russia and Ukraine between 2009
and 2019. Unfortunately, the 2020 contest was canceled due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. I looked at the contest overall,
and within the various blocs that Dekker identified. However,
my data has some gaps. It is not uncommon for countries to
withdraw from Eurovision for a year or two, most commonly
for financial reasons or a lack of public interest in the contest.
I primarily tried to work with the data I had, but I excluded
countries (Most notably Slovakia, Czech Republic, and Bosnia
and Herzegovina) that missed a significant number of contests
in this time period. Both Russia and Ukraine are among the
countries that missed contests during this time period. Ukraine
didn’t participate in 2015 due to financial difficulties (caused by
the Ukrainian Crisis), and it withdrew in 2019 after the would-
be contestant refused to sign a contract that she felt would have
made her a "political tool" in the ongoing conflict9. Similarly,
Russia was unable to participate in 2017 because its would-
be contestant was barred from entering Ukraine (the host
country) due to having toured in Crimea after it was annexed
by Russia. Additionally, Russias entry did not reach the Grand

Chart 2: Ukraine Percentage by Bloc
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Final in 2018, so I used the data from that year’s Semi-Final
instead.

Both countries have remarkably good records in the
past decade-plus. Russia usually scores in the top half of the
leaderboard, and, since 2012, has achieved a top-6 score in
every contest in which it participated (6 out of 10 total), aside
from 2018 when it did not reach the Grand Final. Similarly,
Ukraine has made it to the Grand Final every year it partici-
pated. Aside from winning the contest in 2016, it usually scores
in the top half of the leaderboard, achieving a top 10 place-
ment in 5 out of those 9 contests. Furthermore, its 2019 entry
was expected to do well before Ukraine’s withdrawal from the
contest. Thus, at first glance, there is no obvious ostracization
present in the voting. However, when you look at the voting
results bloc by bloc, a few changes are evident.

One such oddity can be seen in Russia’s 2014 break-
down of the percentage it got from each bloc. It scored in 6th
place that year, receiving a noticeably high percentage of points
from its bloc (71%), with the corresponding lack of points from
the rest of the blocs (especially Western Europe, from which it
received 5% of its points). The results are more similar to what
happened in 2009-11 (62-72% from Eastern Bloc, 13-16% from
Western bloc) when Russia scored in 11th place twice, then
16th place, than what is seen in its more contemporary top-6
placements (which feature 30-39% of points being from the
Eastern bloc and 21-34% from the Western bloc). This would
indicate that, while Russia still did well, the points it received
were more partisan than normal. However, the change in
where the points came from is only evident that year, likely a
result of time going by and new political incidents occurring.

Similarly, Ukraine appears to receive a lower percent-
age of points than expected from its bloc and a higher percent-
age of points than expected from the Western bloc. Specifically,
the percentage of points that Ukraine receives from the western
bloc nearly doubles (13-14% to 21-28+%) after 2013. The most
conspicuous change is in 2017 (when it came in 24th place),
where according to the pattern it should have received 60-70%
of its points from the Eastern bloc, not a mere 39%. Similarly,
according to the regular pattern, it should have received under
13% of its points from the western bloc, not 39%.

However, when trying to determine a larger trend, a
few problems appear. First of all, the sample size is much too
small for anything more than conjecture. Part of this is due to
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the relative recency of events, and part of it is due to Ukraine
having missed two of the most recent contests. Additionally, it
is difficult to separate potential voting changes caused by ex-
ternal factors from the underlying math of placing high in the
contest. If a song is to do well, it needs to gain votes from coun-
tries that wouldn’t normally vote for it, perhaps on the grounds
of merit or memorability. Thus, when a song places highly, the
percentage of points that it receives from its own bloc decreases
and the percentage of points that it receives from other blocs
increases; There is no external bias, merely receiving more
points overall affected the bloc-by-bloc percentages. In a coun-
try like Russia that consistently does well, there is a baseline of
percentages that allows for reasonable comparison. However,
in a country like Ukraine, whose record is much more varied, it
is difficult to separate these influences. Thus, it is quite possible
that aberrations present are explainable by the change to the
voting system in 2016 and rather than any external motives.
All of this indicates that, despite the booing in the stands and
people’s opinions on the news, Eurovision voting is usually
more about longstanding cultural connections than short term
politics. This makes sense, after all how much does the average
person care about the specifics of their country’s foreign policy.
Instead, it would seem that the majority of any
tension present is expressed in the qualitative aspects of the
competition. As aforementioned, in 2015, 2017, and 2019
either Russia or Ukraine didn’t compete for reasons adjacent
to the Ukrainian Crisis. However, even when the countries
did compete, there are entries that arguably highlighted this
tension, most notably Ukraine’s winning song in 2016 (1944),
Ukraine’s 2007 entry (Dancing Lasha Tumbai), and Russia’s
2009 entry (Mamo). While Eurovision songs are not supposed
to get political, 1944 was about the deportation of Crimean

