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The COVID-19 pandemic has set in motion a seismic wave of consternation, anxiety, and trepidation. The crisis has
provided a fertile ground for the proliferation of books, articles, and case studies across different academic
disciplines. While most attention has concentrated on the analysis of the economic, social and psychological impacts
of the pandemic, less attention has been paid to the emergence of an environment within which responses to the
crisis are politicized by governments, political parties and politicians in order to enhance their electability.
Furthermore, the politicization of the response to COVID-19 is to a great extent shaped by political expediency, not
ideological orientation. Some have already attempted to compare the COVID-19 crisis and the Great Depression of
the 1930s (see Fishback 2020; Gumede 2020; and Smith, 2020). Though the forces behind the economic crash of
the 1930s and the recent economic shutdowns emanated from different sources, the politicization of responses to
both crises emerges as a common trend.

Even though there are competing ideologically motivated explanations for the Great Depression of the 1930s, there is
a consensus that the abandonment of the gold standard, financial deregulation, and inadequate monetary policy by
the US Federal Reserve paved the way for the Wall Street Crash of 1929 (Norrie, Owram, & Emery, 2008) On the
other hand, the current economic contraction is solely due to the fear of the COVID-19 pandemic which forced many
governments around the globe to shut down their economies in varying ways.

Despite sharp variation in the causes, the responses to both crises have demonstrated a susceptibility to
politicization. The advice for governments on how to respond to the Great Depression came from economists. It is
almost impossible to discuss those responses without discussing the rise of Keynesianism. John Maynard Keynes’s
General Theory revolutionized economic thinking on macro-economic policy, which was intended to rationalize the
irrationality of market forces. The wave of socio-economic despair in the 1930s cast doubt on the validity of economic
theory deployed by classical liberal economists who had long argued that market forces have the inherent capability
to correct themselves. Keynes asserted that left to their own devices, markets not only fail to utilize resources but are
also unable to surmount cycles of boom and bust (Caporaso & Levine 1996). The solution according to Keynes, was
demand management by government.

The Keynesian prescription for tackling the emerging economic downturn of the 1930s came to be embraced by a
large range of governments with different ideological hues. In the time of recession, governments were to resort to
expansionary fiscal policy in the forms of increasing public expenditure or reducing taxes, or a combination of both.
However, Keynes also advised governments to reverse these fiscal policy measures when economy was in full swing
in order to prevent inflation (Yergin & Stainslaw 1998).

Even though Keynesianism was a technical solution to the failure of markets to correct themselves, it was
nonetheless susceptible to politicization and, therefore, provided a golden opportunity for governing parties to adjust
their economic policy in such a manner that would enhance their re-election. The governing parties found it politically
difficult to heed the Keynesian advice to reduce expenditure and raise taxes during economic recovery if that
coincided with a looming election. In fact, whenever there was an election on horizon, some governing political
parties manufactured a trend towards recession so that they could engage in spending and reducing taxes in order to
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enhance their electability (Alesina et al. 1989; Alesina et al. 1992). In their study of 18 democracies, Alesina et al
(1992) have observed evidence for both ‘political monetary cycles that is expansionary monetary policy in elections
years…’ and ‘indications of political budget cycles or loose fiscal policy prior to elections’ (p.2).

In sharp contrast to the 1930s when governments relied on economists, the main advice on how to respond to the
COVID-19 pandemic has come from epidemiologists, scientists and health professionals who have emerged as
legitimizing forces on governmental handling of the crisis. The use of these figures is demonstrated through their
presence in highly publicised daily briefings. As Marie-Eve Desrosiers and Philip Lagasse (2020) have point out,
scientists and health professionals have taken a ‘centre stage’ in policymaking responses to the COVID-19
pandemic, which is touted by governments as an evidence-based policy response. In addition to a set of health
recommendations that range from use of masks and hand sanitizers to frequent hand washing, the key advice
provided by these health experts is maintaining social distancing as a behavioural guideline intended to discourage
close physical contact to reign in the spread of COVID-19, which has been found to be alarmingly communicable.

While health professionals might be neutral in their advice and see social distancing as an effective public health
recommendation to counter and surmount the spread of this virus, political expediency, not necessarily ideology, has
come to shape governmental responses to the imperative of social distancing. In other words, the pandemic has
provided a golden opportunity for governments, political parties, politicians, and the media to politicize the response
to the crisis in order to make political gains and outflank their political opponents. Political expediency rather than
ideology is the main explanatory factor behind both governments’ and opposition parties’ response to the crisis.

