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Scenario 2: Hubris and Apathy:  

A Lamentation for Lost Times 

 
By Theodore J. Gordon, Sr. Fellow, The Millennium Project 

With Alfred Watkins, Chairman, Global Solutions Summit 

 

Gentlemen and Ladies: 

 

I appreciate your time and attention at this virtual interview; as you know from my invitation I 

will be describing my planned dissertation about the Great Plague of 2020. The dissertation will 

be quantitative to record measures of the depths of the difficulties the plague created, and 

qualitative to record  how it felt to be there. Please ask questions of me as I describe what I have 

in mind. Just press the interrupt button on the lower right of your screen to get my attention. If I 

am successful in this work, my dissertation will be reference for future historians, a faithful 

recapitulation of the depressing numbers and a true record of the zeitgeist of the time.  

 

As we look back over the rutted road leading from the plague’s start in January, 2020 to the 

present, November 2021, we see there was common agreement about some important aspects of 

the disease COVID-19, a pneumonia-like disease caused by an infection of a virus called SARS-

CoV-2, a coronavirus from the same family as SARS, MERS , and the common cold.1 Not 

everyone agrees with the story of how the virus found its way into humans. The predominant 

explanation is that it jumped species from bats to humans who purchased tainted bat-meat in an 

open seafood market in Wuhan, China in late 2019. But there is a lingering suspicion that it 

escaped through an accident at the Wuhan Institute of Virology (WIV) near the market. That 

explanation has been vigorously denied by well-respected scientists at the laboratory2 and by 

others elsewhere but the suspicion was firmly anchored in a Chinese report that four of the five 

people who originally contracted COVID-19 had no links to the market.3   

 

Question from the audience: Sir we know all of this. Why not just get on with it? 

Answer from speaker: Please bear with me. I want to make sure we start from the same page, 

November 2021. Then we can talk about where we seem to be heading next year in 2022. The 

forces for change are literally unprecedented. 

 

Remarkably, this suspicion was promoted by President Trump without evidence at a pre-election 

news conference.4 Why should the President have encouraged a theory that had been debunked 

by his own country’s intelligence agencies? Perhaps to cast China in a bad light and through 

some elusive reasoning, to create a favorable environment for trade policy discussions. Or maybe 

it was directed to his domestic political base. China responded by suggesting that the US military 

might have brought the coronavirus to Wuhan.5  The President, until the end of his term, still 
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called SARS-CoV-2, “the Chinese virus.” The social media boiled with conspiracy theories, 

including a suggestion that the virus was an escaped bio-weapon. Deemed unlikely by experts 

but the bickering planted seeds of distrust that eliminated any chance of cooperative research by 

the two countries that could have lessened the awful impacts of the pandemic. 

 

It first appeared in the United States in Seattle in January, 2020; it was brought home by a US 

traveler returning from China.6  Had we recognized the threat and begun isolation of infected 

people as anticipated in a Obama-era pandemic response plan, things would surely have been 

different now. After 22 months since that first domestic infection, 500,000 people have died of 

COVID-19 so far in our country alone7 and hundreds of thousands more from indirect 

consequences of the pandemic, a tragic number, but probably inevitable, given our inability to 

organize a decisive response. To put it in perspective, 500,000 thousand deaths is 160 times 

larger than the number of people killed in the 2001 terrorist attack on the World Trade Center 

and is more than the number of US soldiers killed in WW1, WW2, and Korea combined. At the 

pandemic’s peak, refrigerated trucks were in demand to hold the dead bodies.  

 

Yes, we did have plans and had been warned. The Director of National Intelligence said in the 

2019 World-wide Threat Assessment there could be a pandemic leading to massive numbers of 

death and severe impact on the world economy8. A National Biodefense Strategy existed which 

stressed the need for preparedness and bio surveillance9. A 2017 Time magazine article said a 

pandemic could strike everywhere at once and even the best hospitals would rapidly run out of 

beds and ventilators.10 A 2016 article in the. Democracy Journal discussed a health catastrophe 

of massive proportions involving more than 1 million deaths.11 

 

As examples of our lethargic initial response consider the lack of essential equipment at 

hospitals, the decision to let cities and states go their own way in responding to the threat of the 

pandemic, and the equivocation surrounding the value of masks. Some authorities said masks 

would be helpful but others publicly doubted that advice. Even in the run up to the November 

