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In Chaos, Autocrats Confront a New Foe

Faithful Seek 
Signs in Crisis

By DECLAN WALSH

CAIRO — When the virus hit, 
the strongmen hit back as they 
know best.

For Egypt’s president, Abdel 
Fattah el-Sisi, that meant deploy-
ing chemical warfare troops in 
protective suits, armed with dis-
infectant, to the streets of Cairo, 
in a display of military muscle pro-
jected via social media.

Russia’s leader, Vladimir V. Pu-
tin, donned the plastic suit himself 

for a visit to a Moscow hospital 
for coronavirus patients. Then 
he dispatched to Italy 15 military 
planes filled with medical supplies 
and emblazoned with the slogan 
“From Russia with Love.”

President Recep Tayyip Erdo-
gan of Turkey locked up reporters 
who criticized his early efforts to 
counter the virus, then sent a voice 
message to the phone of every cit-
izen over 50, stressing that he had 
everything under control.

And in Turkmenistan, where not 
a single infection has been official-
ly reported, the president for life, 
Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov, 
promoted his book on medicinal 
plants as a possible solution.

The world’s autocrats are em-
ploying a mixture of propagan-
da, repression and ostentatious 
shows of strength to exude an 
aura of control over a chaotic sit-
uation. The crisis offers them an 
opportunity to entrench their vast 

powers with little risk of censure 
from a distracted world, where the 
scramble to contain the pandemic 
has forced even liberal democra-
cies to consider harsh measures.

“Coronavirus is the new terror-
ism,” said Kenneth Roth, head of 
Human Rights Watch, who fears 
that a sweeping expansion of dra-
conian powers could become the 
virus’s enduring legacy. “It’s the 

By ELIZABETH DIAS

Shamain Webster, who lives in Texas, 
has seen the signs of a coming apoca-
lypse for a while now, just as the Bible 
foretold.

But Ms. Webster, 42 and an evangeli-
cal Christian, is unafraid. She has been 
listening online to one of her favorite 
preachers, who has called the coronavi-
rus pandemic a “divine reset.”

“These kinds of moments really get 
you to re-evaluate everything,” she 
said. As everyone goes through a peri-
od of isolation, she added, God is using 
it for good, “to teach us and train us  

on how to live life better.”
For people of many faiths, and even 

none at all, it can feel lately like the end 
of the world is near. Not only is there a 
plague, but hundreds of billions of lo-
custs are swarming East Africa. Wild-
fires have ravaged Australia. 

But the story of apocalypse is one of 
the oldest humans tell. In ancient reli-
gious traditions beyond Christianity 
— including Judaism, Islam and Bud-
dhism — it is a common narrative that 
arises in moments of social and political 
crisis, as people try to process shocking 
events.

The original word in Greek — apoka-
lypsis — means an unveiling, a revela-
tion. “It’s not just about the end of the 
world,” said Jacqueline Hidalgo, head 
of the religion department at Williams 
College in Massachusetts. “It helps us 
see something that is hidden before.”

Among Christians, one of the most 
well-known apocalyptic narratives is 
the Book of Revelation in the New Testa-
ment, which tells the story of the defeat 
of an evil beast, a final divine judgment 
and the coming of a New Jerusalem.

While many biblical scholars read the 

book as a story about the destruction of 
corrupt political systems, many evan-
gelical Christians believe it describes 
the rapture, Jesus’ return to save believ-
ers from a period of tribulation.

Some of the earliest apocalyptic spec-
ulation is found in Jewish scriptures, in 
stories like the Book of Daniel, as the 
Hellenistic age gave way to the Romans 
around the second and first centuries 
B.C. and Jewish communities experi-
enced violent persecution. Some Jews 
speculated again about the end of time 
when the Roman army destroyed the 
Second Temple in Jerusalem in A.D. 70.

Jewish leaders realized they needed 
to survive in the world as they knew it, 
said David Kraemer, a professor at Jew-
ish Theological Seminary in New York.

The rabbis developed a system where 
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The apocalypse is a common narrative that people have relied on to process shocking events. “Death on the Pale Horse,” by Benjamin West, from 1796.

Christians believe Jesus will return 
to Earth to save believers. “The 
Rapture: One at the Mill,” by the 
Dutch artist Jan Luyken in 1795.

NARIMAN EL-MOFTY/ASSOCIATED PRESS

The Egyptian police have 
filled Cairo’s streets during 
the coronavirus pandemic.
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latest pretext for rights violations 
that I fear will persist.”

Yet the virus also brings po-
tential perils for the strongmen. 
Countries like Russia and Egypt 
are at the front end of the virus 
curve, meaning the worst is likely 
a matter of weeks away. If hit by a 
crisis as bad as the one sweeping 
Europe and the United States, 
their usual tools may be of limited 
use. The virus cannot be arrest-
ed, censored or outlawed. The 
economic toll of a pandemic will 
strain the patronage networks 
that underpin many autocracies. 
Leaders who portray themselves 
as saviors are exposed to blame if 
the death toll soars.

And while few analysts predict 
immediate upheaval, the pan-
demic could rattle faith in leaders 
whose authority rests on an edi-
fice of unchallenged dominance.

“In some places, you could end 
up with a narrow, nastier dicta-
torship,” said Steven A. Cook, a 
senior fellow for the Middle East 
and North Africa at the Council on 
Foreign Relations. “In others, the 
whole thing could come apart.”

In some countries, the crisis has 
given a good name to strong, intru-
sive rule. The United Arab Emir-
ates, an oil-rich autocratic monar-
chy, has one of the world’s highest 
rates of coronavirus testing.

A smartphone app used by Sin-
gapore to track infected citizens 
is being considered by several 
Western countries. The oldest de-
mocracies are considering tactics 
once the preserve of tyrants — 
sweeping police powers, bans on 
public assembly, suspended elec-
tions, shuttered courts, intrusive 
surveillance and closed borders. 

Popular revolts in Lebanon, 
Iraq, Algeria and Chile slowed 
or stopped and, given the health 

risks associated with public gath-
erings, are unlikely to regain mo-
mentum soon.

Autocratic leaders have cracked 
down on dissent and played up 
their favored tropes. Mr. el-Sisi de-
nounced critics of his virus efforts 
as lackeys of the outlawed Muslim 
Brotherhood. Mr. Putin’s offi-
cials initially blamed the crisis on 
wine-sipping Russian jet-setters, 
out of touch with vodka-drinking 
ordinary Russians, who imported 
the virus from skiing trips in Eu-
rope. 

But the pandemic has also 
scrambled their plans. Mr. Putin 
had to cancel a referendum that 
would have allowed him to remain 
in power until 2036. And after 
Egypt announced it would make 
those returning from abroad pay 
for their own quarantine, calls 
erupted for Mr. el-Sisi to turn his 
palaces into quarantine centers. 
He quickly backtracked.

In many countries, citizens sus-
pect their leaders of hiding the ex-
tent of infections.

“Germs don’t respect censor-
ship,” Mr. Roth said. “The censor-
ship might stop the momentary 
criticism, but it could fuel the pub-
lic health crisis.”

Michele Dunne of the Carne-
gie Endowment for International 
Peace said, “We won’t see the po-
litical fallout until after the health 
crisis starts to abate.”

Jews could live anywhere, under 
any government and live mean-
ingful lives connected to neigh-
bors and to God.

“That was the Judaism that 
enabled Jews to live through 
persecution, plagues, medieval 
centuries and on through early 
modernity, which was in some 
ways the most difficult periods,” 
Dr. Kraemer said.

