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Learning from Covid: Three Key Variables
Jan Nederveen Pieterse

Abstract 
Covid data show that wealth is not health. What then are the major variables that affect 
public health in the Covid–19 pandemic? Based on onsite research in 26 countries across 
the world this paper singles out three variables – knowledge, state capability and social 
cooperation. If one of these is dysfunctional or absent Covid–19 performance suffers. The 
variables work best in combination. Under consideration are three phases of Covid–19 – 
virus control, vaccines, and the race with variants. Which types of society best combine these 
variables? Comparing varieties of market economies – liberal, coordinated and state-led 
market economies (with four variants), Covid–19 data indicate that coordinated and de-
velopmental state-led market economies tend to generate the best combination of variables 
and public health outcomes, and liberal market economies and rightwing populist countries 
produce the worst combination. Comparative Covid–19 research points to the limitations of 
macro theories and methodological nationalism, the importance of the unit of analysis and 
the database, and how variables interact. At a time when multiple crises interact it leads to 
reflection on glaring limitations of global governance.

Differences in Covid–19 public health performance and health outcomes be-
tween regions and countries are staggering. They were staggering before Covid 
but Covid makes differences salient. Which are the most important variables 
to consider? 

A common-sense assumption is that wealth is health and the higher a so-
ciety’s per capita income, the lower will be Covid deaths and vice versa. But 
data don’t bear this out. Compare countries in terms of Covid–19 deaths per 
million of population with similar per capita income, also countries that are 
geographically and culturally close (based on Worldometer data per 11/27/21):

 • Canada 772/1M, US 2378/1M
 • Norway 182, UK 2105
 • Finland 225, Denmark 483, Sweden 1480

Also among low and middle-income countries there are wide discrepancies 
in health outcomes regardless of income level – such as Rwanda 100/1M (per 
capita $2,1k), Vietnam 241 (per capita $8,2k) and Peru 5977 (per capita $6k, 
2020). Such diverse health outcomes need an explanation. An obvious question 
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is what kind of wealth? A high concentration of wealth doesn’t bode well for 
public services and public health.

By many accounts Covid brings the comeback of the state, also in market-
led societies (Fukuyama 2020). Market forces and corporations don’t fix crises, 
crises of public health, climate change, inequality or natural disasters, unless 
they provide profit opportunities. Inequality during Covid times has increased 
worldwide and significantly in liberal market economies (Gray 2021, Goldin 
2021). Hedge funds are double or triple hedged for stability as well as catastro-
phe, as Nesvetailova and Palan (2020) note.

Based on onsite examinations of pandemic health performance of 26 coun-
tries across the world (Nederveen Pieterse, Lim, Khondker, eds. 2021), three 
key variables stand out in success or failure in dealing with Covid – knowledge, 
state capability and social cooperation. Each is crucial but they work best in 
combination so their effects are cumulative.

Knowledge and science are key to guiding collective action, not merely in 
the sense of expert knowledge but also in the sense of social knowledge. Social 
experience with infectious diseases plays a key role, such as SARS and MERS 
in East Asia and HIV and Ebola in Africa. Lack of such experience plays a part 
in the lack of public health preparedness in many countries in Europe and the 
Americas. Social learning also falls under ‘culture’, such as masking culture in 
Northeast Asia – when feeling unwell, wear a mask in public to avoid infecting 
others (Rich 2020).

State capability refers to effective, pro-active government, responsible and 
capable leadership and efficient use of resources, including time. Examples 
of capable state action are South Korea, Taiwan, New Zealand, Singapore, 
Hong Kong and Vietnam. Rwanda’s prompt and capable state action (Condo 
and Rwagasore 2021) contrasts with disorganization in Kenya (Kalebi 2021) 
– although if we factor in the excess death rate, Rwanda’s advantage vanishes 
(Table 1 below). The issue isn’t state power per se but what kind of state power 
and with what intention it is used; a state of exception for what purpose? In a 
pandemic the core variable is public health.

Legitimacy and the credibility of the state are part of state capability, a soft 
power capacity. Trust in government is earned over years or decades. Distrust 
of the state plays a part in anti-vax attitudes and high Covid–19 deaths in Rus-
sia and Eastern Europe. After experiences with deception, such as the forced 
sterilization of indigenous women, indigenous peoples in the Americas fear 
vaccination. In Peru where indigenous people make up 33% of the population 
this has been a factor in the high Covid death rate (Briceño 2021). 