Tatars by the USSR. With lyrics like “They come to your house
/ They kill you all and say / We're not guilty, not guilty;” it is
clear that there are still unresolved issues. Meanwhile, Danc-
ing Lasha Tumbai, a Eurodance nonsense song sung by a drag
performer, can be seen as part of a larger effort by Ukraine to
rebrand itself as a nation, away from its former soviet iden-
tity10. Similarly, with the controversy it sparked, Mamo, a song
representing Russia, but performed half in Ukrainian and half
in Russian by a Ukrainian singer, highlighted divisions within
the post-Soviet states11. Tensions and messages are expressed
not just in how people vote, but in how countries choose to
represent themselves at the competition.

Conclusion

On the whole, Eurovision is more about history,
traditions, and long-standing connections and grudges than
any specific incidents that may be happening around the time
of the contest. Yet, there is some evidence that the events of
Crimea in 2014 affected the voting patterns towards Russia and
Ukraine. While the changes were not sweeping, there appears
to have been some changes about who voted for who and how
many points they gave. After 2014, The Western block tended
to give Ukraine more points, while the Eastern block gave it
fewer points. Similarly, in 2014 itself, Russia received a larger
percentage of points from its bloc, and a much smaller percent-
age from other blocs. Accordingly, there was a limited decrease
in Russia's popularity and a limited increase in Ukraine's popu-
larity. Ukraine and Russia are not the only countries whose
perception, and relationship, can be examined through the lens
of the Eurovision Song Contest, but they make for a fascinating
case study nonetheless due their relatively high profile in the
contest.
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‘Citizens of the World:’
1he Cosmopolitan Case for Open Borders

By Kurtis Lee

Diogenes Sitting in His Tub by Jean-Léon Géréme (1860)
When the Cynic Diogenes was asked where he came from,

he infamously proclaimed: “I am a citizen of the world
(kosmopolités)”[i] Diogenes of Sinope, the first western phi-
losopher to publically call himself a cosmopolitan, espouses an
ancient political ideal that remains profoundly influential in
contemporary politics. Cosmopolitanism is a political philoso-
phy that defends the project of a global society. Cosmopolitans
believe that instead of being tied to citizenship and affiliations
of specific states and nationhood, all human beings should be
members of a single global community. Among contemporary
political discussions, one topic that frequently evokes cosmo-
politanism ideals is the question of open borders. This policy
allows people to freely move and settle across states with little
to no jurisdiction. In this article, I first explore the philosophi-
cal underpinning of cosmopolitanism by tracking its historical
development. Then, I examine its implications to the debate of
open borders by articulating a policy’s cosmopolitan defense.
Finally, I consider a few potential objections and limitations of
the cosmopolitan case for open borders.

