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chapter 9

To Kill or Let Die

How Americans Argue about Life, Economy, 
and Social Agency

Webb Keane

In much of the world, the COVID pandemic brought into sharp relief 
some fundamental and long-standing tensions among democratic gov-
ernance, economic reasoning, scientific authority, and moral intuitions. 
These tensions are especially strong in the United States, given the pecu-
liar coexistence of free market fundamentalism, patriotic communitari-
anism, libertarianism, social conservatism, positivism, and religiosity so 
distinctive of this country. The pandemic forced choices whose public ex-
pression — which ranged from folksy common sense to austere utilitar-
ian logic — took increasingly stark and dichotomized forms. Eventually 
even the simple wearing of a protective mask became a simple either/or 
political statement.

The debates over lockdowns, vaccines, and other measures centered 
on how we weigh lives against economic well-being. They expressed 
something fundamental about the way Americans think about econom-
ics, the public good, and the legitimacy and powers of social agency. Be-
cause of the way these arguments tended to portray the responses in 
sharply dichotomous terms, they often bore a strong resemblance to the 
so-called “Trolley Problem” in moral philosophy, which I describe below. 
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Seeing how this problem was brought to bear on real social policy and 
people’s reactions to it on the ground sheds light on some of the char-
acteristic features, and shortcomings, of the utilitarian rationality that 
underlies it. Looking in turn from the formality of the trolley problem 
back to the pandemic can also clarify the broader assumptions that un-
derlay the American debates.

Your Granddad or Your Country?

As the United States moved to a scattering of locally variable stay-at-
home orders to slow the spread of COVID, some conservatives objected 
to the orders on the grounds that they would harm the economy. The 
first lockdowns began in March 2020. Even before many were enacted, 
the Republican lieutenant governor of Texas, Dan Patrick, spoke on 
Tucker Carlson’s right-wing talk show on Fox TV (Patrick 2020; see also 
Cole 2020; Livingston 2020). An anti-big government “Tea Party” con-
servative, Patrick was reacting to the pressure to impose restrictions on 
businesses and public gatherings in order to slow the spread of COVID. 
Earlier he had texted Carlson to say that, as a grandfather, he wanted 
his grandchildren “to have a shot at the American dream. But right now 
this virus, which all the experts say that 98% of all people will survive, 
… is killing our country in another way. … [It] could bring about a total 
economic collapse and potentially a collapse of our society. … So, I say 
let’s give this a few more days or weeks … but after that let’s go back to 
work and go back to living. Those who want to shelter in place can still 
do so. But we can’t live with this uncertainty.”

The on-air interview expanded on the theme. Stressing that he was 
about to turn seventy, and was therefore in a high-risk category, he said:

I’m not living in fear of COVID-19. What I’m living in fear of is 
what’s happening to this country. Y’know, Tucker, no one reached 
out to me and said, “As a senior citizen, are you willing to take a 
chance on your survival in exchange for keeping the American that 
all America loves for your children and your grandchildren?” And if 
that’s the exchange, I’m all in. … I don’t want the whole country to be 
sacrificed and that’s what I see. … I’ve talked to hundreds of people, 
and everyone says pretty much the same thing, that we can’t lose our 
whole country. … Let’s get back to work, let’s get back to living. … 
And those of us who are seventy plus, we’ll take care of ourselves, but 
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don’t sacrifice the country, don’t do that, don’t ruin this great America 
dream.
[Carlson]: So you’re saying that this disease could take your life but 
that’s not the scariest thing to you? There’s something that would be 
worse than dying?
[Patrick]: Yeah, … the point is, our biggest gift we give to our country 
and our children and our grandchildren is the legacy of our country. 
(Patrick 2020, my transcription)

Patrick’s remarks succinctly capture some of the key themes running 
through the anti-lockdown position: the use of probabilistic reasoning 
(98 percent will not die); the either/or view of disease (you either die 
or not); the view of populations as an aggregate (Americans undif-
ferentiated by any relevant characteristic such as race, gender, working 
conditions, financial precarity, or access to health care — except for 
age); the decisionism (it assumes that everyone has a choice and those 
who want to can simply shelter in place); the identification of nation 
with economy (as they understood it) rather than, say, its people (the 
American dream); the relative value of life; and the language of sac-
rifice (an exchange of one’s own life for the country). I will return to 
these below.