Every year the celebration of 
Passover, which began on April 
8 and recounts 10 plagues from 
the Book of Exodus, is a remind-
er of God’s redemption. The 
Passover Seder “says we have 
been in difficult circumstances 
before and we will get beyond 
them,” Dr. Kraemer said.

In the Islamic tradition, the 
Quran tells stories of plagues 
and of a final earthquake that 
will tear the earth apart, as well 
as stories of finding God in the 
created world.

In mainstream Islamic 
thought there is a distinction 
between the end of the world 
and the concept of apocalypse, 
said Amir Hussain, a theology 
professor at Loyola Marymount 
University in Los Angeles.  

“Look at the creation, look at 
the oceans,” Dr. Hussain said, 
reflecting on a favorite passage 
in the Quran about God’s mercy. 
“How much better is it to have 
that realization in this lifetime?”

In Buddhism, time is cyclical, 
not linear, making apocalypse 
both an end and a beginning. 
“Apocalypse happens and then 
a new order starts, a new social 

order, new moral order,” said 
Vesna Wallace, a professor of 
Buddhism at the University of 
California, Santa Barbara. “The 
story repeats itself.”

Apocalyptic stories in Bud-
dhist scriptures share simi-
lar themes, often including an 
unjust ruler, social inequality, 
plagues and fruits that do not 
ripen, she said, referring to texts 
from the fifth and 11th centuries 
A.D. Blades of grass become like 
swords — and even the sense of 
taste disappears (like a suspect-
ed symptom of Covid-19).

In Buddhist traditions, apoc-
alypse comes as a result of col-
lective karma — everyone’s 
actions toward one another and 
the world — which means its 
outcome can change, even in the 
present circumstance. “It’s like 
a warning to change the course 
of actions, to bring back compas-
sion, empathy, develop social 
equality,” Dr. Wallace said.

A stark, binary structure — a 
clear good and evil — appeals 
when society is fractured, Dr. 
Hidalgo said, adding, “A sense 
of shared external evil can real-
ly bring folks together.”

The memory of past crises 
can offer hope — that humans 
have survived such moments 
before, and that the truths being 
revealed can be a call to action.

“Is it the end of the world? 
Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t,” said 
Ekemini Uwan, a public theolo-
gian. “But we need to be ready. 
We need to learn to number our 
days because we really do not 
know when our last breath will 
be.” 
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Finland has maintained its 
stockpile of medical and 
military gear from the Cold 
War. A statue in Helsinki.
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For Signs in a Crisis

Unlike Its Neighbors, Finland Is Prepared
By CHRISTINA ANDERSON 

 and HENRIK PRYSER LIBELL

STOCKHOLM — As some na-
tions scramble to find protective 
gear to fight the coronavirus 
pandemic, Finland is sitting on 
an enviable stockpile of personal 
protective equipment like sur-
gical masks, putting it ahead of 
less-prepared Nordic neighbors.

The stockpile, considered one 
of Europe’s best and built up over 
years, includes not only medical 
supplies, but also oil, grains, ag-
ricultural tools and raw materials 
to make ammunition. Norway, 
Sweden and Denmark had also 
amassed large stockpiles of med-
ical and military equipment, fuel 
and food during the Cold War era. 
Later, most all but abandoned 
those stockpiles.

But not Finland. Its prepared-

ness has cast a spotlight on nation-
al stockpiles and exposed the vul-
nerability of other Nordic nations.

When the pandemic hit, the 
Finnish government tapped into 
its supply of medical equipment for 
the first time since World War II.

“Finland is the prepper nation 
of the Nordics, always ready for a 
major catastrophe or a World War 
III,” said Magnus Hakenstad, a 
scholar at the Norwegian Institute 
for Defence Studies.

Though year after year Fin-
land has ranked high on the list of 
happiest nations, its location and 
historical lessons have taught the 
nation of 5.5 million to prepare for 
the worst, said Tomi Lounema, the 
chief executive of Finland’s Na-
tional Emergency Supply Agency.

“It’s in the Finnish people’s 
DNA to be prepared,” Mr. Loune-
ma said, referring to his country’s 
proximity to Russia, its eastern 
neighbor. (Finland fought off a So-

viet invasion in 1939.) In addition, 
most of its trade goes through the 
Baltic Sea. That, he said, is a vul-
nerability.  

There is little publicly available 
information on the number of sup-
plies that Finland has or where ex-
actly they are stored.

The authorities confirmed that 
the stockpiles are kept in facilities 
spread across the country and 
that the current system has been 
in place since the 1950s.  That has 
placed Finland in a more solid po-
sition to confront the pandemic.

As officials in other countries 
like the United States lament the 
shortage of masks, ventilators and 
gowns and the global coronavirus 
cases increase, tales abound of 
price gouging. Nations are com-
peting for medical supplies and 
racing to create a vaccine.

The European Commission, the 
executive branch of the European 
Union, announced on March 19 

that it was creating its first ever 
stockpile of medical equipment “to 
help E.U. countries in the context 
of the Covid-19 pandemic.”

Several E.U. countries have al-
so passed new legislation banning 
the export of essential materials.

When the medical device compa-
ny Mölnlycke Health Care in Swe-
den tried to send masks and rubber 
gloves to desperate hospitals in Ita-
ly and Spain from its storage center 
in Lyon, France, it was blocked by 
France’s export ban.

On April 4, however, Sweden’s 
foreign minister, Ann Linde, said 
on Twitter that after pressure 
from Sweden, France had finally 
relented on the masks from Möln-
lycke. It was “very important that 
the internal market works even in 
times of crisis!” she said.

Norway used to be more resil-
ient and equipped to be self-sus-
taining in a national crisis, ac-
cording to Leif Inge Magnussen, 

associate professor of leadership 
at the University of Southeastern 
Norway. But a risk analysis last 
year by the Norwegian Director-
ate for Civil Protection conclud-
ed that pandemics and medicine 
shortages were key concerns.

“Society has become very de-
pendent on other countries and 
just-in-time supply chains,” Mr. 
Magnussen said.

Constant Méheut and Christopher 
F. Schuetze contributed reporting.

Andrew Higgins, Carlotta Gall 
and Patrick Kingsley contributed 
reporting.
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Russian 
officials 
blamed 
infections 
on jet-
setters 
returning 
from 
Europe. 
At Red 
Square.
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This article is by Mujib Mashal, 
Asadullah Timory and 
Najim Rahim.

K ABUL , Afghanistan — 
Around the time his hometown 
turned into the epicenter of coro-
navirus in Afghanistan and the 
government began a lockdown, 
Mohamed Kareem Tawain, an 
80-year-old dentist in the city of 
Herat, had a dream one night: He 
took some money from his wife to 
distribute for charity, but found no 
one on the streets to give it to.

“When I came to the clinic the 
next morning and interpreted my 
dream, I knew it had a direct con-
nection to the coronavirus,” Mr. 
Tawain said. “I decided I would 
waive the rent for the 10 shops 
I own,” which comes to about 
$6,000.

The virus is spreading across 
Afghanistan at a time when the 
country is grappling with a raging 
war with the Taliban, an election 
dispute that has split the govern-
ment and brought a $1 billion aid 
reduction from the United States 
as punishment, and a dire econ-
omy with half the population im-
poverished.

In such a moment of need, ordi-
nary Afghans have stepped up to 
share the little that they have, tap-
ping into a culture of generosity, 
volunteerism and care within the 
community that many feared had 
been eroded by decades of war, 
greed and corruption.

Across Afghanistan, landlords 
have waived rent. Tailors have 
handed out thousands of home-
made face masks. Youth groups 

and athletes have delivered food 
to hospitals and destitute fami-
lies. Wedding halls and schools 
have volunteered to be turned into 
hospitals.

