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Four years ago this week Vice
President Mike Pence an-
nounced the White House’s
“15 days to slow the spread”
campaign. What followed

was the unprecedented use of lock-
downs, school closings and other
sweeping measures to mitigate
Covid-19. Four years later, we know
what many of us suspected then: None
of those policies were successful, and
many were gravely damaging.

The Covid health benefits of man-
datory lockdowns were tiny. Lock-
downs in the U.S. prevented between
4,000 and 16,000 Covid deaths. In an
average year 37,000 Americans die
from the flu, according to the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention.

Lockdowns also failed to reduce in-
fections more than a trivial amount,
in part because people voluntarily al-
ter their behavior when a bad bug is
in the air. Coercive government poli-
cies generated few benefits—and
massive costs.

Public-health agencies exacerbated
the damage by failing to keep their
heads and follow standard pandemic-
management protocols. Before 2020,
it was recognized that communities
respond best to pandemics when gov-
ernment measures are only minimally
disruptive. During Covid, however, of-
ficials junked that practice by green-
lighting restrictive practices and in-
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tentionally stoking fear. That response
overlaid enormous economic, social,
educational and health harms on top
of those caused by the virus.

Those harms are captured, in part,
in excess deaths—the number beyond
what would have been expected with-
out a pandemic. Non-Covid excess
deaths from lockdowns, the shut-
down of non-Covid medical care, and
societal panic are estimated at nearly
100,000 between April 2020 and at
least the end of 2021. The number of
lockdown and societal-disruption
deaths since 2020 is likely around
400,000, as much as 100 times the
number of Covid deaths the lock-
downs prevented.

The best measure of health perfor-
mance during the pandemic is all-
cause excess mortality, which cap-
tures the overall number of deaths
relative to the expected level, encom-
passing Covid and lockdown-related
deaths. On this measure Sweden—
which kept most schools open and
avoided strict lockdown orders—out-
performed nearly every country in
the world.

A recent study published in the
Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences found that the U.S.
“would have had 1.60 million fewer
deaths if it had the performance of
Sweden, 1.07 million fewer deaths if
it had the performance of Finland,
and 0.91 million fewer deaths if it had
the performance of France.” In Amer-
ica, states that imposed prolonged
lockdowns had no better health out-
comes when measured by all-cause
excess mortality than those that
stayed open. While no quantifiable
relationship between lockdown se-
verity and a reduction in Covid health
harms has been found, states with se-
vere lockdowns suffered significantly
worse economic outcomes.

Closing hospitals and cutting off

access to non-Covid healthcare gener-
ated a fear of entering medical facili-
ties. That was a profound mistake, as
was encouraging the false belief that
hospitals were too busy to treat peo-
ple who needed care. Healthcare utili-
zation rates were at low levels be-
tween 2020 and 2022. In spring 2020,
nearly half of the nation’s some
650,000 chemotherapy patients didn’t
get treatment, and 85% of living organ
transplants weren’t completed. One
study found that there were 35.6%
fewer calls for cardiac emergencies
after March 10, 2020, compared with
the year prior. Emergency-room visits
were down between 40% and 50%, ac-
cording to an estimate in May 2020.
That doubtless contributed to ob-
served non-Covid excess deaths and
may continue to do so, as Americans
suffer from undetected cancers and
other long-term conditions. Health-
care uptake is still lower than pre-
pandemic levels.

The economic costs of lockdowns
were also staggering. According to
the Bureau of Labor Statistics, as
many as 49 million Americans were
out of work in May 2020. This shock

had health consequences. A National
Bureau of Economic Research study
found that the lockdown unemploy-
ment shock is projected to result in
840,000 to 1.22 million excess
deaths over the next 15 to 20 years,
disproportionately killing women
and minorities.

Perhaps the worst policy error was
prolonged school closings. Learning
loss for children, especially in poor
families, is already showing up in re-
duced standardized-test scores.
These losses will affect earnings for
decades. By one estimate today’s chil-
dren will lose $17 trillion in lifetime
earnings owing to school closings.
They may also suffer shorter life ex-
pectancy, which is linked to income
and educational attainment.