2020 election, the President was often not wearing masks in most public appearances, apparently 

to appear vigorous, but this was hardly the way to encourage the population at large to do 

otherwise. And it will remain a matter of wonder that the President touted Chloroquine for use in 

COVID-19 treatment. Chloroquine is an anti-malaria drug, found by the FDA to be useless 

against COVID-19.  The President also suggested that direct injection of a sanitizer into the 

blood stream might be prophylactic against the disease and that the toxin Oleandrin could cure 

COVID-19. Memorial Slone Kettering says consumption even small quantities of Oleandrin may 

be fatal.12 The President later called these cockamamie therapies a joke. But some people took 

them seriously.  
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Question from the audience: Don’t you think this is an example of FAKE NEWS? Surely, 

President Trump, who could have called upon any scientific body in the nation (NIH, NAS, NSF, 

ARPA, for advice, wouldn’t have been so misleading.   

Answer from speaker: I was there and can assure you it really happened. 

 

Even the simple task of mask-wearing had its problems. First, at the beginning, there was 

dithering about the value of masks. Then, there were political implications: polls showed that 

Democrats were more likely to wear them than Republicans. Finally for some people, requiring 

the use of masks was an impingement of the right of choice in a free society. More on that later; 

it was an important sign of disintegration to come. 

 

As the spread and consequences of the pandemic became apparent in the first half of 2020, some 

cities and states tried to control the spread through voluntary isolation and shut down their local 

their economies, requiring closure of some businesses where people tended to congregate, 

curtailing travel, and self-quarantine, but these first actions were six weeks too late.  The failure 

to have a national coordinated response resulted in sporadic shortages of medical supplies and 

personnel, when there should have been certainty and clear direction. Emergency rooms ran out 

of supplies; states were bidding against each other to obtain protective clothing for their medical 

staffs and ventilators for their sickest patients. Congregating in gyms, bars, theaters, and schools 

was prohibited in some places but not others. Return to schools a year ago in September 2020 

was chaotic and sporadic; a do it yourself social experiment. More than one teacher’s union and 

student group said they felt like guinea pigs. Teachers, aware of the threat posed by 

congregating, went on strike in half a dozen cities. The death count started to mount. This 

situation has been called “the biggest governance failure in modern US history.”13  Today we’re 

trying to open up economies and schools again, but students, teachers, customers and owners of 

businesses where people might come together are wary and time and again propinquity in the 

pursuit of education (K through doctorates), fun (college parties, holidays), or normal profits 

(restaurants, theaters) led to more infections and deaths. Over the year since September 2020, 

people have died of COVID-19 at the rate of about 1,000 per day. 

 

The social and economic effects have been huge. By spring 2020, people who were staying at 

home were not buying, and people who would have been manufacturing and selling those things 

that were not being bought were out of work. Workers were furloughed, or fired. Unemployment 

rose from a level of 3.6% in January 2020, to 14.7% by April and remained above 10% until 

now. Why so stubbornly high? Small business closings and corporate bankruptcies meant there 

were no jobs for laid-off workers to go back to. State and local government employment was cut 

in an effort to limit deficits. Finally, government loan programs that required borrowers to keep 

employees on the payroll if they wanted to be eligible for debt forgiveness, ended. 

Unemployment was probably higher than the “official” numbers and was certainly worse for 
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minority workers: many people who were out of work gave up their search and therefore were 

not even counted in the unemployment pool, other settled for part time work.  

 

The GDP in the second quarter of 2020 declined sharply to an annual rate of 32.9% and today we 

are still in the shadow of that decline.. As lockdowns temporarily eased a year ago, optimists in 

the Office of Management and Budget  projected a third and fourth quarter 2020 rebound. 

Trump, the lead optimist, said the economy was poised to take off like a rocket ship14. Against 

that whistling-in the-dark optimism, businesses, small and large went bankrupt. Famous names 

were on the lists of the ailing corporations: Hertz, JC Penney, J. Crew, Neiman Marcus, Pier 1 

Imports, Frontier Communications to name a few, but so were thousands of smaller companies 

important to their out-of-work employees and owners.  Total bankruptcies in the second quarter 

of 2020 had mounted to over 23,000. In addition, many small businesses simply went out of 

business, without a whimper, without going through the legal process of declaring bankruptcy. 