In Kunduz, a city overrun by the 
Taliban twice in recent years, doz-
ens of shopkeepers have pitched 
in with the little they could afford: 
setting up wash basins and soap 
so passers-by can disinfect.

“As soon as the lockdown began, 
the owner of the business center 
called me and asked me to share 
with all the tenants that the rent 
is waived,” said Jamshed Kunda-

li, who runs a small radio station. 
“The owner said not only is the 
rent forgiven for this month, but 
even until the end of the year if the 
situation continues like this. He 
didn’t ask for anything in return. 
He said he just wanted us to go 

home and follow the directives of 
health officials.”

The widespread poverty inter-
feres with even basic efforts to 
tackle the spread of the virus. As 
many people rely on daily wag-
es to feed their families, locking 
down cities and closing markets 
pushes them to another threat — 
hunger.

The governor of Faryab Prov-
ince, Naqibullah Faiq, said that 
many men have refused to go to 
hospitals because they believed 
their families depended on them 
for survival. So he has tried to 

break down that resistance by 
giving their families food pack-
ages.

Mr. Faiq forced one man sus-
pected of having the virus to go to 
the hospital. “He escaped from the 
ambulance twice and once from 
the police,” he said.

Going to the family’s home, Mr. 
Faiq found the man’s mother, who 
said her son was the only one who 
had work. “So we gave them a sack 
of flour, a sack of rice, two kilos of 
sugar, five kilos of beans,” he said. 
“Then he happily came to the hos-
pital to be quarantined.”

Afghan Crisis, Met With Kindness and Waived Rents

JIM HUYLEBROEK FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Mohamed Kareem Tawain, 80, a dentist in 
Herat, said he waived the rent on 10 shops 
that he owns. Left, activists handing out 
masks, gloves and hand sanitizer in Kabul 
last month.

Bringing food to the 
poor and soap to 
passers-by.
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Fos-sur-Mer is home to nearly 200 factories, warehouses and 
plants. Residents say the pollution has sickened them. 

Polluted French Region Fights Industry

Factories near 
Marseille are blamed 
for cancer rates.

By ADAM NOSSITER

FOS-SUR-MER, France — The 
line of giant chimneys stretches to 
the horizon in one of the most pol-
luted industrial zones in Europe.

For years, the inhabitants of 
Fos-sur-Mer accepted their ill-
nesses — for example, a cancer 
rate that is double the national av-
erage — in exchange for jobs in the 
nearly 200 factories, warehous-
es, gas terminals and industrial 
sheds that surround them.

But enough got to be enough. 
Citizens in this corner of the Med-
iterranean, just west of Marseille, 
took their fight to a place rarely 
used in France to resolve such 
disputes: the country’s justice 
system.

They have banded together to 
file a criminal complaint accus-
ing the steel, oil and petrochemi-
cal companies in the area of put-
ting their lives at risk. It is a first 
in France: citizens taking on a 
region’s industry in court, and 
threatening criminal sanctions.

Sylvie Anane, who lives within 
breathing distance of the plants, 
has suffered debilitating illness-
es: heart problems requiring a 
stent, ovarian cancer, diabetes, 

thyroid cancer, breast cancer 
and two heart attacks. “For a long 
time, nobody talked about the 
pollution,” said Ms. Anane, one of 
those who brought the complaint. 
“It was a bit of a taboo. The idea 
was that it gave us work.”

The citizens have taken on not 
just the government, but an entire 
industrial basin: all of the Mar-
seille area’s heavy industry, which 

together pumps out one-fifth of 
France’s fine particles and a quar-
ter of its heavy metals emissions. 

Nearly 20 percent of France’s 
factories classified as high risk are 
in Fos-sur-Mer.

In May 2010, a local representa-
tive of France’s government noted 
“numerous uncontrolled atmo-
spheric emissions” at an Arcelor-
Mittal steel plant in the area, ac-

cording to the complaint. The offi-
cial “failed to issue any warnings,” 
the criminal complaint says. Arce-
lorMittal did not comment.

Four companies, including 
ArcelorMittal and a fuel refinery 
belonging to Esso, part of Exxon 
Mobil, have also been targeted in 
a lawsuit.

Exxon Mobil has described the 
Esso refinery as a “responsible ac-
tor” in regards to the environment. 
ArcelorMittal, a steel-making gi-
ant, has argued that it has spent 
tens of millions of euros on pollu-
tion-reducing equipment. Activists 
say the effort was not enough.

“They trusted these compa-
nies,” said Julie Andreu, the law-
yer who filed the complaint last 
fall. “They made the people rich. 
And then, little by little, the pathol-
ogies developed.”

Health care professionals say 
the number of cancer cases is well 
above normal. In her neighbor-
hood of 62 homes, there have been 
cancer victims in 22 of them, said 
Jackie Huriaux, a retired nurse. 

The citizens know that the facto-
ries are an essential part of the ar-
ea’s economic life and that the air 
quality will never be perfect. But it 

could be better, they’re sure, if the 
plants adopted more pollution-re-
ducing methods.

“We need the jobs,” Ms. Anane 
said. “But we need to be healthy to 
work.”

That conundrum is not lost on 
the crowd at the Bar du Commerce 
in the center of Fos. The custom-
ers who gathered there recently, 

before the coronavirus shut down 
social life, had just come from the 
industrial zone.

“Sure, we’re for these lawsuits,” 
said Bruno Thieulent, a dockwork-
er. “But then, you’ve got to think 
about the work. If there’s no pol-
lution, there’s no work. Besides, 
we’ve always lived with it. It’s just 
been part of our lives, that’s all.”
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MAUREEN DOWD

Leading From the Rear

President Donald J. Trump said 
recently that he hadn’t “heard 
about testing in weeks.” But right 
now — let’s face it — tests are be-
ing rationed in many parts of the 
United States.

Of course, the seriously ill and 
essential front-line personnel like 
doctors, nurses and policemen re-
quire and deserve to go to the front 
of the line for testing.

But there are hundreds of thou-
sands more people who should 
have been tested at this point, if 
more tests were available. Testing 
them would have vastly changed 
their behavior, their self-care at 
home, and our understanding of 
Covid-19, so that when it flares 
locally we would know how to 
respond in a more nuanced way, 
rather than shutting society down.

As of this writing, I know near-
ly a dozen people who are “pre-
sumed Covid.” None of them were 
tested, because they were not sick 
enough to be admitted to a hospi-
tal — though all were symptomat-
ic. Here’s a partial list:

Three 20-something room-
mates in New York, two with mild 
symptoms. One sick enough to 
visit a hospital, short of breath. No 
tests. All were told: “Assume you 
have it.”

Also “presumed Covid”: a col-

league’s daughter and her boy-
friend, though he had a rough two-
week course. His oxygen levels 
never got quite bad enough for 
admission.

And a reporter in San Francis-
co, who went to a clinic with high 
fever, total body aches and cough. 
“Assume you have Covid, too,” she 
was told. She was sent home. The 
next day her strep test came back 
positive.

It is true that a positive Covid 
test would not have changed any 
of their immediate medical treat-
ment. Not knowing likely didn’t 
increase their risk of death. So, I 
don’t fault the doctors for not ad-
ministering tests to them at a time 
of limited resources.

What is outrageous: This re-
source should not be in such lim-
ited supply three months into a 
global outbreak. Widespread test-
ing is hugely important for individ-
uals and society.

If people knew they’d had 
Covid, and therefore possessed at 
least some immunity, they could 
volunteer, once fully recovered, 
for groups like Meals on Wheels, 
which is struggling to deliver food 
to people who can’t fend for them-
selves. They could serve as help-
ers in nursing homes, whose staffs 
are stretched thin and where the 
elderly are isolated.