While school closings had no off-
setting public-health benefits, the at-
tendant isolation led to massive in-
creases in psychiatric illness, self-
harm, obesity and substance abuse.
Healthy children were always at van-
ishingly small risk from Covid, and
nearly all of them were infected at
some point anyway, according to CDC
data. Like a regressive tax, these

harms were severest for lower-in-
come and minority students.

One result of the government’s
Covid response is that Americans
have lost faith in public-health insti-
tutions. To earn back their confi-
dence, Congress and the states
should rewrite their statutes regard-
ing public-health emergencies. Legis-
latures should place strict limitations
on the powers conferred to public-
health executives, in addition to im-
plementing sunset clauses that re-
quire legislative majorities to extend
them. Congress should likewise set
term limits for all senior positions in
U.S. health agencies.

The CDC, the Food and Drug Ad-
ministration and the National Insti-
tutes for Health should be fully trans-
parent about their deliberations.
They should publish transcripts of
their formal discussions on digital fo-
rums for public consumption. Con-
gress should also restate that the
CDC’s guidance is strictly advisory
and that the agency doesn’t have
power to set laws or issue mandates.
The U.S. should halt all binding
agreements with the World Health
Organization until it also enhances
transparency and accountability.

Most important, these institutions
must acknowledge that lockdowns,
school closings and mandates were
egregious errors that won’t be re-
peated. Until they do, the American
people should continue to withhold
their trust.

Dr. Atlas is a senior fellow at Stan-
ford’s Hoover Institution. He served
as an adviser to the president in
2020. Mr. Hanke is a professor of ap-
plied economics at Johns Hopkins
University. They are co-authors, with
Casey Mulligan and Phil Kerpen, of
the recent report “Covid Lessons
Learned.”
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Mandatory lockdowns had
almost no benefit—but did
significant economic and
health-related damage.

OPINION

America Isn’t Nazi Germany, but It Looks a Little Like 1933

L ast year we learned that Amer-
ican men supposedly spend an
inordinate amount of time

thinking about the Roman empire.
Since the source of this information
was a series of viral TikTok videos,
we have to take it with a pinch of
salt. Perhaps it will emerge that it
was some cunning plan by the Chi-
nese Communist Party to remind the
American male that the U.S. is
merely the latest in a long line of
empires set for decline and fall, a so-
cial-media memento mori for Amer-
ica’s global leadership.

For my part—for more obvious
contemporary reasons—I have been
thinking a lot lately about the Third
Reich.

Like all English schoolboys I was
taught about interwar Germany from
an early age. Supplementing our his-
tory books on the Nazi horrors was
an endless diet of films and TV
shows that variously documented
and caricatured Adolf Hitler and his
regime. The effect was always to un-
derscore the historical singularity of

the Nazis—and of course their Ger-
manness. It all helped develop the
comforting thought that there was
something so uniquely wicked about
their life and times that “never
again” was less of an exhortation
than a confident forecast.

But with time comes a more sub-
tle appreciation of the enduring uni-
versalities of political culture. The
interwar Germans and their leaders
weren’t another species, or labora-
tory-created monsters sent to tyran-
nize humanity. They were ordinary
men and women. It is their very or-
dinariness, the commonalities they
shared—and still share—with the
rest of us that should terrify us. It is
for the banality of their evil, in Han-
nah Arendt’s famous description,
that many of these otherwise normal
people must be understood.

With that in mind, and looking for
clues about the direction of our
darkening world, I have been catch-
ing up on the period with the help of
some famous histories—among them
Richard Evans’s brilliant trilogy and
American journalist William Shirer’s
gripping eyewitness account, “The
Rise and Fall of the Third Reich.”

It isn’t the obvious historical geo-
political parallels with the present
that interest me, though there are
plenty: a major land war in Europe

as an expansionist dictator seeks to
annex a neighbor, the rise of nation-
alist political movements across the
world, the chilling return of antise-
mitic hate, the challenge to Western
hegemony from the emergence of a
rival Pacific power. My interest is
primarily in the human factor. In
what conditions do civilized people
become eager progenitors of a re-
gime that ends up murdering tens of
millions of people?