 

As you know lockdowns have been re-imposed and the fourth quarter of 2020 as well as the first 

three quarters of 2021 have been dismal. Now even the optimists do not expected GDP to return 

to pre-COVID levels before the end of 2023; none of the following have yet rescued us: a 

vaccine, herd immunity, or a cooperative public.   

 

Those most vulnerable to this kind of economic shock are, as always, on the bottom rungs of the 

employment ladder: the poor black or brown people least able to withstand the loss of 

employment. Something new and ominous is now in the mix: white middle class people have 

joined the food lines, a mark of continuing unemployment, inflation, and growing food scarcity. 

People are continuing to lose their jobs and their businesses and if you are not an office worker, 

you are not  able to work from home irrespective of your race or gender. Those who cannot work 

at home have lost employment at twice the rate of the labor force as a whole. And consider this: 

when programs that prevented evictions and foreclosures ended earlier this year, some 40 million 

Americans faced displacement from their homes, and 80% of them were black or Latino.15  

 

Early in 2020 when the pandemic was beginning to sicken and kill people, the Federal Reserve 

took action through an unprecedented variety of asset purchases  amounting to some $3 trillion 

dollars and the Congress authorized an additional $3.7 trillion of COVID relief measures. All 

together the commitments amounted to an astounding 7 trillion dollars16, an amount that is on the 

order of one third of our annual GDP and equal to the sum of the GDP of Japan and Germany.  

 

Question from the audience: Excuse me, did you say “TRILLION? Where did it all come from?” 

Answer from speaker: Right, with a capital “T. Increasing liquidity was the name of the game” 

 

So, you ask, where did all that the money come from? The answer economists give is that 

through the magic of Ponzi-like  reasoning we simply expanded our debt and financed the 

https://www.bea.gov/news/2020/gross-domestic-product-2nd-quarter-2020-advance-estimate-and-annual-update
https://medium.com/discourse/do-you-realize-the-massive-amount-of-money-printing-happening-due-to-the-coronavirus-pandemic-1f4347cc0404
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expansion through money creation by the Federal Reserve Bank. This accounts for the counter-

intuitive rise in the stock market to new records every other week while the GDP stayed at record 

lows. That “the rich get richer” and the rest suffer is clear from the painfully obvious dichotomy 

between the high stock market and the lagging economy in which many people formerly in the 

middle class have moved into the ranks of the poor. This  dichotomy has inflamed racial 

tensions; mobs chant “Give us this day our daily bread.”   

 

The econo-optimists (there were a few) reasoned that borrowing money against the future would 

allow the country to pay off debt with less valuable dollars so it was a no-brainer to encourage 

inflationary policies, particularly when these policies also inflate the stock market. On the other 

hand, the econo-pessimists argued that inflation means price growth and when people are out of 

work, price growth is hardly a welcome development. Inflation began its inexorable rise in early 

2021, 10 months ago. Well, inflation which was running about 3% annually in 2019 now in 

November, 2021 runs 9.5%.  Food, housing, transportation all cost more; not a pleasant situation 

when unemployment is high (frequent peaks to 12%) and wages are stagnant. Stagflation of the 

1970’s has been reborn. One result is that the dollar has continued to depreciate. It’s replacement 

by other currencies as the global reserve currency may be happening as we watch.  

 

Looking ahead, unprecedented financial collapse may be the main feature of the economy of 

2022. Some of the indicators that show we are on that path are: lack of GDP recovery, growing 

inflation, unrelenting unemployment. Pension funds are failing and many have given notice that 

they will be hard pressed to meet their obligations in 2022.  State and local governments are 

cutting back or eliminating services, garbage is piling up, “nice to have” programs like green 

energy are being set aside. Corporate and municipal bond defaults are rising. A year ago, in 

August of 2020.  the NY Fed warned that 28% of publicly listed companies on US stock markets 

weren’t generating enough cash flow to pay interest on their outstanding loans.17  With COVID 

deaths continuing at about 1,000 per day, work at home will still be advised, maybe required in 

some places, small businesses that count on that traffic will continue to fail and those failures 

will ripple to building owners that can’t service their mortgage loans.   