Although Patrick spoke with the exaggerated simplicity favored by 
Fox News, he was not an outlier. About a week before Patrick’s interview, 
Ron Johnson, a Republican senator from Wisconsin and chair of the 
Senate’s Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs, 
had said: “97 to 99 percent will get through this and develop immuni-
ties and will be able to move beyond this. But we don’t shut down our 
economy because tens of thousands of people die on the highways. It’s a 
risk we accept so we can move about. We don’t shut down our economies 
because tens of thousands of people die from the common flu. … Get-
ting coronavirus is not a death sentence except for maybe no more than 
3.4 percent of our population” (Gilbert 2020).

Tom Galisano, the founder of the information technology provider 
Paychex, put it in even starker terms: “The damages of keeping the econ-
omy closed could be worse than losing a few more people. You’re picking 
the better of two evils” (Reich 2020). And right-wing radio host Glen 
Beck echoed Patrick’s sacrificial language and the equation of the coun-
try with the economy: “I would rather die than kill the country. ’Cause 
it’s not the economy that’s dying, it’s the country” (Richardson 2020). All 
of these represent the situation as presenting two clear cut options, about 
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which there is a choice to be made: either allow people to die or kill the 
country (equated with “the economy”).

Needless to say, comments like these provoked strong responses. 
Significantly, however, these tended to accept the dichotomous terms 
expressed by Patrick — that we are forced to make an either/or choice 
between granddad and the economy — while reversing the values. Gil-
berto Hinojosa, the chairperson of the Texas Democratic Party, con-
demned Patrick’s remarks in a statement declaring that “the lives of 
our families, our friends, and our communities have no dollar amount” 
(Hennessy-Fiske 2020). Similarly, New York’s Democratic Governor 
Andrew Cuomo tweeted: “My mother is not expendable. We will not 
put a dollar figure on human life. … No one should be talking about 
social Darwinism for the sake of the stock market” (Cuomo 2020). By 
referring to social Darwinism, Cuomo points out something that proba-
bilistic statements tend to obscure. If you speak of possible deaths as a 
percentage of the total population treated in the aggregate, you ignore 
the likelihood that it is certain kinds of lives that will be lost. Although 
Lieutenant Governor Patrick, for his part, does acknowledge the special 
vulnerability of the old, it is only in order to grant them the dignified sta-
tus of self-sacrificers. About other vulnerable categories — Blacks, La-
tinos, Native Americans, the poor, and those who jobs require constant 
exposure — he remains silent. So too, nothing is said of their capacity 
— or its lack — to be agents of their own sacrifice, or their willingness 
to do so were they granted that dignity.

Like Governor Patrick, Governor Cuomo juxtaposes the economy 
to the image of his mother. This familiar rhetorical move puts the face 
of intimate affect on the cold numbers of statistical calculation. (By the 
same token, in the rhetoric of pricing human lives, he is bracketing the 
economic hardship faced by the most vulnerable during a shutdown.) 
Like the self-sacrificing Patrick, mother appears here as an individual; 
unlike Patrick, she is not the willing agent of her own potential demise. 
But she also stands in for a demographic category: the old. By describ-
ing her possible death not as sacrifice (a virtue) but as Darwinism (a 
eugenic evil), and making her not the agent of her own sacrifice (as in 
Patrick’s imagined death) but its patient, Cuomo points to the possibil-
ity of “gerocide” (Cohen 2020, drawing on Servello and Ettore 2020; 
see also Lewis 2020). The possibility of death by COVID is crystallized 
into the figure of those who are already most defined by the imminence 
of death — rather than, say, the wisdom of age or the nurturance of 
descendants.
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Although we might feel that Cuomo’s reference to social Darwin-
ism is exaggerated, it seems that there were some public figures who did 
indeed explicitly call for a policy of “culling the herd” by allowing the 
elimination of the most vulnerable, such as residents in nursing homes 
(Law 2020; McLean, cited in Cohen 2020). Although few were willing 
to follow them to that conclusion, the more general framing of the prob-
lem — lives versus the economy — dominated the discussion.

But what is “the economy” such that it can be compared to grand-
dad? Whereas some conservatives spoke of lost jobs, their critics often 
accused them of merely defending elite interests, such as stock prices and 
corporate profits. Describing the early period of the outbreak, one criti-
cal commentator wrote that “officials expressed skepticism that drastic 
measures were necessary to avoid an outbreak. If anything, their com-
ments were focused on potential stock market losses rather than public 
health risks. … Governments and businesses are now being forced to 
weigh corporate profits against human life to a newly extreme degree” 
(Liu 2020). Interestingly enough, as it transpired, the financial sector did 
remarkably well: it was small businesses like restaurants, bars, hair salons, 
tattoo parlors, nail salons, and brick-and-mortar shops, along with ho-
tels, theaters, and airlines, that were more visibly hurt. Indeed, recogniz-
ing that it is the most vulnerable members of society who were going 
to be on the frontlines, some on the left were also worried about the 
economic risks of pandemic lockdowns, something the stark binaries of 
political argument — and moral decisionism — made it easy to overlook 
(see Fassin, this volume).