In the US frontier individualism and distance from the federal government 
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play a part. In addition, decades of anti-government discourse and dysfunc-
tional government have undermined the trust that was earned during the New 
Deal period. In the US aggressive anti-science comes not just from the extreme 
right and the dark web but also from within Congress (Hotez 2021).

Knowledge and state capability work in tandem. Also a country with a ca-
pable state and a high degree of social cooperation doesn’t function without 
adequate knowledge. Consider Sweden. Anders Tegnell, Sweden’s state epide-
miologist, the head of the Public Health Agency held on to the narrative of 
herd immunity (also when it was abandoned in the UK and US), along with 
policies of an open economy and voluntary restraint, which led to loss of trust 
in the public health agency and cost countless lives (Kampmark 2020) and the 
highest score of Covid–19 deaths in Scandinavia. Tegnell explains the difference 
with other Scandinavian countries by pointing to Sweden’s higher number of 
migrants and crowded housing. 

Experience or lack of experience with infectious diseases play a role in pan-
demic response and in the politicization of pandemic knowledge. The politici-
zation of science in Italy is a case in point (d’Andrea and Declich 2021). 

A friend in Kigali, Rwanda emails: ‘the history of the genocide and other 
health scares are relevant. If you’ve been through a genocide the idea that wear-
ing a mask is some sort of hardship is manifestly ridiculous, and the horror of 
Ebola has made fear of infection a potent motivator’ (June 2021).

Social cooperation refers to the degree of social cohesion and the nature of 
state- society relations. Social cohesion provides resilience in times of crisis. 
Disaster studies and a large sociology literature show that when facing disaster 
people come together and improvise (e.g., Solnit 2010, Korstanje 2014).

Where government action fell short, social cooperation, local community 
action and NGOs have been able to turn things around and contain damage, 
for instance in Thailand and Indonesia (Wun’Gaeo 2021; Meckelburg and Bal 
2021). Social cooperation and social support for state action amplify its efficacy, 
such as in Taiwan, China, Singapore, Vietnam and Cuba. The long-lasting gap 
between state and society in India (Chatterjee 1986) hampers pandemic public 
health performance. When India fell short in dealing with Covid–19, in Kerala 
a capable state and social cooperation withstood the pandemic with low Covid 
deaths (Narayan and Poruthiyil 2021); an advantage that shrunk over time 
when the state faced political and economic problems. 

Trust in institutions and the state is built over years. In settler colonial soci-
eties social relations may be thin because collective coexistence is of relatively 
short duration and diversity is high; hence, settler immigrant societies lean 
towards individualism (and a bootstraps ethos) and towards liberal market 
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economies (Nederveen Pieterse 2020). In settler colonial societies that also de-
veloped as plantation economies, hierarchies of status and ethnicity tend to be 
long lasting, such as in the US, Brazil and the Caribbean. Which goes some way 
to explain the differences between the US and other immigrant societies such 
as Canada, Australia and New Zealand, and differences within the US, such as 
between the Dixie South and the Northeast. In immigrant societies trust tends 
to be low and with the legacy of a plantation economy trust is lower still. How 
is a low trust society organized? First is force; hence, the role of gun culture in 
the US, the prominence of violence and a police that is equipped as if they are 
an occupying armed force (4% of the world population and 25% of the world’s 
incarcerated). Second are contracts and contracts are maintained by lawyers 
(4% of the world population and 70% of the world’s lawyers; Nederveen Piet-
erse 2008). Third is performance, play nice, also known as ‘instant community’, 
emotional safety and ‘emotional labor’ (awesome, have a good one). The US is 
also a hegemonic security state with a military-industrial complex and exten-
sive investments in intelligence and control, which represent different shades 
of violence, which spill over into other realms. South Africa, once a way station 
of colonialism, a bastion of imperialism with a legacy of apartheid, belongs to 
another category still. A meeting place of Africa, Asia and Europe, it blends 
many worlds, cultural flows and gene pools.

How these variables work out with Covid unfolds over time. First of the 
three phases of Covid–19 is the virus control phase, from December 2019 
onwards and ongoing, which includes control of movement of people (travel 
barriers, quarantines, lockdown) and control of movement of the virus (test-
ing, tracing, isolation, treatment). Second is the vaccine phase from December 
2020 onwards and ongoing. Third is the ongoing race with variants, Delta and 
Omicron (and alpha, beta, gamma, Lambda, C.1.2 and Mu). The greater the 
level of immunity built with vaccines, the lower is the chance that new variants 
develop and spread. The phases are not neatly separate but overlap and their 
start time differs by region, country and parts of countries.