To be clear, I don’t think, as hyper-
ventilating polemicists argue all the
time, that America is walking into a
replay of 1933 under You Know Who.
The conditions of Germany then were
so far removed from what obtains in
the U.S. today that constantly invok-
ing Hitler blinds us to the real les-
sons of the time. Weimar Germany
was a fledgling democracy trauma-
tized by catastrophic defeat in war,
hyperinflation and depression. An
electoral system almost designed to

generate paralyzing political instabil-
ity invited both acts of political vio-
lence and executive authoritarianism.
Above all, Weimar and its institutions
were still teenagers when they suc-
cumbed so meekly to Hitler’s putsch.
The American republic is 247 years
old and counting.

But there are still lessons for our
current political culture. We can see
in contemporary extremists of both
left and right echoes of the tactics the
Nazis deployed—especially the way in
which they mobilize language.

Take how Shirer explains the suc-
cess of national socialism, tracing its
roots in Hitler’s early years and writ-
ings. Amid the vomit of hatred and
paranoia that characterizes most of
his autobiographical Mein Kampf,
consider how this passage resonates
today: “All great movements are
popular movements, volcanic erup-
tions of human passions and senti-
ments, stirred either by the cruel
Goddess of Distress or by the fire-
brand of the word hurled among the
masses; they are not lemonade-like
outpourings of literary esthetics and
drawing room heroes.”

This is an essential political
truth—arguments, ideas and theories
are no match for the ability to chan-
nel the raw power of popular senti-
ment, which can be raucous and sav-

age. The history of the Republican
Party in the past 10 years has been
exactly this: the triumph of “the fire-
brand of the word” over the “lemon-
ade-like outpourings of drawing
room heroes.”

But there are also warnings about
the left from those interwar years. In
“The Third Reich in Power,” the sec-
ond book in Evans’s trilogy, he exam-
ines how the National Socialist gov-
ernment went about literally
implementing the totalitarian idea
that sought to harness every aspect
of life to the regnant ideology. So in
science, we had “Aryan physics” and
“Nazi mathematics.” The latter em-
phasized geometry over algebra be-
cause it was thought to be closer to
the supposed model of perfection of
their race.

This mad—but dangerous—dero-
gation of scientific truth to an ideol-
ogy of human racial identity sounds
disturbingly close to what our domi-
nant “progressive” ideologues are
doing on campuses and in public
spaces when they tell us that math is
racist and seek to silence dissenting
ideas.

We aren’t Nazi Germany. But his-
tory is full of examples of how ordi-
nary people can be driven by exigent
circumstances and manipulative
leaders into some very dark places.

Trump’s firebrand words
and the left’s obsession
with race are reminiscent
of far darker times.

FREE
EXPRESSION
By Gerard Baker

When Local Officials Gag Dissenters With Handcuffs

T he First Amendment guaran-
tees the right to criticize the
government. We like to believe

that we don’t arrest our political op-
ponents in America. But sometimes
we do. The Supreme Court will hear
oral arguments Wednesday in Gon-
zalez v. Trevino, a case that consid-
ers whether government officials
can be held accountable when they
use arrests to punish critics for
speech.

In 2019, Sylvia Gonzalez, then 72,
was elected to the City Council in
her small town, Castle Hills, Texas.
Ms. Gonzalez spearheaded a citizens’
petition calling for the removal of
the poorly performing city manager.

Ms. Gonzalez alleges in her law-
suit that to teach her a lesson, the
city manager’s allies—the mayor and

police chief—schemed to have her
arrested. Ms. Gonzalez was charged
under a misdemeanor statute for
misplacing a government docu-
ment—the very petition she had
championed. The alleged conspira-
tors had Ms. Gonzalez arrested, and
off to jail she went, her mug shot
splashed across local media. A
month later, the local prosecutor
dismissed the charges.