 

Do you need further evidence that a financial collapse may be in store for 2022? Look at our 

increasing homelessness, evictions, home mortgage defaults and rising hunger.  Middle class 

whites have joined the lines at food banks, but more kids are going hungry. Malnutrition is 

visible everywhere; even now in November 2021 in our country, on the streets of some big cities 

and particularly in the migrant and refugee camps at national borders, children are wasting, a 

condition that manifests in spindly limbs and distended bellies, and for some, dying glassy-eyed 

passive deaths. One source estimated that 19 million children, or 1 in 4 children, lived in a 

household wasn’t getting enough to eat, was behind on rent or mortgage payments, or both.18 

The COVID relief packages passed by Congress in the Spring of 2020 were effective while they 
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were in force, but those programs expired a year ago and nothing has filled the gaps. There was 

little  appetite on either side of the isle for spending more than the seven trillion.  

 

Question from the audience: Why not? Lousy programs? Lousy execution? 

Answer from the speaker; The 2020 programs had all been financial- pay laid-off workers, pay 

small businesses to keep employees who didn’t have enough work, delay taxation. Such 

programs had to be temporary, had to sunset. What we needed were programs like Franklin 

Roosevelt established in the Great Depression such as the Civilian Conservation Corps or the 

Works Project Administration that hired people to build things. There was a lot of talk about new 

programs to rebuild the country’s infrastructure and expanded public service programs but not 

much public enthusiasm for either while the pandemic was still killing people. The proposed 

programs were pie in the sky and didn’t seem likely to work with masks and social distancing 

rules still in place. 

 

Increasing inflation is only one of the tragic coincidences of 2021 when tragedies piled on one 

another. In the US, police brutality continues to be a focus of public attention. The deployment 

of troops from the Department of Homeland Security and the National Guard to quell urban riots 

during the Trump administration is seen by some as the foreshadow of fascism. The possibility 

that martial law could be imposed to maintain order is still a threat to freedom.   

 

Question from the audience: Do you think there is a connection- between the pandemic and the 

rise in violence we saw in 2020/21? 

Answer from speaker: Yes indeed. There are remarkable parallels between our situation and the 

Black Plague in Europe of the 14th to 17th  centuries. Public health historians have pointed out 

there were rules for quarantine of 40 days that, when violated brought stiff punishment, plague 

orders that closed theaters and taverns, manipulation of death statistics for political purposes, 

mob revolts against restrictions, burning of public buildings, high rents, corruption, movement to 

the countryside by those that could afford it and resentment from those that could not.19  

 

Which brings us to the present November, 2021. Total number of deaths from COVID-19 in the 

US is 350,000, but probably more like 375,000 and new deaths average 1,000 per day. Total 

number of people in the US who have been infected over the past 20 months exceeds 750,000.  

 

The long- term consequence of being infected and “cured” are just beginning to be discovered 

and there is probably a lot more to learn, but at this point the consequences include heart disease, 

intellectual impairment, so-called brain fog as well as shortness of breath, arrhythmias, joint 

pains, fatigue, and hypertension, and impairment of the kidneys and the immune system.s20 21. 

Many of our early assumptions about COVID-19 have proved to be naive. There will be no 

rescue by a vaccine anytime soon- almost certainly not this year or the next; manufacturing a 

vaccine that assures immunity against a mutating and unpredictable target has proven to be more 
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difficult than optimists thought. Dual, maybe triple, periodic injections may be required. 

Establishing equitable means of distribution to 7 billion people remain unsolved problems. The 

time period during which infected people can infect is still uncertain but seems to be as long as a 

month, which complicates strategies that rely on both infection-tracking and speed of virus 

mutation in the wild. Another complication: we believe now that asymptomatic carriers, 

including children, can indeed infect others. 

 

Public attitudes in the US were not entirely helpful or anticipated. Physical conflicts between 

mask wearers and those who didn’t. People who said “I’m free to do what I want, and damn the 

public good.” People who said that’s the way nature works: the old folks will die off and the 

young will inherit the earth- or what’s left of it. .   

 

We still have not faced up to the problem of distribution of the vaccine, should one become 

available. Who gets it first? The country of origin, of discovery? The elderly who have a short 

fuse anyway or the young with their lives ahead? And within a country, politicians, social 

leaders, or front line and emergency workers? Those that can afford it?  Should priority be 

determined by plebiscite? Without revealing their sources, some high price, exclusive “country 

clubs” have been formed that offer vaccinations as an incentive to membership. There are 

bidding wars for vaccines that have not yet been proven, among states and countries just as there 

were for PPE’s and ventilators when they were in short supply.  