The Historical Development of Cosmopolitanism

The word cosmopolitan derived from Ancient Greek,
formed from the word kosmos, which means “world” or “cos-
mos,” and polités, which means “citizen.” Thus, the term cos-
mopolitan can be roughly translated into “citizen of the world”
or “world citizen” Diogenes of Sinope, the first cosmopolitan,
is a founder of Cynicism, a Hellenistic philosophy character-

Source:

ized by a lifestyle of asceticism and rejection of conventional
norms. Cynics understood human beings to be fundamentally
rational creatures by nature. They also believed that to attain
happiness, one must live in accordance with the natural world.
[ii] To that end, one must free themselves from the influences
of conventional norms and desires, as they inhibit human
beings from living in accord with nature. Diogenes’ infamous
cosmopolitan proclamation reflects the rejection of traditional
norms. It opposes the Ancient Greek idea that a person’s iden-
tity is inherently tied to citizenship in a particular city-state.
Rather than binding himself to a specific city-state’s socially
constructed citizenship, the Cynic Diogenes chose to identify
himself instead as belonging to the universal, natural world.
Heavily influenced by Cynicism, cosmopolitan ideals
continue to develop under Stoicism. Stoic philosophers also
see people as not inherently tied down to a specific state but
members of a single global community. Stoicism is a philoso-
phy that emphasizes the cultivation of indifference towards
pain and pleasure as a path towards tranquility and living and
acting in virtue.[iii] A key tenant is the idea that people are all
universally connected by their shared rationality. Therefore,
they should treat each other with respect and harmony, regard-
less of where they happen to be situated. This is reflected in
De Officiis by the Roman philosopher Cicero, who argues that
“we are all subject to one and the same law of Nature; and if
this is true, we are certainly forbidden by Nature’s law to wrong
our neighbor”[iv] Even the Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius
suggests that it is within human beings’ nature to cooperate,
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whereas “to obstruct each other is unnatural. To feel anger at
someone, to turn you back on him: these are obstructions.”[v]
Unlike Cynics, Stoics do not entirely reject all locally
constructed identification and affiliation. Instead, Stoics believe
that we should treat outsiders as virtuously as we treat mem-
bers of our local communities. In a common Stoic metaphor
first proposed by Hierocles, we should regard ourselves not as
devoid of local affiliations, but as a series of concentric circles,
from the self to our countrymen and humanity as a whole. [vi]
Stoic cosmopolitanism implies that we share the common hu-
man trait of rationality with all people of the world, therefore
have a moral obligation to treat people outside of our city or
country justly, as members of a single global community.
According to Martha Nussbaum, Stoic cosmopolitan-
ism is profoundly influential to the political and philosophical
works of Immanuel Kant. She argues that Kant appropriates
the idea of a kingdom of free rational beings equal in human-
ity, each of them to be treated as an end no matter where in the
world they dwell, from the Stoics moral centering of reason as
the basis for statehood.[vii] In his essay Perpetual Peace, Kant
argues that
The right to present themselves to society belongs to all
mankind in virtue of our common right of possession
on the surface of the earth on which, as it is a globe,
we cannot be infinitely scattered and must, in the end,
reconcile ourselves to the existence side by side: at the
same time, originally no one individual had more right
than another to live in any one particular spot.[viii]
According to Kant, because where we are situated is
entirely arbitrary, a person cannot have a legitimate claim of
ownership over the territory they are born in. We ought, there-
fore, to conceive of the world as a communal possession where
each member has the right to live where they want.
Many contemporary philosophers have even tried
to use cosmopolitan ideas to justify more radical forms of
political egalitarianism. Based on the idea that the modern
Westphalian system of nation-states is inconsistent with
cosmopolitanism ideals, some thinkers advocate a central-
ized world state, while others favor a federal approach with
a comprehensive global body of limited coercive power. In
contrast, others would prefer international institutions limited
in scope and focus on particular concerns (e.g., war crimes,
environmental preservation), and some defend a different
alternative altogether.[ix] John Rawls argues that the ‘Origi-
nal Position’ can discover a society’s principles of justice, a
hypothetical place where individuals are devoid of knowledge
on their social positions. This ensures that individuals choose
principles of justice that are rational and impartial. Thomas
Pogge once argued for the extension of the Rawlsian Original
Position globally, where all individuals, instead of states and
societies, to be placed behind the veil of ignorance to construct
a basic global structure that is fair and impartial. Through this,
Pogge argued that we would come to a better understanding of
the justness of the current global institutional scheme, and “as
a [advantaged] participant in an unjust institutional scheme,
one may be implicated with others in a collective wrong whose
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victims have unjust institutions imposed on them.”[x] The
basis of cosmopolitan-inspired political egalitarianism presup-
poses moral universalism that assigns all people an equal moral
worth and an obligation to treat everyone equally and fairly.