Knowing the result of a test al-
lows rational individual decisions. 
If people living with others know 
whether they have Covid versus a 
common cold, it impacts how they 
interact with family and house-

mates. If Covid positive, it makes 
sense for the sick person to totally 
isolate in one room and use a sepa-
rate bathroom. An elderly relative 
might be moved out. If a common 
cold, less disruptive precautions 
are needed.

We test for things like strep and 
sexually transmitted diseases not 
just because knowing test results 
influences treatment, but also 
because the results influence the 
care and advice for patients’ activ-
ities and contacts.

Widespread testing of all those 
“presumed-Covid” patients who 
are not hospitalized gives us a far 
clearer picture of this new viral 
disease.

It would allow us to calculate 
how many people who are infect-
ed with the virus get really ill and 
how many die (the true case fatal-
ity rate). We are now more or less 
clueless about those things, and 
because of uneven testing, fatal-
ity rates vary widely from city to 
city, state to state and country to 
country.

Finally, widespread testing 
would allow us to have a better 
sense of how transmissible the 
virus is after more casual contact. 

Long after his graduate school 

classes were canceled, my son was 
belatedly notified that one person 
in his German class had fallen ill 
with Covid-19. How many others 
did, but were never tested?

After this period of lockdown, 
Covid-19 is likely to come back in 
lesser waves, and robust testing 
data would be hugely important 
in fashioning a targeted response 
that could be less expansive than 
the miserable and economically 
devastating shutdown we are now 
experiencing. If one student falls 
ill in a class, should universities 
again send all students home and 
cancel a semester — or close a 
building. Or just cancel one class?

Thank goodness that coun-
tries like South Korea are doing 
far more testing than the United 
States is. But America should be 
doing much more itself.

There have been countless ex-
planations for the lack of tests. 
Public health labs are not primed 
to do testing and the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention 
was slow to react to a virus many 
knew was likely to come our way. 
The agency initially distributed 
test kits like Senate seats — equal-
ly to each state lab, rather than 
where they were most needed. 

Then the first test kits didn’t work.
The Food and Drug Adminis-

tration only belatedly allowed 
private and university labs to con-
tribute without the normal regula-
tory tape. There was a shortage of 
swabs and a shortage of personal 
protective equipment for people 
taking the swabs. Most recently, 
an Abbott quick test device that 
Mr. Trump had applauded as a 
solution turned out to be only 5,500 
tests, distributed nationally. Yet 
many millions are needed.

There are concerns, to be sure, 
about the accuracy of the new 
tests, with reports of false nega-
tives. But that is no reason not to 
use what is available; the spec-
ificity of newly developed tests 
can improve with understanding 
and use. It would be wise for peo-
ple who test negative to continue 
rigorously following good Covid 
hygiene. But it would be a mistake 
to not expand testing because of 
reports of false negatives.

“Presumed positive” may be 
needed during a period of ra-
tioning and shortage. But “As-
sume you’re positive,” as so many 
New Yorkers are doing, is not good 
individual health care — or good 
policy.

A few years ago, when some 
photos by Times photographers 
adorning our office walls were 
swapped out for others, I found 
one headed for the garbage.

It captured the scene when 
Andy Card, a top White House 
official, whispered to George W. 
Bush, as he read “The Pet Goat” 
to schoolchildren in Florida, that a 
second plane had crashed into the 
World Trade Center.

It was such a pivotal moment 
in America’s history, it seemed 
too important to toss. So I hung 
it in my office. But three days lat-
er, I had to get rid of it. The look in 
Bush’s eyes was  too disturbing.

He looked frightened. He looked 
like what he was: a man who had 
been winging it for most of his life.

Bush was shaken to the core, 
and that left him vulnerable to 
being influenced by the older ad-
visers around him with their own 
crazy agendas. America is still 
paying for the dreadful decisions 
that came after that moment. 

Now we have another pampered 
scion in the Oval Office, propped 
up by his daddy for half his life, 
accustomed to winging it. And he, 
too, is utterly unprepared to lead 

us through the storm. Like Bush, 
he is resorting to states’ rights 
arguments, leaving the states to 
chaotically compete for precious 
medical equipment.

Donald Trump is trying to build 
a campaign message around his 
image as a wartime president. But 
as a commander in chief, Trump is 
bringing up the rear.

The Los Angeles Times report-
ed that two months before the vi-
rus raged in Wuhan, the Trump 
administration halted a $200 
million early-warning program to 
train scientists in China and else-
where to deal with a pandemic. 

It is said that nature abhors a 
vacuum, but this virus loves it.

The president seems oblivious 
to the fact that his own clown car 
of an administration bungled 
the lead time America had to get 
ready for the pandemic.

As the death toll in America 
soars, Trump is focused on the 

same thing he is always focused 
on: himself. He proudly told re-
porters recently, “Did you know I 
was Number 1 on Facebook? I just 
found out I was Number 1 on Face-
book. I thought that was very nice 
for whatever it means.” Our doom, 
perhaps? 

Trump’s most defining quali-
ties have been on display in this 
fight: He has been mercurial, vin-
dictive, deceptive, narcissistic, 
blame-shifting and nepotistic.

At a briefing on April 2, the pres-
ident brought out another wealthy, 
uninformed man-child who loves 
to play boss: Jared Kushner. 

Where’s our Mideast peace deal, 
dude? Surely Trump did not think 
giving Kushner a lead role would 
inspire confidence. This is the 
very same adviser who told his fa-
ther-in-law early on that the virus 
was being overplayed by the press 
and also urged him to tout a Goo-
gle website guiding people to test-
ing sites — a project that turned 
out to be still under construction.

Now he is leading a group, 
mocked within the government as 
“the Slim Suit crowd,” that is pro-
viding one more layer of confusion 
to the disorganized response.

From the lectern, Kushner 
drilled down on his role as the an-
noying, spoiled kid. “And the no-
tion of the federal stockpile was, 
it’s supposed to be our stockpile,” 
he said. “It’s not supposed to be the 
states’ stockpiles that they then 
use.”

Our stockpile?
That is the way the Trump- 

Kushner dynasty has approached 
this whole presidency, conflating 
what belongs to the people with 
what is theirs. Trump acts like he 
has the right to dole out “favors,” 
based on which governor is most 
assiduous about kissing up to him.

On April 3, the administration 
changed the wording on the De-
partment of Health and Human 
Services website about the stock-
pile to be matchy-matchy with 
Kushner’s cavalier dismissal of 
the states.

It was typical of Trump’s mud-
dled message that also on April 3, 
as the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention issued new guide-
lines to wear masks, the president 
said: “You can wear ’em. You don’t 
have to wear ’em,” adding he had 
no intention of wearing one be-
cause “Somehow, sitting in the 
Oval Office behind that beautiful 
Resolute desk, the great Resolute 
desk, I think wearing a face mask” 
did not gel with his image of greet-
ing “prime ministers, dictators, 
kings, queens, I don’t know some-
how, I don’t see it for myself.”

Trump’s eyes may not have the 
same fearful look that Bush’s did. 
But America’s do.

Elisabeth Rosenthal worked as 
an emergency room physician 
before becoming a journalist. She 
is editor-in-chief of Kaiser Health 
News. Send comments to 
intelligence@nytimes.com.

An unprepared and 
uninformed duo at 
the helm in America.

INTELLIGENCE/ELISABETH ROSENTHAL

Without Tests,  
We Are Flying Blind

JOHNNY MILANO FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Knowing the 
results of tests 
could allow 
people to 
make better 
decisions 
regarding 
their health. A 
drive-through 
Covid-19 
testing site.
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With Tests, Germany Leads
By KATRIN BENNHOLD

BERLIN — Felix Germann was not ex-
pecting anyone when his doorbell rang. 
Outside was a doctor who looked like she 
had just stepped out of an operating the-
ater, green scrubs, face mask and all — and 
a policeman.