 

Not only do we have these intertwined medical and economic problems, but hurricanes in the 

Fall of  2020 hit both coasts with unexpected vigor. Many places in mid-country that were spared 

from the worst of the hurricane winds, suffered 100-.year flooding and from a string of powerful 

tornadoes. Fires blackened the West. Even so, perhaps the worst happened elsewhere in the 

world: agricultural fields were under attack from thick clouds of vigorous locusts.  Starvation 

loomed for adults and children in poorer countries where production of food diminished because 

of xenophobic trade policies, isolation of workers, closed markets, and other factors and because 

of this lack of supply, prices spiked. The pandemic affected food security throughout the world, 

including our own cities, the number of homeless, mostly black and brown, increased by 50%.  

 

On another front, the pandemic has opened new avenues of mischief for terrorists. The Japanese 

terrorist group Aum Shinrikyo used an aerosol version of anthrax in a home grown bio-weapon 

tested in Tokyo in 1993; anti-terrorist agencies are now quite alert to an encore in which other 

groups singly or in concert, harvest SARS-CoV-2 viruses (or just the information about their 

DNA structure) for use in similar bio-weapons. Since the scientific community generally 

endorses transparency and the virus’s code is now widely known and there are billions, perhaps 

trillions, of virus samples stored or awaiting disposal, unguarded around the world, the threat of 

the possible theft of lethal coronaviruses cannot be easily dismissed and will form a focus for 
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counter terrorism in 2022. It would be easy enough to keep the virus potent in a sequential series 

of volunteers, able to re-introduce it once again to a recovering world.   

 

As I said, the number of evictions soared when government programs that paid unemployed 

workers ended; one source said that of the 40 million evictions, 80 percent were evictions of 

black and brown people.22 This racial imbalance added fuel to the Black Lives Matter movement 

that continues to sweep the country. The call for defunding the police has reduced the number of 

police on the street. Crime has increased, although the exact relationship between crime rate and 

police funding is still a matter of some debate.  

 

One after another, hopes for a certain, quick reprieve have been lost. No, hot temperatures of the 

summer did not slow the rise in cases. No, young people were not immune to the disease. No, 

people who were asymptomatic could still be carriers of the virus. No, it would not go away on 

its own as the President had suggested, like the common cold. No, flu shots did not protect 

against SARS-CoV-2.  No, neither Chloroquine nor oleander leaves were a quick fix,  No, it’s 

not as President Trump first suggested, nothing more than the common cold. And no, infection 

and recovery did not guarantee immunity (we have evidence that some people who have had the 

disease once and recovered can be re-infected).  

 

To top it off, our society seems to have segmented into a number of real or imagined gangs, 

believing and behaving according to the gang rules. There is the far-right conspiracy theory still 

making the social media rounds, known as QAnon, that holds there is a secret “Deep State” 

organization largely composed of rich Democrats that Trump will arrest one day and send to 

Guantanamo23; the FBI in an internal memo declared it a terrorist organization.24  Democrats and 

Republicans are diametrically opposed in beliefs and any reconciliation seems unlikely. Last fall, 

before the election, polls among all nationally registered voters, showed that 62% thought things 

were going badly and 38% thought things were going well in dealing with the coronavirus. But 

among Republicans, only 27% thought they were going badly and 73 percent said they thought 

things were going well.25   Antivaccine views overwhelmed Facebook a year ago: polls then 

showed only 50% were committed to taking a vaccine when one became available and that 

“communities most at risk from the virus were also the most leery: among black people, who 

account for nearly one-quarter of U.S. COVID-19 deaths, 40% said they wouldn’t get a 

vaccine.”26  There were groups that felt the high death rates were a reflection of nature’s 

business-as-usual way of trimming life in the world; anti-maskers and anti-lockdown-ers said, 

“My body, my choice,”  

 

In mid-year 2020, in a national poll, 23 percent of the sample said they wouldn’t get a COVID-

19 shot, even if a vaccine became available.27 Why not? Distrust of science? Suspicious of 

medicine? When Salk first announced a polio vaccine in 1953 there was a rush to vaccinate and 

he was lauded as a hero.28 What’s changed?  
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There is suspicion that heavy-handed political pressure influenced the advice and regulations 

from respected public health institutions in the months before the 2020 elections. Two episodes 

are egregious examples: in late August 2020, the FDA issued an emergency approval for 

convalescent plasma without having results of a randomized placebo-controlled trial. They have 

a survey of people who have had the plasma treatment recently. Apparently under Trump's 

pressure FDA found a subgroup of patients that had a 35% lower mortality than the overall 

population. They never defined this subgroup but the statement was used to bolster their claim 

that an effective treatment was around the corner. Secondly, at almost the same time, CDC 

changed their guidelines to say that some people without symptoms may not need to be tested, 

even if they've been in close contact with a person known to have the virus.29 Scientists have 

been urging more testing, not less, so the virus can be traced and spreading stopped; the 

President has been saying that the. number of cases goes up when testing increases and an 

increase in number of cases is not good politics. 

