
there is no party of small government and that government
can be a force for good. The book ends with the sobering
acknowledgment of the long-term damage that the war on
government has inflicted on Americans’ relationship with
their political institutions (p. 213).
In sum, At War with Government is a richly researched

and highly readable book that explains how and why the
war on government is asymmetrically the product of the
American Right. Two questions remain. The first con-
cerns within-party disagreements. At times, Fried and
Harris present the weaponization of distrust as a tool of
extremist Republican elites, providing examples of
clashes between these peddlers of distrust and establish-
ment Republicans. At other times, Fried and Harris
situate the war on government in a narrative of asym-
metric polarization that pits the Republican Party against
institutions controlled by Democrats. Of course, both
things can be true. But more clarity would be welcome on
the extent to which the promotion of distrust is the
strategy of an insurgent faction attempting to undermine
both its own party and national institutions and the
extent to which it is the preferred strategy of the Repub-
lican Party as a whole.

The answer to the question of whether distrust comes
from a faction, the party, or both is integral to resolving the
second lingering question.What role must the Republican
Party play in a successful mission to repair relations
between the American people and their government? If
the Republican Party, writ large, continues to weaponize
distrust, then the Democratic Party must bear the burden
of making peace with government alone (save for a fun-
damental restructuring of the party coalitions). In a cli-
mate where polarization between the two parties
dominates political discourse, Americans on the Right
would likely dismiss reviving trust in government as a
partisan agenda item of the Left. One reading of Fried and
Harris’s book suggests that the war on government has and
continues to be the work of an insurgent faction within the
Republican Party. If this is the case, the quest for renewed
trust will require at least two things: a scholarly focus on
identifying this faction and an emphasis by scholars and
pundits alike on conflict within parties. as well as polari-
zation between them. Such a combination might create
space for an alliance with a wing of the Republican Party
that seeks to revive a view of government as an active force
in upholding order, norms, and institutions.

COMPARATIVE POLITICS

Fighting the First Wave: Why the Coronavirus Was
Tackled So Differently Across the Globe. By Peter Baldwin.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021. 392p. $24.95 cloth.

Coronavirus Politics: The Comparative Politics and
Policy of COVID-19. Edited by Scott L. Greer, Elizabeth J. King, Elize
Massard da Fonseca, and André Peralta-Santos. Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 2021. 662p. $45.00 paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592722000494

— Ted Schrecker , Newcastle University
theodore.schrecker@newcastle.ac.uk

Writing about responses to the COVID-19 pandemic at
the end of 2020 was a bit like writing from the front
about the outcome of a war during a major battle whose
winner was not yet clear. It is therefore to the credit of
the authors and editors of these two volumes that they
read less like ancient history than informed assessments
of a war’s trajectory at midpoint. This is essentially
what they are, and the endgame of the war is still far
from certain.
Historian Peter Baldwin’s title is explicit on this point.

In an analysis that is organized around how public health
strategies bring individual rights and the state’s efforts at
collective protection into tension, if not conflict, he points
out that pre-vaccine, “ancient preventive tactics” com-
prised the armamentarium of governments autocratic
and democratic alike. Based on a less than systematic

but meticulously documented catalog of responses, he
concludes that neither regime type had performed better
at the end of the first wave, highlighting the diversity of
responses among superficially similar political architec-
tures. Baldwin correctly points out the fallacy that science
dictated policy responses: “politicians picked and chose
among the possibilities science held out” (p. 18). Some-
times, as in the case of Donald Trump in the United States
and Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, it is already clear that they
chose badly, if not malevolently. In other cases, this
judgment cannot yet be made.

For example, although Baldwin concedes that “which
tactics worked best will not be known for years” (p. 54),
and his concluding chapter on “The State in a Post-
Pandemic World” is commendably tentative, he spends
many pages in chapter 3 (“The Politics of Prevention”)
critiquing the “Mephistophelean bargain” (p. 68) of Swe-
den’s relatively laissez-faire early approach to the pan-
demic. However, The Economist estimated as of January
21, 2022 (“The Pandemic’s True Death Toll,” https://
www.economist.com/graphic-detail/coronavirus-excess-
deaths-estimates) that excess deaths from all causes in
Sweden since the start of the pandemic, although substan-
tially higher than in its Nordic neighbors, were compara-
ble to the German figure, lower than France’s, and just
over half as high as in Britain. All those countries locked
down earlier and more aggressively, albeit in
somewhat different ways. Estimates from the Institute
for Health Metrics and Evaluation as of October 2021
(Haidong Wang, “Estimation of Total and Excess
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Mortality due to COVID-19,” https://www.healthdata.org/
special-analysis/estimation-excess-mortality-due-covid-19-
and-scalars-reported-covid-19-deaths; and data from H.
Wang, personal communication) found less striking
differences but a similar pattern. Truly meaningful com-
parisons will indeed not be feasible for years—perhaps for
a generation, if we consider the longer-term indirect
health impacts of such phenomena as increased inequal-
ity, reversals of progress toward the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals, and differential deterioration in learning
outcomes associated with school closures.
This point is emphasized in the synthetic concluding