In September 2020 the Institute
for Justice filed the federal suit on
Ms. Gonzalez’s behalf against the
city of Castle Hills, the mayor, the
police chief and a special detective.
The district court rejected the defen-
dants’ claim of qualified immunity,
which protects government officials
from liability for constitutional vio-
lations unless an earlier decision has
“clearly established” the law under
similar circumstances. But the Fifth
U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals re-

versed the lower court’s ruling and
held that Ms. Gonzalez’s free-speech
rights didn’t overcome the town offi-
cials’ qualified immunity.

It didn’t matter, the appeals court
declared, if Ms. Gonzalez’s speech
motivated the mayor and his allies
to orchestrate her arrest. All that
mattered was that the city officials
managed to find probable cause for
some crime—when Ms. Gonzalez
placed her petition in her binder
during a City Council meeting, in
possible violation of a broad Texas
statute.

While the judges were reluctant
to toss out Ms. Gonzalez’s claims,
they explained that the Supreme
Court’s decision in Nieves v. Bartlett
(2019) tied its hands. In that case,
the justices ruled that those arrested
in retaliation for exercising their
constitutionally protected speech
can’t sue the arresting officers so

long as the officers can identify
probable cause for the arrest.

Nieves involved a retaliation claim
by a man who was arrested for dis-
orderly conduct at a raucous winter
festival in Alaska. He yelled at offi-
cers trying to keep the peace and

encouraged other attendees not to
cooperate with police. Concerned
with the need to allow in-the-field
police to make time-pressured deci-
sions, the court announced that the
existence of probable cause for ar-
rest will generally defeat a First

Amendment retaliation claim.
As Ms. Gonzalez’s case shows,

that rule is a dangerous weapon out-
side the context of on-the spot polic-
ing. In the hands of thin-skinned bu-
reaucrats, the rule lets petty tyrants
silence critics by throwing them in
jail.

Ms. Gonzalez’s case isn’t the only
recent example. In Newton, Iowa, in
2022, the mayor had 22-year-old
Noah Petersen arrested for criticiz-
ing him and police at a City Council
meeting. In Laredo, Texas, in 2017
local officials had citizen-journalist
Priscilla Villarreal arrested for ask-
ing a police officer for nonpublic in-
formation. And, in Marion, Kan., in
2023 the police chief orchestrated
the raid of a local newspaper that
was investigating him. All these offi-
cials used broadly written criminal
statutes and probable cause to sus-
pect minor criminal violations as
pretexts to punish critics.

The Supreme Court has an oppor-
tunity to end this maneuver. It can
clarify that the special protection
Nieves devised to shield in-the-field
police officers making on-the-spot
arrests doesn’t provide cover for bu-
reaucrats concocting retaliation
schemes.

People—including those in
power—often take criticism person-
ally. That’s why it is especially vital
for the justices to remind the nation
that freedom of speech includes the
freedom to speak about those in
power without fear of arrest.

Ms. Bidwell and Mr. Jaicomo lead
the Institute for Justice’s Project on
Immunity and Accountability. They
represent Ms. Gonzalez before the
Supreme Court.

By Anya Bidwell
And Patrick Jaicomo

The Supreme Court will
decide if bureaucrats have
legal immunity when they
order critics arrested.

Peter Nicholas, Courtney Kube and
Carol E. Lee reporting for NBC News,
March 17:

At times, Biden gets suggestions
that conflict with one another. Some
advisers have told him he should
walk faster out of concern that his
gait feeds impressions that he’s too
old. And yet the White House is suf-
ficiently worried about him tripping
that he has taken to boarding Air
Force One via a shorter staircase
through the belly of the plane, forgo-
ing the iconic image of the president
waving from the main doorway high
above the tarmac.

“He’s probably a little mad at him-
self for not being more forceful with
the staff,” a person familiar with in-
ternal discussions said.

Privately, Biden questions whether
he should trust his gut instincts over
the guidance coming from the array
of advisers tending to his political in-
terests, this person added.

“The man’s been successful for de-
cades in Congress and became vice
president and president,” said a fifth
person, who formerly served in the
Biden administration. “If you try to
change the person, you’re making a
mistake. Let the president go out
there and do his thing.”
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