 

Many people seem to have the attitude that eventually everyone will get it and they will either 

survive and have immunity for the rest of their lives or die. “That’s the way nature works,” they 

argue, but they are wrong about immunity. The data show that permanent immunity is not a 

guaranteed outcome of the infection. Immunity apparently lasts for days or months (like the 

common cold) not for lifetimes (like measles). Hundreds of people have caught the disease more 

than once. This reality has doomed the idea of “immunity passports” and the transfer of 

immunity through serological transfer of plasma- derived antibodies- the so-called convalescent 

plasma. It is now clear that President Trump’s pre-election announcement of a cure, convalescent 

plasma, was premature. The data were polluted, sparce, and misinterpreted. President Trump had 

achieved political advantage by announcing the “cure” but we won’t know the effectiveness of 

this approach or the full spectrum of its consequences for many years.  

 

Of great concern is the possibility of birth defects of the sort experienced in the wake  of 

Thalidomide.30. We know that pregnant mothers are more susceptible to the virus and in some 

cases can pass COVID to their unborn children.31 

 

The overlap between political views, medical realities, adverse economic conditions and 

perceived individual responsibility has led to violent civil conflict this year: by one estimate 

(contested, of course) some 250,000 people have been officially detained and 1,200,000 have 

been involved in the 2021 protests so far; we have become used to seeing troops in some cities 

trying to restore order.  The languages of the opposing groups are heard but not understood: one 

cannot help but being reminded of the Biblical plagues.  

 

In the final section of my dissertation I plan to describe where the country seems to be headed in 

2022. My sources of information will include not only my research in the myriad articles- 
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scientific and popular- dealing with this topic - but also a specialty highly focused Real Time 

Delphi study run among economists and public health experts seeking opinions about what to 

expect.  

 

Let me remind you, please ask questions as they occur to you. 

 

Now, in the Fall of 2021, different states are reaching for “normalcy” by reopening as soon as a 

drop in the positivity rate of COVID tests offer a glimmer of hope We don’t have a second or 

third wave,  as was the case with the 1918 Spanish flu, we have one continuous spectrum of 

infection, rising and waning as the virus finds new victims. As a society, we seem to have 

forgotten the lessons of the 1918 Spanish Flu: that cities that reopen too soon actually recover 

more slowly than cities that stay locked-down longer.  But people are tired of isolation, hungry 

for freedom. The good weather of summer led to the beaches, the taste of freedom from 

lockdown led to bars, parties, and restaurants. By this fall new infections have come back with a 

vengeance, climbing to a total number of 300,000 deaths at a peak death rate of 1,750 per day.  

 

Some sources use models that project a continuing average death rate of “only” 750 per day as 

the disease invades sparsely populated regions of the country and reinfections increase deaths in 

cities that seek to return to normal too soon, which, if the models are correct means that the US 

will see a total of more than 750,000 dead a year from now, by November 2022. 

 

Rather than a second wave, there is more likely to be a continuum of sickness, deaths, and 

overworked medical and emergency staffs. Clearly, the threat of this virus and its mutated 

cousins will be with us for many years. Time and repetition dull our shock; COVID deaths are 

becoming normal, one more disease on lists of the causes of death in the United States. COVID 

is now number three, exceeded only by heart disease and cancer.  