The Cosmopolitan Defense of Open Borders

What are the cosmopolitan implications for the mod-
ern debate of open borders? Proponents such as Joseph Carens
believe that cosmopolitan egalitarianism could not only justify
the policy of open borders in principle, but he also argues that
this is a necessary background condition for global justice. He
demonstrates this by arguing that the modern Westphalian
system violates the principle of equal opportunity:

Like feudal birth privileges, contemporary social ar-
rangements not only grant great advantages on the
basis of birth but also entrench these advantages by
legally restricting mobility, making it extremely difficult
for those born into a socially disadvantaged position

to overcome that advantage, no matter how hard they
work.[xi]

According to Carens, the opportunities a person can
pursue in life within our current state system often depend on
where they are born. A person born in a prosperous European
state has a greater likelihood of inheriting more significant
opportunities than a person born in a poor rural African na-
tion. Under the current global scheme of restrictive borders,
citizenship within Western liberal democracies is essentially
an anachronistic system of feudal birth privileges. It arbitrarily
advantages a small number of people based on a birth lottery
while restricting the vast majority of persons’ right to achieve
socioeconomic mobility. A person who is born into extreme
poverty within a failed state, for example, is often legally re-
stricted from moving in search of better opportunities. Like the
peasants under feudalism, they are fundamentally tied to their
land. Meanwhile, a person born in a prosperous, democratic
state will benefit from strong and robust institutions, allowing
them to enjoy greater freedom of opportunity. They are the
equivalent of nobility under feudalism. The current global po-
litical structure is problematic to cosmopolitan ideals because
not only does the system arbitrarily discriminate individuals’
freedom based on a birth lottery, but it is also problematic
to any universal notion of human rights. A policy of open
border rectifies this inequality in principle by allowing people
entrapped in poverty to move and pursue a better life.

Implicitly within the principle of equal opportunity
is a second argument, according to which restrictive borders
violate cosmopolitan ideals by also restricting actual economic,
political, and social equality. A person born in a rich demo-
cratic country is more likely to be far better off materially than
a person born in an impoverished country due to the robust
political, economic, and social institutions only citizens of
wealthier nations can access. A policy of restrictive borders
entrenches material inequalities, thus violating cosmopolitan
ideals by denying people from less well-off countries the ability
to close the material gap and denying them access to the robust
institutions from which well-off citizens benefit.
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The third line of cosmopolitan defense for open
borders is based on the freedom of movement. This invokes
the cosmopolitan premise that because each human being is
situated is entirely arbitrary, and it makes no sense to restrict
people’s mobility and freedom. This is a principle that is more
fundamental than the ability of people to pursue opportuni-
ties. Simultaneously, the freedom to improve one’ life is a good
reason not to restrict mobility. The right to free movement is
more fundamental, as it argues against freedom of movement
regardless of people’s motivation. However, Joseph Carens
argues that proving the right to free movement is not even an
argument that cosmopolitans should be required to make. He
argues that as we support the freedom of movement within
states, it is merely a matter of consistency to apply the same
principle across state borders. Carens argues

Every reason why one might move within a state may
also be a reason for moving between states. One might
want a job; one might fall in love with someone from
another country; one might wish to pursue cultural op-
portunities that are only available in another land. The
radical disjuncture that treats freedom of movement
within the state as a human right while granting states
discretionary control over freedom of movement across
state borders makes no moral sense.[xii]
According to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
“everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence
within the borders of each State”[xiii] We already consider
it to be an egregious violation of human rights if we attempt
to restrict people from moving within the confines of a state.
However, as we treat the freedom of movement and residence
within states as a universal human right, it is difficult to find
a moral reason for the double standard according to which
we do not also consider movement between states as a human
right.