The visitors had come with an unusu-
al proposal: Would he allow them to test 
his blood for Covid-19 antibodies? Every 
month? For a year? Starting next week?

He would be helping to further the sci-
ence that would ultimately allow for a 
controlled lifting of social and economic 
restrictions in the country and save lives.

“Of course I said yes,” said Mr. Ger-
mann, a 41-year-old project manager at a 
media company. “I want to help. This is a 
collective crisis. The government is doing 
what it can. Everyone needs to do their bit.”

With that, Mr. Germann and his girl-
friend joined 3,000 households chosen at 
random in Munich for an ambitious study 
whose central aim is to understand how 
many people — even those with no symp-
toms — have already had the coronavirus, 
a key variable to make decisions about 
public life in a pandemic.

The study is part of an aggressive ap-
proach to combat the virus in a comprehen-
sive way that has made Germany a leader 
among Western nations figuring out how 

to control the contagion while returning to 
something resembling normal life.

Other nations are still struggling to test 
for infections. But Germany is doing that 
and more. It is aiming to sample the en-
tire population for antibodies in coming 
months, hoping to gain valuable insight in-
to how deeply the virus has penetrated the 
society at large, how deadly it really is, and 
whether immunity might be developing.

The government hopes to use the find-
ings to unravel a riddle that will allow Ger-
many to move securely into the next phase 
of the pandemic: Which of the far-reaching 
social and economic restrictions that have 
slowed the virus are most effective and 
which can be safely lifted?

The same questions are being asked 
around the world. Other countries like Ice-
land and South Korea have tested broadly 
for infections, or combined testing with digi-
tal tracking to undercut the spread of the vi-
rus. In hard-hit Italy, antibody tests — and 
the potential of “immunity licenses” — have 
lingered over a national debate over how 
and when to reopen the country. Regional 
presidents have turned to antibody tests as 
a way to better chart infections but also to 
get a sense of which workers might have the 
desired antibodies to possibly provide pro-
tection and return to work. 

But even the best laid plans can go awry. 

Singapore took extensive measures to stop 
the virus, and appeared to have succeeded, 
only to have the virus intensify. 

Germany, which produces most of its 
own high-quality test kits, is already test-
ing on a greater scale than most — 120,000 
a day and growing in a nation of 83 million.

Chancellor Angela Merkel, a trained sci-
entist, said the aim was nothing less than 
tracing “every infection chain.”

That high level of testing has helped her 
country slow the spread of the virus and 
keep the number of deaths relatively low. 
More people in Germany now recover from 
the virus every day than are infected by it. 
Every 10 people infected with the virus 
now pass it to seven others — a sharp de-
cline in the infection rate for a virus that 
has spread exponentially.

The Munich antibody study, run by the 
Division of Infectious Diseases and Tropi-
cal Medicine at Munich University Hospi-
tal, is the biggest of several regional stud-
ies being rolled out in Germany. Scientists 
caution that there is no proof yet that the 
detection of antibodies signals effective 
immunity, and even if it does, it is not 
known how long that immunity might last.

The Robert Koch Institute, the govern-
ment’s central scientific institution in the 

When convulsive economic events hap-
pen, the implications can take years to play 
out, and spiral in unpredictable directions.

Who would have thought that a crisis 
that began with mortgage defaults in 

American suburbs in 2007 
would lead to a fiscal crisis 
in Greece in 2010? Or that a 
stock market crash in New 
York in 1929 would contrib-
ute to the rise of fascists in 
Europe in the 1930s?

The world economy is an infinitely com-
plicated web of interconnections. We each 
have a series of direct economic relation-
ships we can see: the stores we buy from, 
the employer that pays our salary, the 
bank that makes us a home loan. But once 
you get two or three levels out, it’s really 
impossible to know with any confidence 
how those connections work.

And that, in turn, shows what is unnerv-
ing about the economic calamity accompa-
nying the spread of the novel coronavirus.

“As much as I hope we are able to get 
ordinary economic activity back up, that’s 
just the beginning of our problem,” said 
Adam Tooze, a historian at Columbia 
University in New York and author of 
“Crashed,” a study of the extensive global 
ripple effects of the 2008 financial crisis. 
“This is a period of radical uncertainty, an 
order of magnitude greater than anything 
we’re used to.”

It would be foolish to make predictions 
about how the world economic order will 
look in five years, or even in five months.

But one lesson of these episodes of eco-
nomic tumult is that those surprising rip-
ple effects tend to result from longstanding 
unaddressed frailties. Crises bring to the 
fore issues easy to ignore in good times.

One obvious candidate is globalization, 
in which companies can move production 
wherever it’s most efficient, people can hop 
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Scientists are checking blood samples from 3,000 random Munich households for antibodies in a yearlong study. 

Broad new studies could lift a country out of lockdown, and back to normal life.

CHINATOPIX, VIA ASSOCIATED PRESS

The global pandemic revealed 
weaknesses in far-flung supply 
chains. A container ship in China.
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World Economy’s  
Frailties Exposed

With Tests, 
Germany 
Seeks  
Normalcy

By ANDREW HIGGINS

MOSCOW — The remote north-
ern Russian region of Komi is a 
coronavirus petri dish for the hor-
rors lying in wait for the world’s 
largest country.

Amid growing evidence that the 
pathogen had already breached 
Komi’s feeble defenses, the local 
authorities moved recently to 
contain the crisis: The police sum-
moned critics of the government to 
ask how they knew about an out-
break in a hospital at a time when 
officials in Komi were insisting 
nobody had been infected.

Among those called in for ques-
tioning was Pavel Andreev, the di-
rector of 7x7 Komi, an independent 
online journal that revealed last 
month how a surgeon in a Komi 
state hospital sick with Covid-19 
had infected patients.

Mr. Andreev said the police 
officer who led the interrogation 
wanted to know about a comment 
the media director had posted on-
line that said, “It is impossible to 
trust the state, even in hospitals.”

The police intervention was 
carried out at the behest of Komi’s 
health minister, who was fired 
recently for his mishandling of 
the pandemic. It highlights one 
of Russia’s biggest obstacles as it 
struggles to control the spread of 
the virus in its vast hinterland: a 
lumbering bureaucratic machine 
geared to protecting officials, 
even after they lose their jobs, not 
safeguarding the public.

Russia’s president, Vladimir V. 
Putin, has spent time haranguing 
officials in far-flung regions, or-
dering them to get a grip.

But faced with a pandemic that 

does not respond to the Kremlin’s 
propaganda, Mr. Putin has mostly 
delegated handling of the corona-
virus to these same regional lead-
ers. In doing so, the Kremlin has 
only empowered instincts, deeply 
entrenched in many local govern-
ments, to try to cover up bad news.

Mr. Putin, in an address to the 
nation to mark Orthodox Easter on 
April 19, assured Russians, “The 
situation is under total control.”

Shortly after he spoke from 
his country retreat, however, the 

health authorities reported more 
than 6,000 new infections across 
Russia, by far the biggest one-
day rise yet. Russia’s total was 
nearing 53,000 on April 21. More 
worrying, more than two-thirds 
of these new cases were outside 
Moscow, which had previously ac-
counted for the bulk of new infec-
tions. Russia’s death toll, clouded 
by faulty reporting, stood on April 
21 at just 456. By the same date, the 
United States had about 43,000 
deaths.