Understanding a global pandemic requires a global database. Johns Hopkins 
University Coronavirus Resource Center, The Economist and Worldometer, 
among others, maintain and update a global database. The size and composi-
tion of the database affect social science assessments. Some Covid–19 analyses 
extrapolate from limited cases or if data are extensive, data interpretation is 
based on limited cases. Some discussions of Covid–19 consider a regional da-
tabase (Delanty, ed. 2021).

The size of the database has analytical as well as political and moral implica-
tions. It holds implications for policy. UN agencies carry a wider responsibil-
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ity than local, national and regional authorities and corporations. The WHO 
speaks and acts on a fundamentally different platform than the governor of 
Florida.

Covid–19 started in Asia and spread to Australasia, the Middle East, Italy, 
Spain and wider Europe, to the Americas and then Africa. A bird’s eye view 
is that Asia (minus South Asia and parts of Southeast Asia) and Australasia 
have performed well in the pandemic. Nordic Europe performs better than 
Eastern and Mediterranean Europe. Overall, the Americas (except Canada 
and Cuba) and Eastern Europe have performed worst. In the Americas, the 
US led in Covid deaths per million through 2020, was overtaken by Brazil in 
early 2021 until Brazil was overtaken by Peru with the world’s highest recorded 
Covid death rate. Africa seems to perform relatively well for a host of reasons 
(IPS 2020, Pilling 2020, Callaghan et al. 2021, Happi 2021), but undercounts 
of Covid deaths are in the order of 800%. Indeed, consider excess deaths (above 
average deaths) and the picture changes.

Official global Covid–19 deaths are 5.1 million (11/2021). Considering excess 
deaths The Economist estimates that the actual number of Covid deaths is 
much higher: ‘Although the official number of deaths caused by covid–19 is 
now 5.1m, our single best estimate is that the actual toll is 17.3m people. We 
find that there is a 95% chance that the true value lies between 10.8m and 20.1m 
additional deaths’ (www.economist.com/coronavirus).

Estimates of undercounts of Covid–19 deaths are high in Africa (800%), Asia 
(700%) and Latin America (50%). Significant undercounts of Covid deaths in-
clude Laos (by 15,000%), China (14,000%), Pakistan (2,500%), Cameroon, Uz-
bekistan (both 2,400%), Bangladesh, Saudi Arabia (1,900%), Belarus (1000%), 
India (900%), UAE (800%), Cambodia (600%), Indonesia, Myanmar (500%), 
El Salvador (400%), Russia, Serbia, Turkey, the Philippines, Honduras (all by 
300%), Thailand (200%), Mexico (100%), Ukraine (90%), Netherlands (30%) 
and Brazil (20%).

Table 1 shows Covid–19 deaths over a thousand per million of population 
by region and country according to official recorded data (reported by Worl-
dometer, per 11/26/2021). The overview also lists excess deaths according to 
The Economist website (www.economist.com/coronavirus). The table lists ex-
cess deaths in bold if deaths are over a thousand per million and exceed official 
recorded Covid data (which may be lower because measurement methods have 
changed). In West Europe and North America, differences between official 
and excess deaths are marginal but in Asia, Africa and Eastern Europe the 
discrepancies are often major. 
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Table 1: Covid–19 deaths over a thousand per million of population, by region, country 
and excess deaths in bold