Possible Objections and Limitations

Even if we were to accept the cosmopolitan premise
of the debate, there are potentially several objections to the
idea of open borders. The first objection appeals to the right to
self-determination. Certain thinkers argue that political com-
munities under certain conditions can satisfy legitimate oc-
cupancy requirements over territory, such as occupying empty
territories for a given period. This argument often invokes the
Lockean labor theory of property. A political community has
a legitimate claim of ownership over a region by creating value

or appropriating new property through one’s labor. [xiv] David
Miller argues that when political communities are legitimized,
they can impose territorial jurisdiction, which gives them

the right to control movement in and out of that territory. If

a state can legitimately exercise jurisdiction, it is also entitled
to exclude immigrants if it wishes.[xv] Insofar as it is the
members responsible for laboring and sacrificing to attain the
community’s self-sufficiency, they have a legitimate claim on
the characterization of their community. For communities to
self-determine their political configuration, They must have the
ability to exclude certain people from membership. This allows
them to exclude outsiders because the latter do not have the
same legitimate claim of ownership over a territory as commu-
nity members.

However, there are several problems with this objec-
tion. Firstly, this theory ignores the historical reality in which
modern states acquire territories. Rather than the appropria-
tion of empty territories, modern states often acquire territo-
ries through unjust warfare and colonialism, which involve
the subjugation of the native populations and pre-established
political communities. But even if we ignore this concern, the
importance for a community to exclude outsiders is weakened
when considering intergenerational problems. Even if original
members can establish initial legitimacy, it is more difficult for
subsequent generations to justify legitimacy. Their acquisition
of ownership seems to be primarily based on inheritance rather
than labor. The arbitrariness of the birth lottery still seems to
pose a considerable problem, as arguments about initial legiti-
macy do not address the issue of moral luck.

Another potential objection concerns the practical
effects behind the implementation of open borders policies.
This argument concerns the consequences of immigration on
social stability, security, and the wellbeing of communities.
Open border policies may raise concerns about the danger
of terrorism and social instability from receiving countries
and the increase in xenophobia and hate crimes against im-
migrants. Objections to open borders often rest on potential
consequences that will do more harm than good. However,
even if current practical concerns prevent open border policies
from being implemented, it does not diminish the importance
of cosmopolitanism as a guiding moral principle. Then, the
goal of politics is to aims to try and reduce this gap through
innovative solutions between our moral ideals and the material
conditions of reality.

Note: This article is written prior the COVID-19 pandemic
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Climate Displacementin the Maldives

By Callie Hilgenhurst

Introduction

By the end of this century, climate change will have
displaced millions of climate refugees globally. These refu-
gees will come from places like the Maldives, a small group
of low-lying islands in the northern Indian Ocean, which is
one of the first countries immediately and drastically affected
by climate change. Island nations are extremely vulnerable to
climate change due to rises in sea level. The Maldives, one of
the countries that is least responsible for climate change, is
under tremendous pressure to mitigate and adapt to climate
change in the future. The increasingly uninhabitable condi-
tions of the Maldives have pushed many residents to emigrate,
many of them fleeing to the United States. Maldivian displace-
ment serves as a case study for the creation of climate refugees
globally. This essay will examine climate change’s impact on the
Maldivian identity, and expectations for the United States to
prepare for these refugees.

The United States has been one of the world’s top
greenhouse gas emitters for centuries. Climate Change is the
direct result of greenhouse gas emission and accumulation into
Earth’s atmosphere, wreaking havoc on biological and geologi-
cal systems, including sea level rise. The effects of sea level rise
on island countries such as the Maldives causes displacement,
creating swaths of climate refugees. Policymakers of these vul-
nerable countries have few options to combat climate change:
mitigation of climate changes, adaptation to them, and migra-
tion after the climate changes. Because of the United States’
partial liability for climate change, this article will also examine
American responsibility to aid Maldivian refugees in any and
all of their responses.

Sea Level Rise and Maldivian Responses

Sea level rise poses a threat to island nations like the
Maldives, as their coastlines lie just a few meters above the cur-
rent sea level. Already, several islands in the Pacific are already
underwater, and 85% of the remaining Maldivian landmass
is projected to be underwater by 2100. Another element of
climate change is ocean acidification, which bleaches coral and
kills fish, wreaking havoc on the tourism and fishing industries
and depleting a main food source.