Economies or lives? What we consider to be commensurable weights 
the scales. We can immediately visualize the hairdresser and the bar-
tender. By contrast, Liu (2020) portrays “the economy” as an abstraction 
personified by other abstractions, stock prices, and corporations, which 
are certainly distant from the experience and the personal finances of 
most Americans.

Taking a different angle, one critic of Governor Patrick treats the 
economy as everyday consumerism: “If you asked my kids if they would 
rather have more stuff or have their Grandpa and Nanna, they would 
choose their grandparents with no hesitation” (tweet by Gene Wu, quot-
ed in Morris and Garrett 2020). The very word “stuff ” relegates mate-
rial interests to the category of unnecessary excess. The implication is 
drawn out by another critic, for whom the economy simply stands for 
materialistic values in general: “The decision and subsequent action is 
people or money. It’s really that simple. … And, not to forget, any who 
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advocate sacrificing others for wealth can no longer claim to be Chris-
tian” (Trollman, comment on Hooks 2020). Again, we hear the language 
of sacrifice, now within a distinctively religious context. Here we enter 
the expanded sphere of transcendental values. If the position represented 
by Governor Patrick takes lives and the economy to be the same or-
der of thing, and thus commensurable, that transcendental viewpoint 
takes them to be incommensurable (see Anderson 1995; Feinberg 2005; 
Lukes 1997; Zelizer 1994).

Would You Push Granddad in Front of the Trolley?

It is easy to see these statements in the simple terms of left and right, 
progressive and reactionary, or pro-social and pro-business. Such is the 
nature of polarized politics in the age of social media. The right-wing 
focus on economic costs seemed far more audible in public discourse 
than any similar concerns from the left. But consider how both sides also 
converge in portraying the options in binary terms: kill granddad to save 
the economy or kill the economy to save granddad. In the stark imagery 
of Governor Jay Inslee of Washington: “Going to the bar is fun. … Been 
doing it for years. But you might be killing your grandad by going to the 
bar” (Eldridge 2020).

The way these options are portrayed express something fundamen-
tal and distinctive about the way Americans think of the public good 
and the limits of legitimate social agency. In particular, they display an 
encounter between rational choice and moralism, both of which are es-
pecially prominent in American political discourse. Roughly speaking, 
rational choice treats ethical decisions in terms of their measurable con-
sequences or expected utilities. Moralism appeals to fundamental de-
ontological principles of duty and obligation, often, but not always, in 
religious terms (see Keane 2016). To see this more clearly, consider how, 
when laid out as a morally fraught choice between two, and only two, 
options — kill granddad or kill the economy — these positions bear a 
family resemblance to the famous “trolley problem” in moral philosophy.

The trolley problem is a thought experiment originally developed by 
moral philosophers to clarify their intuitions about agency and respon-
sibility (Foot 1967; Thompson 1976, 1985). Although highly artificial, 
the trolley problem mimics the dilemmas of medical triage and military 
situations in which stark choices must be made between clear alterna-
tives, either one of which will inevitably result in harm to someone. In its 
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basic form, it asks you to imagine that you see an out-of-control trolley 
hurtling toward five people. There is no time to warn them and no way 
to stop the trolley. The puzzle emerges from the two scenarios that fol-
low. In one, you could pull a switch that diverts the trolley onto another 
track that has only one person on it. In the other, you could push a man 
in front of the trolley, whose weight is sufficient to bring it to a stop. The 
objective outcome is the same in both cases: one life lost in order to save 
five. The utilitarian calculus that follows seems indisputable: you should 
pull the switch or push the man. Yet most people who would accept the 
first option recoil at the second. How do these actions differ?