After three days of claiming 
there had been no new coronavi-
rus cases, Komi, with a popula-
tion of under a million, on April 21 
reported 97 new infections. That 
made it Russia’s third most-in-
fected area after Moscow and 
St. Petersburg. Komi has since 
been overtaken by the Nizhny 

Novgorod region, but has the 
highest per capita rate of infection 
after Moscow.

Thanks to the work of indepen-
dent news outlets, it has been com-
mon knowledge in Komi for weeks 
that a hospital in Ezhva, an indus-
trial area just outside the region-
al capital, became a hot zone in 
March after a surgeon there kept 
working despite having symp-
toms of the virus. 

It is uncertain how many death 
certificates have been falsified 
to hide the number of Covid-19 
deaths. But some confirmed cases 
have been apparently deliberately 
misclassified.

Unable to hide the numbers, 
Komi officials finally owned up 
to having a serious problem, and 
were promptly punished by the 
Kremlin. 

Russian Censorship Is Unable to Silence Coronavirus
Far from Moscow, 
cases mount and 
officials obfuscate.

on a plane and go anywhere, and 
money can flow to wherever it will 
be put to its highest use. The idea 
of a world economy with America 
at its center was already falling 
apart, between the rise of China 
and America’s nationalism.

There are signs that the 
Covid-19 crisis is exaggerating, 
and cementing, those changes.

“There will be a rethink of how 
much any country wants to be 
reliant on any other country,” 
said Elizabeth Economy, a senior 
fellow at the Council on Foreign 
Relations. “I don’t think funda-
mentally this is the end of global-
ization. But this does accelerate 
the type of thinking that has been 
going on in the Trump admin-
istration, that there are critical 
technologies, critical resources, 
reserve manufacturing capacity 
that we want here in the U.S.”

France’s finance minister 
directed French companies to 
re-evaluate their supply chains 
to become less dependent on 
China and other Asian nations. 
The United States Customs and 
Border Protection has said it will 
seize exports of certain medical 
supplies. 

“I think companies are actively 
talking about resilience,” said 
Susan Lund, a partner at McK-
insey & Company. “To what ex-
tent would companies be willing 
to sacrifice quarter-to-quarter 
efficiency for resilience over the 
long term, whether that’s natural 
disasters, the climate crisis, pan-
demics or other shocks?”

She envisions not so much a 
full-scale retreat from global 

trade as a shift toward regional 
trade blocs and greater emphasis 
on having companies build redun-
dancy into their supply networks. 

In a past de-globalization — the 
unwinding of global commerce 
that took place amid World War I 
and the 1918 flu epidemic — there 
was also a remaking of the global 
financial system, with the British 
pound losing its pre-eminence. 
Signs point the other way: toward 
the dollar’s becoming even more 
entrenched at the center of the 
global financial system.

European officials have been 
reluctant to take steps that would 
make the euro more central to the 

world currency system. And Chi-
na has been reluctant to remake 
its financial system in ways that 
could enable the renminbi to be-
come crucial to world commerce.

At times over the last 12 years, 
it has felt as if the world were 
reliving the period of 1918 to 1939, 
but with the events out of order. 
That era had a global financial 
collapse; a rise of authoritari-
anism; the emergence of a new 
economic superpower (America 
then, China now); and a pandem-
ic.

One thing seems clear: History 
can be scary when you don’t know 
how it ends.

field of biomedicine, is testing 
5,000 samples from blood banks 
across the country every two 
weeks and 2,000 people in four 
hot spots who are farther along 
in the cycle of the disease. 

Its most ambitious project, 
aiming to test a nationwide ran-
dom sample of 15,000 people, is 
scheduled to begin next month.

“In the free world, Germany is 
the first country looking into the 
future,” said Michael Hoelscher, 
who is leading the Munich study, 
noting that other countries had 
asked him for the protocol to rep-
licate it.

Asymptomatic transmission 
is what has made containment so 
difficult because a large number 
of infections are not detected. 
Measuring the number of hidden 
infections and getting a sense of 

the true scale of the disease is 
key to fine-tuning the loosening 
of restrictions and minimizing 
income loss and social isolation, 
scientists say.

Some results have come out.
In Gangelt, a small town of 

about 12,000 in northwest Ger-
many, tests of a first group of 
500 residents found that 14 
percent had antibodies to the 
virus. Another 2 percent test-
ed positive for the coronavirus, 
raising hopes that about 15 per-
cent of the local population may 
already have some degree of im-
munity.

“The process toward reaching 
herd immunity has begun,” said 
Hendrik Streeck, director of the 
Institute of Virology at the Uni-
versity Hospital Bonn, who is 
leading the study.

The Munich study is expected 
to be more nuanced in its find-
ings because it follows partic-
ipants like Mr. Germann for a 
whole year. In addition to blood 

tests, there will be questions 
about mental health and income 
loss.

“We are at a crossroads,” Mr. 
Hoelscher said. “Are we going 
the route of loosening more and 
increasing immunity in the 
summer to slow the spread of 
this in the winter and gain more 
freedom to live public life? Or 
are we going to try to minimize 
transmissions until we have a 
vaccine?”

“This is a question for politi-
cians, not for scientists,” he add-
ed. “But politicians need the data 
to make an informed risk assess-
ment.”

Six days after they first rang 
his doorbell, a doctor and two 
medical students came back to 
Mr. Germann’s apartment.

They put on disposable protec-
tion suits, gloves and goggles, 
and one of them took a small vial 
of his blood. Then they removed 
and bagged their suits, disinfect-
ed any surface they had touched 
and left. It took 10 minutes.

“I was like, wow, it was a per-
fect choreography,” Mr. Ger-
mann said. “It’s impressive to 
think they have teams doing this 
all across the city. And we’re only 
like one month into this.”

An interim result of the study 
could be released in June.

Mr. Germann will get his first 
results soon. He is curious.

“You kind of wonder, was that 
last cold I had corona?” he said.

Tracking an Outbreak: Global Response
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Christopher F. Schuetze 
contributed reporting.

A period of ‘radical 
uncertainty,’ unlike 
any we have seen. 

Scientists in 
Munich are 
tracking residents 
for a year. In 
addition to doing 
blood tests, they 
will ask questions  
about mental 
health and income 
loss. Frozen blood 
samples. 
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Tracking an Outbreak: Global Response

A border ban and a 
speedy removal of 
minors and others. 

Migrants Carrying 
The Virus Deported

By CAITLIN DICKERSON  
and KIRK SEMPLE

In the scramble to contain the 
spread of Covid-19 in the United 
States, the Trump administration 
continues its aggressive immigra-
tion enforcement agenda, deport-
ing thousands of people to their 
home countries, including some 
who are sick with the virus.

Dozens of Guatemalans flown 
home by United States immigra-
tion officials since late March 
tested positive for the coronavirus 
after returning, according to Gua-
temalan authorities.

And deportations of children 
who arrived at the border without 
adult guardians have risen sharp-
ly following stepped-up restric-
tions at the border adopted during 
the pandemic.

Last month, President Donald 
J. Trump sealed the southwestern 
border, saying the move was nec-
essary to prevent migrants from 
carrying the coronavirus into the 
United States. But few, if any, peo-
ple with the disease have crossed 
the border from Mexico, and Gua-
temalan authorities have now ac-
cused the United States, which has 
the most coronavirus cases in the 
world, of sending infected people 
back across its borders.

Deportations to Honduras and 
El Salvador have also continued, 
despite the concerns of migrants’ 
advocates and some government 
officials in Central America. Those 
countries, like neighboring Gua-
temala, are beset by poverty and 
weak public health systems, mak-
ing them particularly vulnerable 

to the impacts of the pandemic.
In March, American immigra-

tion officials completed 17,965 
removals, according to agency 
records. Total deportations have 
declined so far in April, however, 
with 2,985 removals of foreign na-
tionals from all countries. 