Faced with a looming threat, the people of the Mal-
dives have three options, which I will explore in the coming
paragraphs. The first is attempting to mitigate climate change
by reducing greenhouse gas emissions, investing in sustainable
development, and developing renewable energy. Alternatively,
they can adapt to climate change by building infrastructure
through projects like the “Integrating Climate Change Risks
into Resilient Island Planning in the Maldives” program, or
ICCR, which is an adaptive strategy to protect the Maldives
with soft infrastructure. Other options include buying other
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land to relocate displaced Maldivians, training policymakers,
and strengthening community resilience. Lastly, Maldivians
can emigrate to countries that are less stricken by climate
change.

Mitigation

The Maldivian government recognizes the threat
that climate change poses to its national security and identity.
Former Maldivian President Nasheed (r. 2008-2012) is globally
renowned for his efforts to promote sustainability and mitigate
climate change. In 2009, he revealed plans for billion-dollar
carbon neutrality by 2020. The Maldivian carbon footprint is
miniscule in the face of Western consumption, but Nasheed
recognized the need for total global sustainability. The goal
of Maldivian carbon neutrality is more symbolic than literal,
acting as an example for the largest emitters to follow and take
responsibility for their emissions. If the Maldives, with only
345,000 people and a GDP per capita of $14,000, can make the
effort to switch to renewable energy sources, countries with
more resources and greater potential for change should be
inspired to do the same.

Adaptation

In addition to President Nasheed’s mitigation ef-
forts, he also made major advances toward adaptation. In
2010, under Nasheed’s leadership, the Maldivian government
established the aforementioned ICCR program to adapt to the
challenges brought on by climate change. There are three key
components in this 9.3 million-dollar plan: improving physical
resilience by deploying ‘soft’ infrastructure, enhancing institu-
tional resilience by training policymakers, and strengthening
community resilience through education and awareness. The
Maldives has little choice but to invest in the ICCR, because
although the country’s emissions are little, Maldivians will be
most brutally impacted by climate change. Aside from building
infrastructure, when Nasheed considered other adaptation
plans, he “famously sought to purchase Indian land...” to relo-
cate displaced Maldivians. However, the price of any adapta-
tion plan puts tremendous economic pressure on the Maldives.
Nasheed was more concerned with immediate efforts to build
protective infrastructure, but his successor, Abdulla Yameen,
switched his attention instead to exploiting mass tourism op-
portunities in the Maldives. He planned to lease out islands
to mega-tourism resorts and use the profits to build adaptive
infrastructure on the main islands so that citizens can remain
in the Maldives. Yameen intended to put the profits into geo-
engineering adaptation projects to reclaim islands or even
to construct new ones. However, the juxtaposition of carbon
neutrality to mass tourism makes either adaptive approach less
plausible.
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emphasize the threat of sea level rise

Emigration

If sea level continues to rise, and without the funds
to build infrastructure on each of the 1,190 Maldivian islands,
many Maldivians will be displaced and forced to migrate. How-
ever, although projections into the future are not promising,
much of the surface area of the Maldives is still inhabitable to-
day. Therefore, policymakers and Maldivians have varying per-
ceptions of forced migration, since many of the residents have
not been displaced yet and there are still many other adapta-
tion possibilities available. Migration as an adaptive response is
somewhat of a last-resort, as it would displace entire communi-
ties after all other adaptation responses are exhausted accord-
ing to the “Relief & Development” section of the Georgetown
University Journal of International Affairs. Many Maldivians
view migration as a last resort, while others view migration as
one adaptation option among many. Maldivians migrate for a
multitude of reasons, climate being just one of them. In fact,
many Maldivians don't see it as an incorrigible fate, but one of
many adaptive options, which “is not forced or involuntary...
It is a choice” A possible explanation for the varying results is
that individuals living on the coast or smaller islands might feel
more strongly about displacement than individuals on higher
ground or on bigger islands. Currently, migration is not forced,
but it is an option for Maldivians. However, in the future the
sea level is guaranteed to keep rising, and without the capital
or resources to safeguard each island before disaster strikes,
migration may be the only option for many Maldivians.