Eastern Europe Western Europe Americas

Bulgaria 3964 Gibraltar 2910 Peru 5977

Bosnia/ 
Herzegovina

3757 San Marino 2703 Brazil 2854/ 
3170

Montenegro 3574 Belgium 2279 Argentina 2543/ 
2660

North  
Macedonia

3569/ 
4850

Italy 2207 Colombia 2481/ 
3340

Hungary 3405 UK 2105 US 2378

Czechia 2988 Spain 1877 Paraguay 2255/ 
3450

Georgia 2890 France 1809 Mexico 2236/ 
5230

Romania 2884 Portugal 1755 Chile 1947

Slovakia 2537 Andorra 1679 Suriname 1935/ 
2570

Croatia 2531 Lichtenstein 1594 Ecuador 1839/ 
4430

Armenia 2450/ 
4060

Greece 1672 Uruguay 1752

Lithuania 2443 Sweden 1468 Panama 1668/ 
1910

Slovenia 2434 Luxembourg 1317 Bolivia 1603/ 
4940

Moldova 2197/ 
3060

Switzerland 1347 Costa Rica 1406

Poland 2139 Austria 1324 Belize 1369/ 
3710

Latvia 2127 Germany 1184 Honduras 1026/ 
7280

Ukraine 1874/ 
2180

Ireland 1119 Guatemala 862/ 
4390

Russia 1809/ 
3940

Netherlands 1103 El Salvador 575/ 
3010

Estonia 1307 Malta 1045 Nicaragua 31/ 5230

Serbia 1292, 
3530

Albania 1058, 
3030

Turkey 877, 
3860

Belarus 524, 
3300
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Asia Africa Caribbean

Iran 1509 4170 Tunisia 2114 2510 Martinique 1867

Lebanon 1275 2260 South 
Africa 

1484 6370 Guadeloupe 1864

Jordan 1098 6440 Namibia 1370 7470 Grenada 1766

Palestine 857 5620 South 
Sudan 

1111 5880 Bermuda 1711

Bahrain 782 4330 Eswatini 1060 7750 Bahamas 1684/ 2550

Oman 778 2100 Botswana 999 6380 Aruba 1611

Azerbaijan 743 4510 Libya 768 6420 Saint Lucia 1504/1930

Sri Lanka 656 1360 Morocco 393 2490 Saint Martin 1415

Kazakhstan 635 4460 Zimbabwe 310 6960 Trinidad 
Tobago

1399/1710

Iraq 571 14410 Djibouti 185 7240 Br Virgin 
Islands

1245

Indonesia 518 4380 Rwanda 100 4870 Guyana 1233/1900

Philippines 422 2320 Kenya 96 4810 Curacao 1067

Myanmar 346 2880 Somalia 80 4380 Fr Guyana 1041

India 333 4860 Sudan 68 9060

Saudi Arabia 248 9950 Uganda 68 4030

UAE 213 5670 Cameroon 64 4890

Kuwait 565 6480 Angola 50 3750

Afghanistan 183 5630 Mali 28 1650

Cambodia 170 2250 Burkina 
Faso

12 2480

Bangladesh 169 5460 Burundi 3 4750

Pakistan 126 6770

Yemen 63 5410

Uzbekistan 40 1890

Laos 18 2670

Sources:  Worldometer per 11/26/2021 and The Economist website (www.economist. 
 com/coronavirus), accessed 11/27/2021. 

There are several explanations for discrepancies between official Covid deaths 
and excess deaths. (1) Excess deaths can also be due to natural disaster, drought, 
conflict and war – which applies in Iraq, Afghanistan and Yemen. (2) Under-
counts can be due to sloppy registration. (3) Official numbers count citizens, 
not noncitizens – which applies in the UAE, Bahrain, Kuwait and Oman 



Jan Nederveen Pieterse218

© ProtoSociologyVolume 38/2021: Thirty Years of ProtoSociology

where over 80% of the population consists of foreign workers where excess 
deaths are concentrated (Khondker 2021). (4) Covid censorship, when keep-
ing inconvenient truths under the table avoids unrest and reputation dam-
age, is likely in Russia, Belarus, China, India, Nicaragua, Myanmar and  
Cambodia. 

Because of stewarding the hajj Saudi Arabia has extensive experience with in-
fectious diseases, an effective public health apparatus and pandemic prepared-
ness (Fanselow 2021). Recorded Covid deaths in Saudi Arabia are 248/1M, but 
excess deaths bring the number up to 9950/1M, which is among the world’s 
highest Covid death rates. Saudi Arabia hosts 10 million foreign workers, al-
most a third of the population. Note the difference between the Gulf Emirates, 
Thailand and several other countries, and countries where multiculturalism is 
institutionalized such as Malaysia and Singapore where recorded Covid deaths 
include foreign workers, no matter their nation of origin 

Excess deaths bring many countries from double digit or hundreds of re-
corded Covid deaths to thousands Covid deaths, which changes the overall 
picture. They double the number of likely Covid deaths in Iran and Russia. 
Now also Asia and Africa figure in the picture of Covid deaths over a thousand 
per million of population.