Officials said they were sus-
pending removals to Guatemala 
pending an investigation of that 
country’s claims. 

A total of 95 minors traveling 
without their parents were deport-
ed to Guatemala in March, up from 
16 in January, according to the 
Guatemalan government. A total 
of 92 were deported to Guatemala 
during the first half of April.

The speedy removal of unac-
companied children represents a 
significant change from previous 
practice, under which migrants 
designated as “unaccompanied 
minors” were taken to shelters 
operated by the federal Office of 
Refugee Resettlement and giv-
en a chance to apply for asylum 
in America. Before the pandem-
ic-related border ban, such young 
people were only deported after 
a lengthy legal process in which 
they were given access to social 
workers and, in some cases, gov-
ernment-funded lawyers.

Advocates said the shift puts 
the children at risk of kidnapping 

or other exploitation.
“When you send kids back with-

out any precautions, without any 
screening, you create a situation 
in which traffickers, smugglers 
and people who want to take 
advantage of them are literally 
waiting for them in these border 
towns,” said Michelle Brané, a mi-
grant rights director at the Wom-
en’s Refugee Commission.

The issue of deportees being re-
turned to Guatemala is sensitive 
as the country attempts to contain 
its own outbreak. The authorities 
have evaluated the health of de-
portees arriving at the airport in 
Guatemala City to screen for pos-
sible infection. Those who have a 
higher-than-normal temperature 
or other potential symptoms are 

whisked to a special hospital, offi-
cials said.

Recently, President Alejandro 
Giammattei of Guatemala said 
that a suspension of deportation 
flights would continue until the 
United States was able to assure 
Guatemala that deportees were 
being returned virus free.

American Immigration offi-
cials said they were doing a “vi-
sual screening” of deportees and 
checking temperatures before 
boarding flights.

Guatemalan officials reported 
more than 380 confirmed cases 
of Covid-19 in the country and 11 
deaths as of April 24. The tally in-
cludes people who were returned 
from the United States on deporta-
tion flights in recent weeks.

There is evidence that Guate-
malans may be growing increas-
ingly suspicious of returning 
migrants for fear they may be im-
porting infection.

Mr. Giammattei said that sev-
eral community councils in Quet-
zaltenango, a city in the western 
highlands of the country, had 
planned to burn down a govern-
ment building where 80 deportees 
were being quarantined.

Guatemala’s health minister, 
Hugo Monroy, said American de-
portation flights were aggravat-
ing the outbreak in Guatemala by 
returning people already infected 
with the virus.

The United States, Dr. Monroy 
said, “has practically become the 
Wuhan of America.”Nic Wirtz contributed reporting.

JAPAN DISPATCH

In State of Emergency, Last Call Is 8 P.M.
By MOTOKO RICH

TOKYO — It was a scene of nor-
malcy, something friends in New 
York or London can only conjure 
in memory: a man and a woman, 
out for a drink.

Tokyo had already been in a 
coronavirus state of emergency 
for several weeks. But through 
the windows of a narrow restau-
rant in Roppongi, a nightlife 
district in Tokyo, I could see them 
sipping from beer steins, chatting 
in non-social distancing proxim-
ity.

Several others waited, face 
masks pulled down under their 
chins, while cooks served up bat-
tered octopus balls.

Nobody was breaking any 
laws: Even Japan’s new state of 
emergency empowers governors 
only to request that people stay 
home and that businesses close. 
The Tokyo governor has asked 
people to refrain from going out 
at night, but said restaurants and 

bars may stay open until 8 p.m., 
prompting jokes about the virus’s 
nocturnal habits.

Tokyo is a place where people 
follow rules. They wait for green 
lights to cross streets. In subway 
stations, they board escalators 

single file.
But there is always room for 

subversion. On my route to work, 
I pass an alley book-ended by “no 
smoking” signs, always crowded 
with smokers. Tokyo’s cacopho-
nous (and alcohol-soaked) night-
life caters to employees seeking 
an escape from days conforming 

to Japan’s hierarchical work cul-
ture. Even with the virus, people 
don’t relinquish these outlets 
easily.

Some social distancing is also 
built in to the culture. We bow 
rather than shake hands. Hug-
ging is rare. And while the West-
ern world debated whether face 
masks were needed, Japanese did 
what came naturally. Long be-
fore the virus, especially during 
winter flu seasons, Tokyo’s trains 
were filled with faces shielded 
behind white masks.

That may partly explain why 
this city has seemed seduced by 
magical thinking, presuming we 
are immune when so many others 
around the world are not.

Even a member of Parliament 
refused to do what was being 
asked; he was kicked out of his 
political party when he admitted 
he visited a so-called hostess bar 
in Tokyo after the state of emer-
gency was declared.

Some of the “resistance,” if you 
will, is rooted in the work culture, 
where employees fear they will 
be deemed slackers if they don’t 
show up to work.

Japan had 11,135 infections and 
263 deaths as of April 21. 

As Tokyo tries to hang on to 
some sense of itself, it feels like 
people are trying to thread a 
needle they cannot see. The 
government says residents need 

to reduce human contact by 80 
percent to flatten the curve. Yet 
it seems too many people are 
trying to squeeze into the 20 
percent.

At home in our living room, we 
periodically hear loudspeaker 
messages booming over our 
neighborhood. “Please refrain 
from going outside,” we are told. 
I wonder if enough people are 
listening.

LUIS ECHEVERRIA/REUTERS

Relatives of migrants who were returned on deportation flights waiting at a Guatemala City shelter.
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Tokyo residents mostly follow the rules. A Pachinko parlor.

A culture with social 
distancing built in, 
with bows.
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The Age of Coddling 
Has Come to an End
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Freedom to Contract Covid-19
At a string of small “reopen 

America” protests across the  
United States recently, mask-less 
citizens proudly flouted social 
distancing guidance while openly 
carrying semiautomatic rifles and 
waving American flags and signs 
with “ironic” swastikas. They or-
ganized chants to lock up female 
Democrat governors and to fire 
the country’s top infectious dis-
ease experts. 

For those who have chosen to 
put their trust in science during 
the pandemic, it is hard to fathom 
the decision to gather to protest 
while a deadly viral pathogen  rav-
ages the country. But it should not 
come as a surprise. The public dis-
plays of defiance — a march for the 
freedom to be infected — are the 
logical conclusion of the modern 
far-right’s donor-funded, shock 
jock-led liberty movement. It was 
always headed here.

Few demonstrate this move-
ment better than Alex Jones of 
Infowars (a right-wing website) — 
one of the key figures of the “You 
Can’t Close America” rally in Aus-
tin, Texas. For decades, Mr. Jones 
has built a thriving media empire 
harnessing fear, paranoia and 
rage, which in turn drive sales of 
vitamin supplements and prepper 
gear in his personal store. The In-
fowars strategy is simple: Instill 
a deep distrust in all authority, 
while promoting a conspiratori-
al alternate reality in which Mr. 
Jones, via his conspiracies, has all 
the answers. 

He has earned the trust of a 
non-trivial number of Americans, 
and used it to stoke his ego and 
his bank account. And he never 
lets reality get in the way (case in 
point, holding a stay-at-home or-
der protest in Texas the day after 
the state announced it would be-
gin efforts to carefully reopen in 
coming weeks).

Former employees have de-
scribed Mr. Jones as a master 
of manipulating the truth into a 
worldview in which Infowars and 
its listeners are constantly victim-

ized by powerful institutional forc-
es. “We kept saying ‘We’re the un-
derdogs’ — that was our mantra,” 
one former employee told me in 
2017. To make this work, Mr. Jones 
molds the day’s news into conspir-
atorial fables.

