
anyone has explained to me what victory looks like. Of course, there’s 
the obvious – a cure and/or infallible vaccine. If that’s how we define 
a win, then shouldn’t all of our collective energies be funneled tightly 
into that channel? I hear, sort of, that we’re making progress, so that 
seems good…but, what about now? What are the strategic objectives 
of the imminent battles in the meantime?

You might assert: “We must, above all else, minimize the loss of 
life.” Alternatively, “There are many potential damages we face – eco-
nomic distress, social unrest, deterioration of mental health…physical 
peril is just one problem; therefore, we must reinforce the foundations 
of a strong society, first and foremost.”

In the Williamsport (Pennsylvania) Post-Gazette, of all places, 
Matthew J. Brouillette wrote these words and more (back in March!): 

 
In any battle, clear objectives are imperative. Unfortunately, in fight-

ing a virus invisible to the naked eye, the end goal has become nearly as 
intangible. When will we know if we’ve succeeded? We must act – and 
act decisively – to protect lives and safeguard health. Yet firing without 
aiming (or even identifying a target) in hopes of hitting something is never 
good strategy. Instead, we must define the objective and work with surgical 
precision to save lives and restore health to our society. Elected officials need 
to clearly define success, instead of (instituting knee-jerk policies) with no 
clear objective in mind.

Referring to my either/or proposition a few paragraphs up – hu-
man nature is working against us. When we grow fearful, we lean to-
wards option A: Minimize loss of life. What’s the most effective tactic 
to achieve this goal? Complete suspension of all activity that results in 
human contact. Then, when we’re bored or unemployed or both, it’s 
time for option B: “Open the mother up.” Then, we get a little scared 
again, but we’re still bored and underemployed, so: “Stay open, sort 
of, and wear your mask!” But, if minimizing comprehensive, struc-
tural societal destruction is your goal, you might make the legitimate 
argument for an Option C: “Let the thing do what it’s going to do. 
We don’t know what the other side is going to look like, but we’ll get 
there soon this way.”

Search “objectives in the war on Covid-19.” Or something similar. 
I did. Again and again, using every word variation I could construct. 
And I’m as unsure now as I was before I did the Google work. Few as 
there might be, there are people willing to imagine the markings of 
victory in this “war.” According to the United Nation’s own public re-
lations team: “The coronavirus pandemic presents an opportunity for 
the human family to act in solidarity and turn this crisis into an im-
petus to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals.” These include 
“good health and well-being; quality education; gender equality; water 
and sanitation; decent work and economic growth; reduced inequal-
ity (is that the complicated way of saying ‘equality?’); peace, justice 
and strong institutions;” and (the somewhat nebulous) “partnerships.” 
Who knew a virus could deliver all that? But, at least they have a plan. 

Back to my original point: It sounds very expensive.   
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War is expensive.
From the time the U.S. reluctantly entered the fight in World War 

II through the global conflict’s end – less than four years later – the 
nation spent an estimated $347 billion public funds on the effort, 
the equivalent of $4.6 trillion in today’s dollar-equivalents. And, the 
non-economic costs were heavy, too: Close to 406,000 Americans lost 
their lives. 

To the victors (and, sometimes, the losers) go the spoils, it’s said. In 
nominal dollar terms, U.S. gross national product (GNP – the sum 
of the value of all of the stuff – tangible and less-so – that we create 
and distribute during a particular period) grew from $200 billion in 
1940 to $300 billion in 1950 to $600 billion in 1960. The period 
after Axis surrender is generally referred to as the “post-war boom” 
(an ironic onomatopoeic oxymoron, if you think about it, but that’s 
beside the point).

What about today’s war? Not the shooting kind, but…
In March, Chinese President Xi Jinping declared after visiting Wu-

han that China would win the “people’s war” against the coronavirus, 
Covid-19. “We are at war,” President Emmanuel Macron said gravely, 
announcing nationwide lockdown measures. British Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson, on March 17, promised that his government would 
behave “like any wartime government” and “take steps that are un-
precedented since World War II.” In the same week, U.S. President 
Donald Trump referred to himself as a “wartime president,” and the 
week after, New York Governor Andrew Cuomo declared, “Venti-
lators are to this war what bombs were to World War II.” German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel appealed for national unity to battle the 
greatest (national) challenge since World War II (nevermind the out-
come of that one, I suppose).

So, evidently, we’re at war with Covid-19. Look back up the page 
and refresh your memory regarding the World War II numbers. Now, 
check this out:  As of April 15, only five weeks into our current “war,” 
the U.S. had committed more than $6 trillion of public funds be-
tween direct relief transfer payments and Federal Reserve promises. 
You’re not reading that wrongly – the first five weeks of the fight 
against Covid-19 cost the taxpaying public 130 percent of (1.3 times) 
in real (inflation-adjusted) dollars, the total tab for World War II. Add 
to that big number the yet-to-be-tabulated impact of lost businesses, 
lots jobs, asset devaluation (surging stock market indices notwith-
standing), and the already-huge figure gets huger (yes, it’s a word). 
In physiological costs, according to the Centers for Disease Control 
(CDC), as of July 6, 129,811 Americans have died from causes linked 
to the virus (roughly one-third of the U.S. World War II killed-in-
action count).

Here’s the point in the essay where I would normally draw conclu-
sions based on the data I have chosen. But I’m not sure what evalua-
tive criteria to use to assess the success of our “war” effort. And there-
in lies the problem. During World War II, the objective was clear. 
Leaders declared it simply and boldly. The citizenry rallied around 
its unifying dynamics. Unfortunately, with this “war,” I’m not certain 
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