Varieties of market economies

To avoid thin generalizing the global field needs to be broken down in patterns 
of differentiation. This discussion adopts breakdowns by region and by varieties 
of market economies. Time of course is a variable as well. The circular relations 
between knowledge, state capability and social cooperation blend into institu-
tions and wider settings. Considering that the three key variables work best 
together, which type of society best combines these variables? The ecosystem 
in which the Covid pandemic unfolds includes political economy as part of a 
larger orchestra. Varieties of market economies refer to institutional clusters 
that coordinate economic activities and enable certain relations. Varieties of 
market economies are effects in that they represent a selective institutionaliza-
tion of historical leanings and are causes in that they incentivize certain institu-
tions and behavior patterns.

In liberal market economies – such as the US, UK, Chile – state-corporate 
relations tend to be stronger than state-society relations. In several ways they 
may function as corporate-led societies, except in matters of security and law 
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and order. In corporate-led societies for-profit private healthcare prevails over 
public health, which puts them at a disadvantage in the virus control phase. 

Government capability is limited, except in security and law and order. After 
decades of anti-government government (following Ronald Reagan’s adage, 
‘government is the problem’), government agencies are underfunded and un-
derstaffed. In the Covid–19 public health crisis this led to, in effect, federal 
government abdication, such as in the US under Trump and in the UK with 
the Johnson administration’s zigzag policies (Malik 2020). Rightwing populist 
governments in Brazil with Bolsonaro and haphazard policies in Modi’s India 
are parallels, parallels also in their casual attitudes towards science.

Criticisms of pandemic responses often target state power and government 
mandates of movement control, masks, distancing and vaccination, such as 
Giorgio Agamben’s attacks on government mandates as the normalization of 
the ‘state of exception’ (Agamben 2020; Delanty 2020). However, in liberal 
market economies, the US and UK, neoliberal since the 1980s, the problem is 
not state overreach but state abdication, government rollback and permissive 
capitalism, which in effect add up to the corporate and financial takeover of 
society. Here the problem is not state authoritarianism but market authori-
tarianism.

Liberal market economies can be at an advantage in the vaccine phase. Close 
relations between government and big pharma can yield public funding for 
developing vaccines and advance contracts for vaccine supplies that produce 
swift results. In the US and UK because of strong relations between govern-
ment and pharmaceutical industries vaccines came available swiftly and were 
pre-ordered, before CDC approval was completed. This offers global boons but 
it also gives big pharma a say in IP rights, which, so far, preclude suspending 
vaccine patents to benefit developing countries and overcome vaccine apart-
heid. Headlines such as the following illustrate big pharma attitudes:

Pharma industry fears Biden patent decision sets dangerous precedent (Fi-
nancial Times 5/7/2021)
Moderna boss brushes off Biden patent waiver move (Financial Times 
5/7/2021)

In 2003 with pressure from South Africa, HIV medicine patents were sus-
pended to enable local production in developing countries. Now by not waiv-
ing Covid vaccine patents big pharma blocks vaccine production in developing 
countries where ample production capacity exists, which increases the risk of 
variants emerging.

Pfizer, known as the producer of Viagra, cooperated with the German firm 
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BioNTech to develop its mRNA Covid vaccine. According to the Pfizer CFO, 
‘there is “significant opportunity” in Covid–19 becoming endemic, which 
could make the vaccines a “durable franchise”’. Scholars observe, ‘Perpetuat-
ing the pandemic is better business than ending it… Demand for lucrative 
booster shots depends in part on the emergence of new variants, which, in 
turn, requires the virus to continue to spread’ (Morten and Herder 2021). 
Pfizer’s billion dollar gains from vaccines are funneled into low tax havens, the 
Netherlands, Luxemburg, Ireland and Delaware (Smit 2021).

The big pharma firm Purdue has been found liable in enabling the deadly 
opioid crisis in the US (with 47,000 deaths of Americans in 2017 while ‘an 
estimated 1.7 million people in the United States suffered from substance 
use disorders related to prescription opioid pain relievers’, and nearly 50,000 
deaths in 2019; NIDA 2021). Big pharma is now headed in a similar direction 
on a global canvas.

In the race with variants of concern, liberal market economies may again be 
at a relative disadvantage. The US lost some of the gains of vaccination in the 
race with variants emerging in fall 2021. Economies reopened but vaccine skep-
ticism especially among Republicans and division among US states keep virus 
risk high. Trust in government is low, disinformation abounds and political 
polarization thrives (Khaled 2021). The unvaccinated pose risks in workplaces, 
healthcare and hospitals. Because of resistance in Republican-led states such 
as Arkansas, Tennessee, Texas and Florida vaccination rates are low (Arkansas 
49%, Tennessee 49.4%, Texas 54.2%, 11/26/21). 

