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ABSTRACT 
As Snowden points out in Epidemics and Society (2019), ‘pandemics are not random events that 
afflict societies capriciously and without warning’. Instead, they reveal a civilisation in all of its 
political, economic, cultural and social complexity, including its vulnerabilities and its capacity to 
handle crisis. The same is true of COVID-19. I will argue that how the pandemic spread across the 
global north in 2020 is largely a function of how western countries have addressed the complexities 
of globalisation and the vulnerabilities it created – particularly over the last ten to twenty years. My 
argument also helps to explain the different responses western countries have had to this public 
health crisis as well as which countries had the highest COVID-19 prevalence and mortality rates. In 
fact, one can take each western country’s response to globalisations and its vulnerabilities and 
create a complex causal profile for how well it has addressed the pandemic. 
 
So, what are these global complexities and their associated vulnerabilities? Whilst the exact list may 
vary from scholar to scholar, there are several with which most would probably agree. First is the 
dismantling of western governments and underfunding of social welfare and social entitlement 
systems. Second is the rise of political nationalism and a rebellion against international co-ordination 
and collaboration around shared global social problems. Third is the hubris of western medicine and 
the failure to take seriously the threat of infectious disease, despite SARS and H1N1. Fourth is the 
failure to make significant advances in addressing global warming and ecological devastation. Fifth is 
the perpetuation of intractable inequality and its impact on public health. Sixth is global economic 
instability (including the housing crisis and the great recession) and the breakdown of the working 
and middle classes. Seventh is the rise of global discontentment, with many segments of western 
society falling prey to one type of harmful collective psychology or another (e.g., anti-vaccinators, 
anti-maskers, anti-science) – and all of it helping to adversely reinforce, worldwide, the escalating 
fears, conflicts, resentments, inequalities, cruelties, and the aggressions brought on by the current 
phase of globalization. Eighth is the rise of the populist and radical right and their willingness to defy 
democratic traditions, public institutions and global civil commitments. Ninth is the perpetuations of 
racism and discrimination against women, immigrants, and the LGBTQI communities. And, finally, 
tenth is individualism and a denial of our massive global interdependence. 
 
Given these vulnerabilities, getting past COVID-19 requires western countries to not only address the 
pandemic directly through vaccination and other public health measures, but also to address the 
underlying vulnerabilities upon which the spread of this pandemic took place. Otherwise, we will 
continue our journey through the 21st century being in and out of pandemic, as another infectious 
disease outbreak which will surely take place in the next few decades, if not sooner. 
 
 
 
 