A novel virus is a near perfect 
subject for Infowars to fit the news 
to its paranoid narrative. Uncer-
tainty over the virus’s origins in 
China is a springboard to float 
unproven theories about bioweap-
ons. Discussions about a vaccine 
to end the epidemic become con-
spiracies about billionaire tech 
leaders pushing population con-
trol. Changing epidemiological 
models that show fewer projected 
Covid-19 deaths (because social 
distancing has worked to slow in-
fections) provide an opening for 
Mr. Jones to rant about stay-at-

home lockdowns. Genuine fears 
about deeply unfair job losses and 
economic recession become reck-
less theories about Democrat-led 
plans to punish American citizens 
by driving them into poverty.

Mr. Jones’s opportunistic rant-
ings fit neatly into a larger right-
wing strategy, which has grown 
alongside Infowars. Regardless 
of who is behind them, the intent 
is to sow division and attempt to 
reshape public opinion. As Vox’s 
Jane Coaston wrote, they are “de-
signed to pit Republican-voting 
areas of states against their Dem-
ocratic-voting neighbors, even 
rural Republicans against urban 
Republicans.”

It is important to note that the 
reopen protests have been gener-
ally small and do not even reflect 
the polled opinions of many con-
servatives. But they fit neatly into 
a larger campaign playbook and 
take on outsize importance. 

As a political movement, the 
Make America Great Again crowd 

relishes turning criticism from 
ideological opponents into a badge 
of honor. Confrontation of any kind 
is currency, and having people 
take offense to their actions is a 
surefire sign that they are correct. 
The MAGA mind-set prioritizes 
freedom above all — especially 
the freedom from introspection, 
apologizing or ever admitting de-
feat. But the movement, which has 
been building since the anti-tax 
Tea Party protests, has created 
a reflexive response among both 
Mr. Jones’s audience and far-right 
Trump supporters.

This response is disguised as 
an expression of liberty, but it is a 
twisted, paranoid and racialized 
version. Unmentioned by the pro-
testers are the workers actually 
keeping America open, many of 
them afraid for their health. The 
result, as my Times colleagues 
described, is “images of nearly 
all-white protesters demanding 
the governor relax restrictions 
while hoisting Trump signs and 
Confederate battle flags, as the 
virus disproportionately impacts 
Michigan’s black residents.”

This coronavirus protest move-
ment is merely the confluence of 
this perverted liberty ideology 
and the dynamics of an online 
information ecosystem that pri-
oritizes conflict to generate atten-
tion. When Infowars-style tactics 
meet online platforms the result 
is a flattening of all nuanced argu-
ments of science and politics into a 
simplified struggle between patri-
ots and tyrants. 

And so here we are in 2020, 
protesting statewide lockdowns 
intended to save lives while thou-
sands of Americans across the 
country grow sick and die each 
day. That a virus that demands 
a united front — where our pub-
lic health is only as strong as our 
least vigilant citizens — should 
come at a moment of extreme po-
larization is a tragedy. But this 
moment is what we have been 
headed toward for years. And so 
the “reopen America” protests 
feel unconscionable and yet com-
pletely predictable. The playbook 
is not new. The only thing that is 
changed are the stakes, which get 
higher every day.

Over the past decades, a tide 
of “safetyism” has crept over 
American society. As Greg 
Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt 
put it in their book “The Cod-
dling of the American Mind,” 
this is the mentality that what-
ever does not kill you makes you 
weaker. The goal is to eliminate 
any hardship a child might en-
counter, so he or she will not be 
wounded by it.

So we have seen a wave of over-
protective parenting. As Kate 
Julian reports in “The Anxious 
Child and the Crisis of Modern 
Parenting” in The Atlantic, par-
ents are now more likely to ac-
commodate their child’s fears: 
accompanying a 9-year-old to 
the toilet because he is afraid to 
be alone, preparing different food 
for a child because she will not 
eat what everyone else eats.

Meanwhile schools inflate 
grades. Since 2005 the average 
grade point average in affluent 
high schools has risen to about 
3.0 from 2.75 so everybody can 
feel affirmed.

This overprotective impulse 
does not shelter people from 
fear; it makes them unprepared 
to deal with the fear that inevi-
tably comes. Suicide rates are 

way up, depression rates have 
skyrocketed, especially for girls.

But there has been one sector 
of American society that has 
been relatively immune from 
this culture of overprotection — 
medical training. It starts on the 
undergraduate level. While most 
academic departments slather 
students with A’s, science de-
partments insist on mastery of 
the materials. According to one 
study, the average English class 
grade point average is above 3.3 
and the average chemistry class 
G.P.A. is 2.78.

While most academic de-
partments have become more 
forgiving, science departments 
remain rigorous. As much as 60 
percent of pre-meds never make 
it through their major.

Med school is intrinsically 
hard and is sometimes harder 
than it needs to be. But it trains 
people to work at a very high lev-
el amid incredible stress.

“There is tremendous value 

in knowing they can wake you 
up in the middle of the night and 
you can still make a good deci-
sion,” says Adina Luba Kalet, a 
director at the Medical College 
of Wisconsin.

Med schools also instill a de-
manding ethos, which stretches 
back thousands of years. “Doc-
tors are taught to run into the 
fire and not away from it,” Kalet 
continues. “Today, the young 
doctors feel free to say, ‘I’m 
terrified, but I’m going to do it 
anyway.’ That’s courage. We’re 
staying. We’re a team.”

The ideal is clear, she con-
cludes. “You can save lives. And 
when you can’t save lives you 
can be in the darkness with pa-
tients even if there is nothing to 
offer. You stay.”

Med schools are struggling 
to become more humane and 
less macho. But when you look 
at what is happening now, you 
see the benefits of their tough 
training.

Recently, The Times Maga-
zine ran a diary by an emergen-
cy room doctor named Helen 
Ouyang. To enter the emergency 
room with her in this crisis is to 
enter another world.

Normal procedures crumble 
under the crush of 
patients. A man dies 
unattended, sitting in 
a chair. A veteran phy-
sician feels stripped of 
his invincibility. The 
core of Ouyang’s diary 
is her acceptance that 
it is impossible to do 
her work and still stay 
safe. “It seems impos-
sible to avoid getting 
infected.”

Death and talk of 
death is everywhere. 
The virus seems to 
do whatever it wants. 
“We put our full minds 

and whole hearts into trying to 
save them. Then I see their bod-
ies shut down anyway. They are 
alone.” Wearing the same masks 
for so long etches lines into her 
face, but she keeps going back in.

I am reminded of the maxim 
that excellence is not an action, 
it is a habit. Tenacity is not a 
spontaneous flowering of good 
character. It is doing what you 
were trained to do. It manifests 
not in those whose training 
spared them hardship but in 
those whose training embraced 
hardship.

I am hoping this moment 
launches a change in the way we 
raise our young. I am hoping it 
exorcises the tide of “safetyism,” 
which has gone overboard.

The virus is another reminder 
that hardship is woven into exis-
tence. Training a young person 
is training her or him to master 
hardship, to endure suffering 
and, by building something new 
from the wreckage, redeem it.

Charlie Warzel is a New York 
Times Opinion writer. Send 
comments to intelligence@
nytimes.com.

Protests are the 
logical conclusion of 
a twisted concept.

PAUL SANCYA/ASSOCIATED PRESS
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Medical students in protective gear 
prepared to screen patients for the 
coronavirus in Las Vegas in March.

During a 
recent protest 
in Lansing, 
Michigan, a 
demonstrator 
walked between 
a line of cars as 
they drove past 
the State Capitol 
and honked in 
protest against 
coronavirus 
restrictions.
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