Because in the US state-society relations have been thin from early on, have 
remained undeveloped or have been abandoned for state-corporate relations, 
trust has eroded and truth has crumbled as well. Knowledge and political 
economy are interrelated. Science is a profit center in liberal market economies 
while it is a public good in coordinated market economies. Lack of trust means 
lack of credibility: ‘It’s about the same sort of post-truth world. You can just 
repeat a lie over and over and, because there’s so little trust, people will believe 
it’ (Laura Thornton, in Lerer and Fandos 2021).

Coordinated market economies seek a balance of state, society and market. 
Because they aim at a roundtable coordination of state-society-market relations 
(with more or less success depending on circumstances) they are in a relatively 
strong position in public health matters, such as in much of Northeast Asia 
and Europe, although austerity policies also came with social neglect and decay 
of institutions. In Mediterranean countries austerity trimmed public health 
resources and surge capacity.

East European societies are approaching advanced country status, for which 



221Learning from Covid: Three Key Variables

© ProtoSociology Volume 38/2021: Thirty Years of ProtoSociology

the threshold is a per capita income of $18,000. The top three are Hungary 
with $17k, Poland $16k and Romania $13k, largely because of factory exports 
to West Europe (Sharma 2021). Yet Hungary has the fifth highest Covid deaths 
per million in Europe, 3405. In Eastern Europe, ‘Health experts say widespread 
mistrust of government and officials dating back to the Soviet era, and resulting 
vaccination hesitancy and unwillingness to accept state- mandated coronavirus 
curbs, lie behind the [Covid] surge’ (Dunai et al. 2021). Pro-market turns, 
crony capitalism, corruption and political instability also play a part.

In state-led market economies, the keynote is state-state relations and they 
differ according to the character of the state. Each have different priorities 
that affect public health performance. They all combine and mix features; the 
characterizations below (pardon shorthand) refer to the dominant strains in 
each formation.

 1. Developmental states tend to have strong state-society relations and to 
perform well in public health such as Singapore, China, Vietnam and 
Cuba at different levels of development.

 2. In national security states (such as Russia, North Korea, Israel, Syria, 
Egypt), public health is a security variable and outcomes are uneven by 
region and population segments. Pakistan belongs here too depending 
on the political cycle.

 3. In states controlled by traditional elites (Iran, Brunei, Afghanistan) 
or military-monarchy coalitions (Morocco, Jordan, Thailand), elites 
come first. 

  City states of the Gulf Emirates fare well because they are compact and 
well organized. Migrant workers in the Gulf are a vulnerable group, as 
in South Asia and Southeast Asia; when this is recognized the spread 
of infection can be contained (Khondker 2021), but excess death rates 
remain high. City states such as Gibraltar and Andorra record high 
Covid deaths (Table 1 above).

 4. Extractivist-oligarchic states tend towards state abdication from so-
cial responsibility and Covid denial, such as Angola (Covid deaths 
50/1M, excess deaths 3750/1M) and Kazakhstan (635/1M, excess deaths 
4460/1M).

New authoritarian states rely on unstable coalitions and tend towards unstable 
or zigzag policies, such as India, the Philippines, Brazil, Turkey and Hungary.

Pattern changes over time also require reflection. If we compare data trends 
since early 2020 we see pattern continuities as well as pattern breaks. Pattern 

Highlight
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continuities include the following: Countries that managed virus control well 
(much of East Asia, Australasia and Northwest Europe) keep Covid death 
numbers low, even with virus surges and while lagging in vaccines. For in-
stance, low Covid death rates in Canada and Cuba through 2020 remain low 
in November 2021 (Canada 772/1M, Cuba 733). Denmark lifted Covid–19 
restrictions in September 2021 when 85% of people over 12 years old were vac-
cinated. Knowledge, state capability and people’s trust in government were 
positive and aligned. These capabilities will probably outlast the fourth wave 
of corona and the Omicron variant of late 2021. 