Maldivian President Mohamed Nasheed holds a cabinet meeting underwater to

Source: "Maldives Underwater Cabinet Meeting" by Seeneen

The case of climate displacement in the Maldives calls
for a pioneering type of refugee status. The United Nations’
current definition of a political refugee is exclusive of the type
of displacement many Maldivians face: “The current status for
political refugees is one that is temporary, individually granted,
and catalyzed by the presence of a totalitarian authority.” This
definition excludes climate refugees because their migra-
tion would be permanent, with no hope of returning to their
submerged islands, unlike refugees of most natural disasters.
Additionally, Maldivian refugee status would apply to all
Maldivians, rather than being individually granted, and their
displacement is not the fault of a totalitarian authority. Climate
refugees differ from the UN’s traditional definition of a politi-
cal refugee because climate change is both a natural disaster
and a man-made one. The sea level rise that is engulfing the
Maldives is the long-time-coming result of a centuries-old time
bomb largely ignored by those responsible. The Maldivian case
of climate displacement is different because the entire national
landscape may be completely lost, never to be recovered. This
is a tremendous calamity for the Maldivian national identity.
Within a handful of generations, there may be no more native-
born Maldivians if sea level rise is not tackled and thwarted
immediately. Therefore, Maldivians are owed a special type of
refugee status, which acknowledges complete obliviation of a
homeland and recognizes climate change as “an environmental
disaster, but it is not without human apathy, destruction, and
slander” This refugee status is not arbitrary. It calls for interna-
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tional aid to recompense the injustices done to the Maldivian
people, assigning accountability to those responsible.

In 2006, delegates from the Maldives proposed an
amendment to the 1951 Geneva Convention Relating to the
Status of Refugees to extend the UN’s refugee mandate to apply
to climate refugees. However, the UN refugee regime hardly
acknowledged the proposal, as it was “already under constant
pressure from industrialized countries that seek restrictive
interpretations of its provisions...” Nations such as the United
States are unwilling to extend refugee status because of the
throng of additional migrants, “20 times larger than those cur-
rently under UN oversight and equal to half the population of
the European Union,” would create tensions between oncom-
ing climate refugees and existing refugees protected under the
Geneva Convention. The forced absorption of this tremendous
number of refugees will put strain on even the most stable
economies and it will create imbalance within existing refugee
programs.

The Maldivian people are least responsible for
climate change, and yet they are going to face the brunt of the
consequences. The United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change coined the term “common but differenti-
ated responsibilities” to describe situations like this, in which
the nations who can afford (in both capital and opportunity)
to reduce their carbon footprint should be held to a differ-
ent standard than the nations who cannot. The United States,
which is among the world’s leading emitters (and has been for
centuries), has done little to take accountability for its contri-
bution to climate change. Climate change affects the world’s
poorest people who have the most difficulty recovering. Poorer
people (usually in the global south), are often “more exposed
and more susceptible to hazards, suffer greater relative loss of
assets, and have a lower capacity to cope and recover” There-
fore development strategies should center around reducing
impoverishment. Displacement caused by climate change is
a human rights issue on a global scale. America, having more
wealth and being least affected by climate change, should al-
leviate the burden of climate displacement on Maldivians who
do not have the capital to mitigate, adapt, and/or migrate.

U.S. Responsibility for Climate Refugees

The United Nations Security Council presently
mandates refugee quotas in member nations. However, many
developing nations maintain that this council should not
regulate climate policy, as the five permanent members (China,
France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States)

are the largest emitters of greenhouse gases. The members of
this council that are most affected by climate change propose
a new agreement: a plan to voluntarily resettle and reintegrate
displaced migrants “over periods of many years and decades,
which varies from typical safety-pin approaches of immediate,
short-term disaster relief.