Several commentators and analysts have argued that political ideology explains behaviour and attitudes toward
COVID-19 (Rothgerber et al., 2020; Allcutt et al., 2020). According to these authors, it is due to ideological
predisposition that conservatives have discounted the media accounts of the severity of the coronavirus threat as
sensational and hysterical – which have in turn become the basis for their reluctance to adhere to social distancing.
Furthermore, such an assertion is corroborated in polling by Civiqs which shows that in the US, compared to
Republicans, a majority of Democrats were ‘extremely concerned’ about the danger of spreading COVID-19 (Singal,
2020). It is claimed that in the United States ‘social distancing has come to be viewed in some quarters as a political
act – a way to signal which side you are on’ (Coppins, 2020, para 4).

It would be a presumptuous stance to argue that Republicans are less concerned than Democrats with the danger
that the pandemic poses to the lives of Americans. Commenting on the same ideological divide in Canada, Andrew
Sheer, the leader of Conservative Party of Canada has pointed out, ‘there is not really much philosophical difference
when it comes to fighting a virus or keeping Canadians healthy and safe’ (cited in Levitz, 2020, para, 3). What
explains such attitudinal variation is the looming battle over the 2020 presidential election. Republicans are under the
impression that Democrats’ emphasis on the delay in opening the economy is a calculated attempt to reduce the
electability of Trump in November. On the other hand, Republicans are striving to expeditiously resume the economic
activities and the pace of economic recovery which would in their view enhance the electoral fortunes of Republican
candidates. In fact, many conservatives who flout social distancing, are under the impression that Democrats are
sedulously striving to utilize the imperative of maintaining social distancing as an effective strategy to slow down the
wheels of economic recovery in order to mount challenges for Trump’s re-election (Coppins, 2020).

Similar patterns of politicization of the COVID-19 pandemic can also be traced in Canada. While Prime Minister
Justin Trudeau was slow in responding to the pandemic, as reflected in his refusal to impose a travel ban at the
beginning of the crisis, he has since seized the opportunity to emerge as a defender of public health. Through daily
briefings, Trudeau has exhibited his concern for a hasty reopening of the economy, and has called on Canadians to
strictly adhere to recommended social distancing and other health protection guidelines. He has also displayed the
federal government’s generosity via the establishment of the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) program
which pays out to those who have lost their jobs due to the pandemic. Due to his display of compassion for
Canadians, Trudeau’s approval rating is on the rise (Fournier, 2020). 

The political motive lurking beneath Trudeau’s policy response to COVID-19 has been criticised by Andrea Sheer,
the leader of the Conservative Party of Canada, who has accused the government of allowing ‘fraudsters’ and
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‘criminals’ to abuse federal aid which should have only be directed at those who have lost their jobs due to the
COVID-19 pandemic (Boutilier, 2020). Within Conservative circles, there is a tacit conviction that Trudeau has been
utilizing the response to COVID-19 as a calculated strategy to consolidate his political base. Based on a poll
conducted by Angus Reid on March 30, a significant percentage of Canadians believe that the threat of COVID-19 is
overblown. Furthermore, two-thirds of Canadians who believe the pandemic threat is exaggerated had in fact voted
for the Conservative Party of Canada in the 2019 federal election (Charbonneau,2020).

The response to the COVID-19 pandemic by Doug Ford’s Conservative administration in Ontario conspicuously
supports the assertion that the political expediency, not necessarily ideological orientation, has mainly shaped
governmental response to the crisis. Prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, Ford was known as the staunch defender of
market forces, fiscal austerity, and reduction in the size of public sector. Due to the above-specified ideological and
political stance, Ford was the least favoured premier in Canada and his approval rating was below 28% in December
2019 (DH, 2019). For Ford, COVID-19 provided an opportunity to refurbish his public image. Contrary to general
expectations, he has demonstrated to be circumspect in reopening the economy. Through invoking ‘expert advice’ by
health professionals, while he has refused to name those experts, Ford has astutely utilized the COVID-19 pandemic
as a springboard to catapult himself and his party. Compared to his dismal approval rating in December 2019, his
approval rating had soared to 74% in May (Druzin, 2020).

Within the burgeoning literature on the COVID-19, numerous attempts have been made to compare the scale,
magnitude, and governmental responses to economic devastation between the Great Depression of the 1930s and
the COVID-19 outbreak. Yet, one area that has been paid scant attention is the susceptibility of responses to both
crises to politicization. Just as Keynesian demand management was subject to political manipulation by governing
political parties to secure their reelection, politicization is emerging as a hallmark to responses to the COVID-19 crisis
as political expediency – not ideological orientation – comes to the fore.
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