In developing countries vaccines are not widely available and will not be 
for quite some time. In low-income countries only 4.5% of the population is 
vaccinated while in high-income societies about 63% of the population have 
received at least one vaccine dose. Vaccine deliveries to developing countries lag 
behind commitments, few surplus vaccines are delivered, rich countries resist 
‘queue swapping’ (postpone booster shots until poor countries’ vaccination 
catches up), big pharma resists waiving IP and the WHO Covax program is 
slow going: ‘Covax scheme falters as rich nations buy up vaccines’ (Mancini 
et al. 2021). Vaccine apartheid echoes classic North-South divides. Yet China 
(provided 1.6 billion Sinovac and Sinopharm vaccine shots and cooperates 
with 16 countries towards local production), Russia (Sputnik V has received 
emergency-use approval in Argentina, Mexico and Belarus and is exported to 
Eastern Europe) and Cuba (Abdala and Soberana vaccines are used in Vietnam 
and Venezuela and another Cuban vaccine is co-produced in Iran) fall outside 
this pattern (Chassany 2021).

China continues its zero-Covid policy, which has been abandoned by nearly 
all countries, also in East Asia, Australia, New Zealand and Singapore. China’s 
zero Covid approach involves strict border controls and two-week quarantines. 
Borders with Russia, Central Asia and Myanmar are porous. Harsh zero-Cov-
id policies don’t rhyme well with the world’s second largest economy and the 
trillion-dollar investments of the Belt and Road Initiative. They do rhyme with 
China’s narrative of pandemic triumph, community sentiments in China and 
the inward-looking turn in foreign policy and diplomacy of recent years. By one 
assessment, ‘China is now the only country still chasing full eradication of the 
virus… China may find itself increasingly isolated, diplomatically and economi-
cally, at a time when global public opinion is hardening against it’ (Wang 2021).

Since spring 2021 data changes in many regions have been incremental. No 
more great surges as during 2020 even as new variants of concern emerge, 
because basic precautions are being widely adopted. There have been surges in 
Latin America, South Asia and in African countries which gradually become 
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visible in excess death rates. ‘Measured by excess deaths as a share of population, 
many of the world’s hardest-hit countries are in Latin America’ (www.econo-
mist.com/coronavirus). Many more countries, also smaller countries such as 
in the Caribbean, arrive above the 1000 Covid deaths per million threshold. 

Pattern breaks: Countries with high Covid deaths in the virus control phase 
saw deaths come down in vaccine phase. In liberal market economies this 
pattern break is arguably a pattern continuity in terms of varieties of market 
economies. Corporate-led market economies’ strong links between govern-
ment, universities, big pharma and finance produced Covid–19 vaccines at 
breakneck speed, governments funded research and pre-ordered vaccines, prior 
to their testing and approval, which put them at an advantage in the vaccine 
phase. Because of internal divisions this advantage shrinks in the race with  
variants.

Research reflexivity

Learning from Covid includes avoiding macro theories and one-size-fits all 
paradigms of globalization (such as world-system theory). They are old fash-
ioned, heavy-handed and not fine grained enough to adequately explain diverse 
public health dynamics. Metaphors for globalization such as the ‘matrix’ are 
static, bounded and teleological.

Varieties of market economies offer fundamental guidance but carry an insti-
tutional bias that doesn’t quite match the rapid motions of politics, polices and 
cultural shifts in dealing with Covid, which are short-term, though embedded 
in path-dependent political economies. Short waves of change intersperse with 
long waves. Understanding Covid dynamics needs analyses in multiple time 
frames simultaneously. 

Methodological nationalism in considering pandemic responses doesn’t work 
because it ignores regional differences. Macro-regional patterns include learn-
ing from examples. Micro-regional variations are significant too. Karnataka, 
Kashmir and Kerala are different from ‘India’. Awareness of infectious disease 
makes a difference also within countries. Note the starkly different Covid–19 
outcomes in Lombardy (disastrous from Milan to Bergamo because of inexpe-
rience of medical staff and lack of hospital surge capacity; 33774 Covid deaths, 
per June 2021) and neighboring Veneto, where medical staff and hospitals were 
better prepared because of the region’s historical awareness of infectious disease 
(11612 Covid deaths per June 2021; Statista survey, June 27, 2021, www.statista.
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com). Veneto limited the spread of the virus by adopting an ‘out-of-hospital’ 
model of management, increased the number of swab tests among the popula-
tion and promptly quarantined and treated infected patients, which reduced 
hospital admissions (Mugnai and Bilato 2020: 161). As a formidable port city 
Venice has historical experience with infectious disease going back to the 14th 
century bubonic plague.