As previously argued, climate refugees require differ-
ent protocols from the United Nations’ current approach for
political refugees. Among the many reasons for differing pro-
tocol, climate refugees may never return to their homeland and
will need to be permanently relocated. In some cases, such as
Bangladesh, much of the landscape will still be inhabitable for
refugees to relocate within the country. However, in the case of
the Maldives, these climate refugees must be seen as perma-
nent immigrants to be completely absorbed by their sanctuary
countries since climate refugees may never reinhabit their
homelands like political refugees. Unlike the United Nations’
individually-granted refugee status, new policy formed around
climate refugees must be modeled for entire populations,
including “villages, cities, provinces, or even entire nations, as
in the case of small island states” such as the Maldives.

The unprecedented nature of the oncoming climate refugee
crisis requires innovative, large-scale policy solutions. The

top emitters such as the United States should be obligated to
accommodate climate refugees from the Maldives, displaced as
an indirect result of the U.S’s unwillingness to stifle greenhouse
gas emissions. The Maldives are but one example of displace-
ment resulting from climate change, and it is unrealistic for
the United States to admit all 200 million globally impacted
climate refugees including those from the Maldives. However,
it is reasonable for the United States to finance and support the
resettlement of climate refugees.

Maldivians along with millions of global climate
refugees will be robbed of their homes, cultures and national
identities in the near future. A possible solution to their
recompensation is refugee status admission into big-emitter
nations, under a dogma of “the greater the emissions, the more
refugees a nation could accommodate” Although this adap-
tive proposal abandons hopes of rescuing refugees’ cultural,
ancestral homelands, it also doesn’t audaciously propose they
construct a new one from scratch, as many apologists do. By
logical argument, this is the most fair solution, helping climate
refugees and holding top emitters accountable. This solution is
perhaps a best-case scenario for climate refugees, a worst-case
scenario for carbon-reliant countries. Potential host nations
are unlikely to be in support of this solution. However, the

The Maldives are but one example of displacement resulting from climate
change, and it is unrealistic for the United States to admit all 200 million
globally impacted climate refugees including those from the Maldives.
However, it is reasonable for the United States to finance and support the
resettlement of climate refugees.
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Maldivians along with millions of global climate refugees will be robbed

of their homes, cultures and national identities in the near future.

Maldivian people will have little to compromise if their country
becomes uninhabitable. It will be up to international treaties

to compromise for them, giving responsibility to the countries
most responsible for climate change.

Conclusion

Sea level rise as a result of accumulated greenhouse
gases is affecting the Maldives and other geographically low-ly-
ing nations more intensely and urgently than the nations most
responsible for climate change. Maldivian refugees are stripped
of a national identity in a more malicious way than typical
political refugees experience: the Maldivian identity could
have been preserved if industrialized nations took measures
to prevent anthropogenic climate change. In order to preserve
the Maldivian identity, the needs of climate refugees must be
recognized and accommodated. The United Nations™ defini-
tion of a refugee must be amended to include climate refugees,
and protocol and resource distribution must also be adjusted
to include them. Climate refugees, especially those from the
Maldives, will be particularly vulnerable and debilitated in

the wake of the climate crisis. Although the Maldives are least
responsible for the climate crisis which threatens its demise, it
still makes last-ditch efforts for carbon neutrality in hopes that
the world’s top emitters would do the same.

The nations most responsible for climate change, including the
United States, are morally obligated to aid refugees displaced
by climate change by providing aid, resources and/or disaster
relief to relocate them if not directly admitting them. Citizens
and politicians of the United States are not likely to forfeit the
capital necessary to aid these migrants willingly, and it is un-
likely that U.S. policy or legislation will change in the favor of
these refugees. Unless climate change is mitigated, the refugees
will be displaced and Americans will contribute to their wel-
fare. Therefore, Americans who do not want this responsibility
should be in favor of climate mitigation policies including the
Green New Deal, sustainable development, and renewable en-
ergies. Either way, Americans and citizens of other developed
nations will be impacted by the refugees displaced by climate
change.

Callie Hilgenhurst wrote this essay in the spring of 2020, but due to the complications of the pandemic, no articles were published that
semester. Callie has since transferred to Vanderbilt University where she continues to study Environmental Science and do research on
climate change and sea level rise in coastal regions. She is thankful for the opportunity to publish her article.
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