The debates around this have been unending and intricate. One 
theme running through them is known as the Doctrine of Double Ef-
fect. This doctrine, which dates back to Thomas Aquinas, turns on a dis-
tinction between the intended results of an action, on the one hand, 
and the unintended but foreseeable consequences of an action, on the 
other. The doctrine holds that whereas it is immoral to kill (the result 
of pushing someone), it is morally permissible to let die (the foreseeable 
but unintended consequence of diverting the trolley to the track with 
one person). Put in other terms, by pushing the man, you use a person 
as the means to an end, the saving of five lives. In the Western tradition 
within which this debate takes place, moral philosophers tend to agree 
that humans should not be treated instrumentally (this is why a doctor 
should not kill one patient in order to distribute her organs to save nu-
merous other patents). Unlike pushing the man, in diverting the trolley, 
one person’s death is merely collateral damage, ancillary to the means by 
which lives are saved. Put another way, were there no man on the other 
track, diverting the trolley would still save five lives. In the case of push-
ing, by contrast, someone must die: the body of one man is necessary for 
stopping the trolley.

Most anthropologists are likely to say that thought experiments like 
this vastly oversimply a complex world, as well as smuggling in eth-
nocentric assumptions about autonomous decision-making, anonymity, 
calculation, and so forth. But even if we were to accept the value of 
thought experiments for purposes of conceptual clarification, applying 
them to real life still faces the challenge of finding the right analogies. 
It seems that the Doctrine of Double Effect can play out in opposite 
directions, depending on how you see the analogy. For Patrick, the econ-
omy is the man we are pushing in front the trolley in order to save the 
granddads down the track. You are killing the economy. Conversely, for 
Cuomo, we risk pushing granddad in order to save the economy. You are 
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killing granddad. What are the respective moral alternatives they favor? 
Patrick would let granddad die (or at least risk dying) in order to save the 
economy. Cuomo would let the economy die (or at least suffer harm) in 
order to save granddad.

Sacrificial Exchanges

The virtue of the highly artificial thought experiment is its clarifying 
simplicity. Of course this is also its weakness, since in real life the devil 
is in the details. Here are some compounding factors. Recall Patrick’s 
self-proclaimed subject position: he is in the vulnerable category and 
claims (however tendentiously) to speak on behalf of his age cohort. 
He repeatedly uses the language of sacrificial exchange. In fact, given 
the importance of evangelical Christians to his constituency, we might 
speculate that this has a specifically Christological subtext. More ex-
plicitly, however, by equating the economy with the nation (thus deny-
ing the global nature of both economy and virus), he portrays himself 
in patriotic terms, offering to die for his country and for the younger 
generations that will inherit it. Perhaps we can hear traces of laissez-
faire economic reason, which accepts job loss in the present for overall 
economic gains down the line. But, as John Maynard Keynes remarked 
when he criticized the equilibrium logic of the laissez-faire economics of 
his day, “in the long run we are all dead” (Keynes 1923: 80; a perspective 
elaborated for liberal governmentality overall by Povinelli 2011). In con-
trast, Patrick’s rhetoric accepts the long-run view, portraying sacrifice as 
an exchange with future generations (a position not entirely confined to 
the right; see Fassin, this volume). It is as if the man on the diversionary 
track were to insist that you allow the trolley to run him down.

The alternative can also be put in terms of sacrifice. It is not just the 
stock market that is at risk: saving granddad will push many other finan-
cially precarious individuals over the edge. The economy is not just the 
stock market or corporate profits. As one commentator recalls, during 
the Great Depression “the problem wasn’t the valuation of companies 
but rather a vast and incalculable accumulation of human misery — sui-
cides, starvation, the dissolution of families, violence both domestic and 
impersonal” (Hooks 2020). We have already seen the so-called “deaths 
of despair” (Case and Deaton 2020) wrought by deindustrialization and 
other effects of neoliberalism. The breathtaking job losses produced by 
the quarantine orders might be called sacrificial. But just as neoliberalism 
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demanded sacrifices for the sake of economic growth, so too in the case 
of the virus response: no one is asking the victims of economic crises 
which way the trolley should go.