chapter of the massive collection of country case studies
assembled by political scientists Scott Greer and col-
leagues. Coronavirus Politics is more analytical and more
explicitly hypothesis driven than Fighting the First Wave.
The editors’ introduction focuses on the details of policy
rather than on league tables of indicators such as excess
mortality and on hypotheses related to regime type, the
role of social policy, political institutions (majoritarianism
and federalism), and public health capacity (chap. 1).
Generic chapters on the World Health Organization’s
response and on typologies of state response (governance,
surveillance, coercion, and social policy) are followed by
carefully documented case studies (like Baldwin’s book,
drawing on a multilingual range of sources) of no fewer
than 38 countries and the European Union. This in itself
will ensure the reference value of the book for some time to
come, as well as its importance as a starting point for
investigation of later policy directions. Most of the case
studies, structured around the editors’ initial hypotheses,
were of middle- or high-income countries, because of
limits to the availability of data from others—a problem
that persists as we enter year three of the pandemic.
Important case studies from outside the high-income
world include those of Vietnam, India, Colombia,
Malawi, and Tanzania.
The editors conclude from the case studies that the

“most important finding … is the dependence of health
policies on social policies” (p. 616), with countries like
Germany and Denmark having used such policies to
compensate for much of the damage done to livelihoods
by lockdowns—in contrast to the approach of countries
with fewer resources, some of which resorted to crude and
coercive lockdowns that ultimately proved unsustainable.
Greer and colleagues also emphasize the heterogeneity of
authoritarian regimes, pointing out (again like Baldwin)
that a wide variety of political institutions can be charac-
terized as authoritarian, and that despite the intuitive
plausibility of the hypothesis that authoritarian regimes
were more effective in controlling the pandemic, responses
have in fact been quite uneven. Furthermore, within the
universe of formal democracies, “it is far from clear that the
strong democratic leaders performed well” (p. 620), with
Trump and Bolsonaro being cases in point.

Finally, they assess the importance of a robust public
health infrastructure as surprisingly limited. This is a
claim that those with firsthand experience of the weak-
ening of that infrastructure at both national and local
levels in the United Kingdom might question, although
it appears to be borne out by the limited political
strength of the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion (CDC) in the United States in the face of hostility
from the pinnacle of the executive branch. In some cases,
executive action actually undermined the public health
infrastructure. For example, the Trump administration
disbanded the global health security unit of the National
Security Council in 2018, and Canada similarly shut
down its Global Public Health Information Network
in 2019. Indeed, the extent to which domestic public
health capacity was weakened by design rather than
inattention, in the face (for example) of a quarter-century
of warnings by the prescient global health journalist
Laurie Garrett, is an important topic for future compar-
ative research. Greer and colleagues end their narrative
just as the first vaccines become available, pointing to the
need for future exploration of vaccine (un)availability.
As Baldwin likewise concludes (p. 288), “So long as a
critical mass has not been vaccinated, there will be no
real security. The solution has to be global or not at all.”
The strongest parts of Fighting the First Wave are its

descriptive chapters (chaps. 4, 5 and 9), which draw out
the contrasting (and in some cases counterintuitive) styles
of early national responses to the pandemic. The latter two
chapters are eloquent about the inequitable impacts of
lockdowns in poorer countries, notably those with large
informal economies, and the “class divide” (chap. 9) that
emerged based on the different individual choices that
were available to individuals occupying different places in
national distributions of income and occupation. Baldwin
may be on less stable ground in trying to draw analogies
between historical patterns of ascription of responsibility
for disease and the specific challenges presented by the
pandemic, by way of digressions on such topics as chang-
ing sexual mores and the size of the market for sex toys
(chap. 7, p. 183). His attempt to connect pandemic
responses with an increasingly individualized conception
of public health, using factors like “an implicit behavioral
pact with our doctors” (p. 195), is ultimately less than
convincing. Indeed, this chapter and the one that follows,
on the tension between moral suasion and enforcement of
lockdowns and related restrictions, seem somewhat dis-
connected from the rest of the analysis.
One shortcoming of both books is a general lack of