 

Even that isn’t the worst of it. In all battles there is a complex interplay between developing 

offensive weapons and creation of defensive responses. To understand and defeat the virus, some 

scientists studying the genetic structure of the virus found it was mutating faster than we could 

develop vaccines to fight it. One team at the Eastern Institute for Evolution, after reviewing 

15,000 virus genomes from sequencing efforts of contributing laboratories, concluded that the 

virus was changing through natural selection, not the usual random process and was reproducing 

versions could evade the last vaccine thought to be effective. Their report said, “…In the case of 

SARS-CoV-2, mutation may well not be a random process as is common in such cases but rather 

a response to human efforts to degrade the virus.” 32  If this is true we face a very formattable 

and intelligent enemy. We are late to recognize this possibility, but have begun to organize the 

science infrastructure required for a genetic defense strategy (GDS). The Department of Health 

and Human Services Office for Preparedness and Response, the Office of Science and 



Page | 11 © 2020 The Millennium Project. Scenario 2: Hubris and Apathy – Draft 9/14/2020 

 

Technology Policy, the National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine, have been 

tasked with designing a tracking system for viruses of the sort presently attacking us.33  

 

China, Russia, and North Korea have opted out of joining our GDS, not surprisingly, and 

established their own GDS claiming that the West is simply using this institution to develop bio-

weapons and manipulating virus genes to attack key people of given races or even races as a 

whole.  

 

In her opening press conference the new GDS, Director Josephine King said, “We have been 

worried about the possibility of “little green men” coming from outer space to invade the earth, 

when all the while the invaders have been here and they are not little green man after all. They 

are not living in the sense that you and I mean; they are inert but adaptive, and they are- as we 

feared-  effective killers. They are invisible and surround us. They plot to kill us and have 

demonstrated their ability to do so. They try to outwit us and have to some degree, but without 

intelligence and forethought that we attribute to human planning. “34 

 

By November 2022 GDP, employment, and consumer spending will probably remain below 

January 2020 levels by double digits. The vicious cycle of depression and inflation feeds on itself. 

Many private schools and businesses that closed during the spring of 2020 will not yet have 

reopened. The great die-off of theaters, malls, bars, restaurants, barber shops, hotels, gift shops, 

shoe stores, candy stores, flower shops, pizza places, hardware stores, Chinese take-outs, and 

bowling alleys promises to continue. Homelessness will have doubled.  Airlines and shipping 

will have been effectively nationalized. Some foods will be added to the list of shortages because 

of sidelined workers, contaminated manufacturing plants, and supply problems. National 

rationing of some commodities will be well established and operating much as it did in WW2; 

the long lines at food banks and unemployment offices will be even longer. Massive economic 

recovery programs will not work as they did in 2020. Liquidity, abundant two years ago because 

of massive government lending and debt forgiveness programs, will be, once again, very tight. 

Proposals to fix things and get us back to where we were in 2019, will abound in the next year 

judging from what’s now on the table, but people are distrustful and see them as bail-outs, 

favoring the rich, the very people they hold responsible for their dilemma. 

 

Question from the audience: Why did government lending work then and not now? Why won’t 

we just reestablish the COVID recovery programs? 

Answer from the speaker: We seem to have lost our appetite for printing more money, not 

entirely surprising, since the deficits have reached levels that used to be considered 

astronomical, the inflation rate is climbing, and the value of the dollar is dropping fast.. 

 

Hard-pressed companies and households will have difficulty getting credit in 2022 because they 

are simply no longer be creditworthy. Banks will be under continuous  pressure, pension funds 
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especially underfunded municipal and state funds, will fail to deliver on their promises. Many 

bonds issued by corporations, states, and cities will default, leaving those counting on the interest 

for income on the road to poverty.  

 

Public disquietude is rumbling everywhere. Finger pointing and attempts to escape responsibility 

will continue everywhere. The number of people moving from areas of high infection to areas 

where conditions appear to be better will probably peak this Fall.. These new domestic migrants 

are often not welcome. By the end of 2021, people will no longer be able to move freely from 

state to state because of quarantine requirements; an out of state license on your car will provoke 

police stops. Sales of guns and bulletproof vests started to rise two years ago and will remain 

100% above pre-COVID levels. Crime and suicides will stay up. Despite some well publicized 

attempts to control social media content; they amplify rumors and create difficulty in 

distinguishing between what’s true and what’s not. Fake cures like lanyards and necklaces 

named “Virus Shut Out” and “Air Doctor” now being sold in convenience stores, will continue 

to abound35. Masks are legally required almost everywhere, they have even become somewhat of 

a fashion statement: bunny faces, Frankenstein, Trump, Jefferson.  Charlatans and snake oil 

salesmen will continue to be everywhere. A godfather-like Mafia gang has begun to deliver 

support like the Red Cross. Lock-down centers (don’t call them concentration camps) have been 

created to hold infected persons, legally, even against their will, as was the case in earlier times 

for cholera, smallpox, tuberculous, and leprosy. These cordon sanitaires were enforced by the 

Chinese against Wuhan and later Hubei Province which has 60 million people. Migrants are 

blocked from entering our country now with much more public support. People, even children 

found to be super-spreaders through sampling of anti-bodies in their blood, will continue to be 

legally required to wear an “S” badge on their outermost garment, distastefully reminiscent of 

the Nazi’s requiring Jews to wear the Star of David. 