To adjudicate between these two sacrificial orders calls for something 
Cuomo and Hinojosa claim is unacceptable, putting a dollar figure on 
human lives. Yet, of course, this happens all the time, when federal regu-
lators, insurance companies, manufacturers, hospital administrators, and 
so forth consider how much to spend on safe buildings and pollution 
controls, how safe to make cars and planes, what to charge for life insur-
ance, and how much to invest in treating rare diseases. Safety research 
estimates of the “value of a statistical life” track the lifetime additional 
wages that workers will demand in order to perform dangerous jobs. 
Policy makers and citizens are generally willing to finance interventions 
that provide at least one “quality-adjusted life year,” or QALY, for every 
USD 150,000 spent. QALYs quantify the common-sense notion that we 
are willing to buy one more year of healthy and happy life, as opposed to 
a year spent in serious pain or debilitating illness (Pollack 2020). On the 
basis of such calculations, one sober analysis concludes that, although 
“proceeding with business as usual would avert a severe recession, it 
would also cause hundreds of thousands more deaths — and, based on 
accepted estimates of the cost of a lost life, this increased human toll will 
more than cancel out the expected economic benefits” (Kellogg Insight 
2020). As another puts it, even vulnerable people “have many decades 
of contributions to the national GDP ahead of them” (Hooks 2020). 
In order to be persuasive, it seems, even the defense of the elderly must 
resort not to the moral value of life as such but speak in the hegemonic 
language of rational choice theory. Turning the tables, then, defenders of 
the quarantine sometimes resort to the language of economic value when 
countering the sacrificial morality of their opponents who defend the 
economy.

In the end, sacrificial exchange seems to be unavoidable, no matter 
which direction you take the Doctrine of Double Effect. A glance inside 
the aggregates of populations and economies quickly shows that differ-
ences matter. The switches on the trolley track will favor some over oth-
ers. One commentator worries that there is already a cultural predisposi-
tion toward ageism that will have the effect of turning letting die into 
killing: “The implication of Patrick’s comments was that older people 
are a burden on society and should be willing to risk being infected by 
COVID-19 to make sure that all other Americans are able to patron-
ize bars, restaurants, and stores. … There is already a widespread belief, 
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reflected in our jokes, our films, and our TV programs, that people have 
a sell-by date when it comes to being valuable and productive” (Wexler 
2020; see also Cohen 2020).

Age is indeed a factor in utilitarian ethics. A review of policies from 
sixty medical centers found that the consensus is to give priority to those 
who are most likely to survive. As one medical ethicist said, “It would be 
dishonest if we didn’t say age is a driver. Age is correlated with resilience” 
(quoted in Guarino 2020). Because younger patients, in general, get bet-
ter faster, they may free up a ventilator more quickly for the next patient. 
This is the basic logic of triage. As I write this, Los Angeles ambulance 
crews during a wave of infection have been instructed not to carry to 
hospitals patients who can be expected not to survive (Lin et al. 2021).

More than that, however, once recovered, the young will on average 
have more years ahead of them. A report in New England Journal of 
Medicine concluded that when allocating a limited number of ventila-
tors, the highest priority should be to save the most “life-years” (Guarino 
2020). In effect, there are two ways of counting lives saved, by numbers 
of individuals and by numbers of years (Fassin 2018). These are not com-
mensurate: whereas ten individuals saved at any age are, presumably, of 
equal moral worth, ten individuals saved near the end of life count far 
less in terms of their economic contribution.

Once vaccines became available in December 2020, the trolley deci-
sion reappeared with new variations. Like ventilators, doses of the vac-
cine were a limited good, and priorities had to be established. After ac-
counting for health care workers, the choices were again ranged between 
reducing the sheer quantity of deaths (start with the old) and getting the 
economy started (start with “essential workers”). Interestingly, within the 
category of essential workers, which asserts an economic logic, recogni-
tion was accorded to “frontline workers,” those whose jobs most exposed 
them to other people. Since these people tended to be both the most 
economically precarious (poorly paid cashiers, transit workers, and so 
forth) and medically vulnerable (their ranks disproportionally made up 
of minoritized groups), economic logic converged with the moral value 
of saving lives as such. Yet that moral value has to confront the math-
ematical logic of triage: the numbers of frontline workers far exceed 
those of the very old. If there are not enough doses to cover a significant 
percentage of the frontline work force, some argue, then we should in-
stead vaccinate members of the category that is small enough to protect 
even if the latter would not be the top priority on other grounds. As I 
write, the debate has not yet been resolved, and will, presumably, play 
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out differently in different parts of the country, as did the lockdown and 
masking measures.