Misinformation and disinformation invariably cling to a narrow database, 
in the old tradition of provincialism. Covid Darwinism, Covid complacency, 
Covid censorship, vaccine nationalism, vaccine hoarding, ideologies of busi-
ness first and idées fixes such as herd immunity refer to a narrow database of 
reference and limited horizons of experience. The database is the main resource 
for analysis and understanding. The character, size and composition of the 
database matter, as part, of course, of a larger orchestra. Another concern is 
not just to identify relevant variables but also how variables interact, which 
differs in different settings and over time. Healthcare in Cuba is exemplary 
in several respects (Zurbano Torres 2021) but support for government also 
involves other variables.

Multiple crises

South Africa, the country that protested loudly against big pharma clinging to 
their patents – in Covid just as with HIV – protests against vaccine apartheid 
(Ramaphosa 2021; IIPI 2000). India has voiced similar protests. Both countries 
have ample vaccine production capacity. India’s Serum Institute is the world’s 
largest producer of vaccines, for export. By a twist of fate, both countries are 
also the origins of major variants of concern, Delta Plus in India and Omicron 
in South Africa and Botswana. The most dangerous mutations occur in coun-
tries that are excluded from vaccine production. 

At this stage big pharma is liable for knowingly sustaining a worldwide pan-
demic, without the US and UK governments intervening, even though they 
provided major public funding. The refusal of US and UK governments to 
intervene and treat vaccines as a public good is typical of the power distribution 
in liberal market economies. In effect, liberal market economies and corpora-
tions in liberal market economies form a global bottleneck. Liberal market 
economies produce or contribute to crises (structural adjustment, financializa-
tion, tax evasion, inequality, wars, climate change) and fail in crises (such as 
Covid), with fatal consequences for the world circumstance. The situation is 
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a lesson for liberal market economies but it is not certain that the lesson will 
be learned.

Covid–19 differs from previous pandemics in several ways. It occurs at much 
higher levels of population, greater population densities and widespread grow-
ing connectivity: 7.5 billion people many of whom can be connected 24/7. 
With smartphones people can make international comparisons in a glance. 
Thus, rather than a ‘reversal’ of globalization, Covid–19 ushers in a phase of 
globalization that is more reflexive, with greater collective awareness of the 
necessity and the risks of connectivity. 

In a world of high-density complex interdependence, the economic impact 
of this pandemic is far wider ranging than in the past. Supply lines and tech 
interweaving are under review. Microchips are in short supply. Energy supplies 
are strained because of fluctuations in demand and come with major price 
hikes for energy. The available workforce has shrunk; many employees are not 
returning to work because of wages, work conditions and commutes (Rasmus 
2021, Lichtenstein 2021). Covid has significant political impact because it is a 
test of governance, institutions and legitimacy, which is now stretched world-
wide. Covid generates many calls for economic reorganization, particularly in 
public health: ‘We mistakenly treat health as a short-term cost on squeezed 
public budgets rather than a long-term investment in expanding public value’ 
(Mazzucato 2021; Carlin 2021).

We face myriad data points that are all moving and many are flickering or 
blinking. Across the world we face crisscrossing crises of financialization, tax 
evasion, inequality, climate change and Covid. All societies share these crises 
and face them according to their history, cultural resources and sociopolitical 
profiles. The crises are increasingly widely experienced and deeply felt. While 
they interact in ways that haven’t been charted yet, they all hinge on knowledge, 
state capability and social cooperation. How do these three variables function 
at a world level? 

At a global level, knowledge is available, governance capacity is scattered 
across international institutions and spheres of influence, and social coopera-
tion in the form of global civil society is scattered and episodic. At a global 
level, social cooperation exists in global civil society with myriad international 
NOGs and NGOs, trade union organizations, social movement networks 
of many stripes, and so forth, but is often episodic and single issue. Global 
governance capacity hasn’t grown and people’s representation at international 
forums is limited. Again, the G20 is back; it took shape in 2009 after the finan-
cial crisis; now it is called into action in relation to climate change. Covid–19 
requires multilateralism too. According to a report of the Global Preparedness 
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Monitoring Board, convened by the WHO and the World Bank, although 5 
million people have died ‘there was “scant evidence” that the right lessons were 
being learned from the coronavirus crisis’ (Neville 2021). Major stumbling 
blocks are geopolitical divisions and power brokers negotiating behind closed 
doors. The usual result is declarations of intent with scant follow up and limited 
consequences.
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