 

Where does it all lead? Social media pessimists talk revolution. Politicians threaten martial law 

We don’t even have a silver lining in mind, an outcome we can hope for, other than survival and 

returning to the past. We are beginning to understand that the virus will never be eliminated. Call 

our time the Coronavirus Depression. In the end, we appear to be insignificant players in a 

Brownian-buffeted universe, suffering from inexorable entropic creep toward chaos, battling 

forces that would do us in, leaving us with little more than a minor chance for a short-lived 

minor victory. 
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Implications for ARC: 

 In the coming economic environment, philanthropic donations may decrease significantly. While 

demand for relief services grows exponentially due to rising homelessness, hunger, etc.  

 Since infections and social distancing will continue, Red Cross shelters will have to remain 

available and perhaps redesigned and be resized to accommodate simultaneous disasters.  

 If anti-bodies derived from blood plasma of recovered COVID 19 patients are used in vaccine 

production, testing and collection tasks may increase significantly. 

 Since virus-rich blood samples may have use by terrorists or in the production of vaccines, 

serological data and stores must be closely guarded. 

 The loads on ARC imposed by the pandemic are additive to those of other disasters. A risk study 

should be performed to reach an understanding of the requirements that various combinations of 

disasters may impose on ARC’s need to provide shelters and logistical supplies. 

 Migration from areas with high infection rates to areas of lower rates causes uncertainty in 

location, number, and types of populations served by ARC,  

 Inflation rate may be high and conventional investment instruments used by ARC may not be 

appropriate 

 Required support for the homeless will grow greatly 

 Because of public frustration and anger, some institutions will come under attack; consider 

adequacy of security measures for the ARC itself as well as suppliers. 

 

1 SARS is an acronym for severe acute respiratory syndrome, and MERS, for Middle East respiratory syndrome, 

both of global concern. SARS, concentrated in Asia is said to have killed 774 people in 2003 and 2004.  MERS was 

concentrated in Saudi Arabia and killed 858 people since 2012.  

 
2 See statement by Shi Zhengi: https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/07/trump-owes-us-apology-chinese-

scientist-center-COVID-19-origin-theories-speaks-out?utm_campaign=news_weekly_2020-07-

31&et_rid=35399396&et_cid=3430879; Retrieved August 1, 2020 

 
3 Cohen, Jon, “A WHO-led mission may investigate the pandemic’s origin.” Science July 10, 2020; 

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/07/who-led-mission-may-investigate-pandemic-s-origin-here-are-key-

questions-ask; Retrieved August 1, 2020 

 
4 News conference reference: https://www.sciencenews.org/article/how-new-wuhan-coronavirus-stacks-up-against-

sars-mers. US President Donald Trump was asked by a reporter at the White House: "Have you seen anything at this 

point that gives you a high degree of confidence that the Wuhan Institute of Virology was the origin of this virus?" 

The President answered: "Yes, I have. Yes, I have," without specifying further. "And I think the World Health 

Organization (WHO) should be ashamed of themselves because they're like the public relations agency for China." 

5 China government spokesman says U.S. military may have brought virus to China, Reuters, March 12, 2020. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-china-usa/china-government-spokesman-says-u-s-military-

may-have-brought-virus-to-china-idUSKBN20Z196 

 
6 McNamara, Audrey, “CDC Confirms first case of coronavirus in the United States, CBS News, January 21, 2020; 

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/coronavirus-centers-for-disease-control-first-case-united-states/ 

 
7 By August 20, 2020. only eight months after it was first observed in the US, the number of people infected by the 

virus was 5.5 million and the number killed by COVID-19 had reached over 172,000. Source: CDC . Now in 
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November 2021 the number of dead has reached 500,000. The outlook for the next year is highly uncertain and 

depends on the effectiveness of vaccines available to us and social practices and actions, but may exceed 750,000.  
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