Autonomy, Chance, and Letting Die

Both sides in the debate exemplified by Patrick and Cuomo tend to treat 
the population as an undifferentiated aggregate or, at most, divided into 
just two categories: the aged and the rest. Although digitization has been 
rapidly dividing populations into ever more specific categories (Fourcade 
2016), debates like theirs favor pictures with broad outlines. This is not 
simply an effect of polemics: sometimes aggregates seem to be called for. 
The Environmental Protection Agency currently values a “statistical life” 
at about USD 9.6 million, “regardless of the age, income, or other popula-
tion characteristics of the affected population” (EPA 2020). But a glance 
inside that aggregate reveals that only about a quarter of the American 
working population has the kind of job that could be carried out from 
home. This tends to be people in the better paid sectors, such as profes-
sionals and office workers (who are also more likely to be whiter and 
healthier than average). Service workers simply do not have the choice of 
working from home and face either unemployment or exposure. As a re-
sult, “the best safeguard against the novel coronavirus is the ability to vol-
untarily withdraw oneself from capitalism” (Liu 2020). It turns out, then, 
that when the trolley comes barreling their way, some people can just step 
off the tracks. Others cannot. The tragic irony, then, is that those who are 
most vulnerable medically, such as Blacks, Latinos, Native Americans, and 
the working poor, also tend to be those who are most vulnerable finan-
cially. It is as if the very same individuals were on both trolley tracks.

It is well known that Americans respond far more easily to rare forms 
of harm suffered by individuals than to commonplace ones known only 
through statistics. Heroic efforts to save Thai Boy Scouts trapped in a 
cave (an incident that captured worldwide attention in 2018; see Beech, 
Paddock, and Suhartono 2018) or children with rare diseases seem to 
require no calculation of expense — unlike the public response to car 
crashes or diabetes. Probabilistic deaths are harder to grasp in terms of 
personal tragedy and heroic interventions (and of course it is harder to 
see one’s own contribution to large scale effects such as climate change). 
This may be why, in terms of the Doctrine of Double Effect, they are eas-
ier to think of as merely “letting die” rather than “killing.” In other words, 
the relative acceptability of common disease deaths across a population 
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over individual misfortunes may be due to the sense that they are the 
result of merely letting events take their course (death that just happens 
to result when I divert the trolley car) rather than purposely undertaking 
an action (pushing the man onto the tracks).

Some have claimed this is a universal cognitive bias. Whether or not 
this is the case, the bias is surely amplified and reinforced by the Ameri-
can ideology of individual autonomy (see Cohen, this volume). Discrete 
events are easily assimilated to the view that the actions of individuals 
have distinct and identifiable consequences, and that other individuals 
can actively respond to them. Direct action foregrounds the first-person 
perspective. We can see this even in the dynamics of the intensive care 
unit. According to one medical ethicist, doctors compete with one an-
other for scarce ventilators because “each doctor’s patient is more impor-
tant than the other guy’s patient” (quoted in Guarino 2020). Probabili-
ties elude this sense of agency, leaving the individual to fend for himself 
or herself against forces that lie beyond human responsibility.

When Senator Johnson blithely remarks, “getting coronavirus is not a 
death sentence except for maybe no more than 3.4 percent of our popu-
lation,” he is taking advantage of the distancing effects of probabilistic 
reason. Lieutenant Governor Patrick translates probability into the ideo-
logically powerful language of American self-reliance. Invoking the logic 
of self-sacrifice and ignoring the risk he poses to others, he insists (speak-
ing with the hypothetical collective voice of the elderly) that “we can take 
care of ourselves” in order to oppose the claims of social provisioning and 
mutual obligation. Paul Bettencourt, a Texas state senator, criticized a 
proposed stay-at-home order for Houston (whose own libertarian ethos 
has made it the largest city in the country with no zoning regulations), 
asking “why are you not asking for voluntary compliance from the public 
in the spirit of American liberty and Texas friendship?” (Downen 2020; 
Hooks 2020). Seen this way, a stoic willingness to distinguish between 
killing and letting die becomes a matter of national identity, all the more 
patriotic because, seemingly, more hard-headed. Ironically, it is a collec-
tive identity that in significant ways denies the collectivity.

The pandemic debates express in accentuated form a more gener-
al feature of how Americans think about economy and society. Many 
Americans tend to resist the idea of formal controls over the distribution 
of health care. At its starkest, they see such controls as leading to “death 
panels,” small elites deciding who lives and who dies — this is one ac-
cusation the right wing made against President Obama’s steps toward 
universal health-care coverage. But fearing active interventions, those 
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who fear death panels seem not even to notice that America already has 
a rationing system, albeit a passive one: the marketplace. The agency of 
the economy is so displaced and naturalized as to be invisible (this seems 
to hold for both sides of the debate sketched out above). It seems to func-
tion without anyone needing to take action. This is the logic that allows 
Americans to reject “death panels” and yet accept the rationing of health 
care when it is carried out by privatized insurance and medical institu-
tions. Actively making choices looks too much like “killing.” In contrast, 
submitting to the marketplace can be assimilated to merely “letting die.”
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