detailed engagement with political economy. As noted,
inequality is foregrounded, but explaining generally
rising pre-pandemic levels of inequality with reference to
macrotrends such as globalization and financialization
receives less attention. Austerity is properly front and
center in the Coronavirus Politics chapters on the United
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Kingdom and, to a lesser extent, in discussions of Italy,
Portugal and Spain, but it has been a much more wide-
spread (and for some scholars more pernicious) phenom-
enon, going back in some cases to the last century’s
conditionalities attached to loans from the BrettonWoods
institutions. In their conclusion, Greer and colleagues
indicate the need for more attention to political economy,
but their focus is on vaccine availability rather than on
larger contextual patterns. Future work could build on the
characterization of COVID-19 as “neoliberal disease”
(Matthew Sparke andOwain DavidWilliams, “Neoliberal
Disease: COVID-19, Co-Pathogenesis and Global Health
Insecurities,” Environment and Planning A: Economy and
Space, 2021). It should also foreground the political
economy of a catastrophic underprovision of global public
goods: neglecting “possibly the highest-return public
investment ever” in vaccines and other preventive mea-
sures (Ruchir Agarwal and Gita Gopinath, A Proposal to
End the COVID-19 Pandemic, International Monetary
Fund Staff Discussion Note, 2021).
None of these observations should distract from the

tremendous value that both books add to the rapidly
expanding body of scholarship, the best of it anticipatory,
on the pandemic and what comes afterward. Serious
investigators will want them both at hand.

Revealing Schemes: The Politics of Conspiracy in
Russia and the Post-Soviet Region. By Scott Radnitz.
New York: Oxford University Press, 2021. 264p. $99.00 cloth,
$29.95 paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592722000482

— Maria Popova , McGill University
Maria.popova@mcgill.ca

The escalating use of conspiracy claims by populists and
autocrats and the proliferation of COVID conspiracy
theories among publics around the globe have made it
increasingly obvious that understanding political conspira-
cism should be on political scientists’ to-do list. Scott
Radnitz takes on this task in a theoretically innovative,
empirically rich, mixed-methods study of conspiracism in
the post-Soviet region from 1995 to 2014. Conspiracism,
as Radnitz defines it, is the use in political discourse
of conspiracy claims; that is, “statement[s] alleging that
(1) a small number of actors (2) were or are acting covertly
(3) to achieve somemalevolent end.”Crucially, conspiracy
claims/theories also “conflict with the most plausible
explanation and … lack sufficient credible evidence”
(p. 8). Using an original database of conspiracy claims in
media outlets from all non-Baltic post-Soviet states, Rad-
nitz thoroughly and deftly examines variation in conspira-
cism over time (it increases in sporadic bursts) and across
space (it is highest in Russia, lowest in Turkmenistan).
Radnitz’s theory about the sources of conspiracism starts

from a necessary condition: “the scarcity of established,
trusted institutions that can adjudicate political discourse
and potentially deter claims made in bad faith” (p. 175).
He then identifies two main driving forces of conspira-
cism: intense political competition in a polarized polity
and destabilizing events. His evidence shows convincingly
that conspiracy claims are more likely to be advanced by
vulnerable incumbents in competitive regimes. These
incumbents often have to fight for their political life in
dirty elections, which sometimes include foreign med-
dling. Conspiracy claims are also a useful tool for exter-
nalizing blame for major destabilizing events and for
signaling continued strength by flaunting access to privi-
leged information.

After examining the causes, the book explores the
effects of conspiracism on public attitudes and political
behavior through focus groups, surveys, and survey exper-
iments in Georgia and Kazakhstan—two countries with
different geopolitical orientations (pro-Western Georgia
vs. pro-Russian Kazakhstan) and regime type (competitive
weakly democratic Georgia vs. consolidated authoritarian
Kazakhstan). The evidence suggests that post-Soviet pub-
lics’ receptiveness to conspiracy claims is a double-edged
sword for elites: the potential for successful conspiratorial
propaganda is always there and makes the tool attractive,
but publics often do not trust the messenger and may
replace official conspiratorial narratives with antigovern-
ment ones. Even more worrying for would-be conspirato-
rial propagandists is the finding that conspiracy beliefs may
actually bring people together and make them more
socially engaged and more likely to take antigovernment
action. This is an important counterintuitive finding,
which should be further tested in other contexts.

Radnitz’s book is a major, path-breaking contribution
to the growing field of the politics of conspiracism. It
shows elegantly and convincingly that conspiracy beliefs
should no longer be examined predominantly as indi-
vidual psychological predispositions or as historically
determined cultural constants in certain regions. Their
frequency varies sharply over time and is politically deter-
mined. The book should be required reading for anyone
interested in the politics of the post-Soviet region. It covers
an extended period and discusses major destabilizing
events in the region in a balanced, thorough, and accessible
way. Anyone interested in executing a mixed-method,
broadly comparative project should also use this book as
a model. Radnitz carefully discusses and justifies case
selection at each step and considers a variety of alternative
explanations for the different pieces of his empirical
puzzle.

Most broadly, any political scientist working on the
relationship between political competition and the
strength and resilience of important democratic institu-
tions should be reading this book. Political competition is
sometimes credited with having salutary effects on the
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