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A forecasted failure: Intersectionality, COVID-19, and the
perfect storm

Kimberly Theidon

Tufts University

ABSTRACT
This article is one chronicle of a pandemic foretold. The consequences of
COVID-19 in the United States were not inevitable, and my goal is to trace
the humanly and inhumanely authored trajectory this pandemic has taken.
Who could be surprised that the burden of morbidity and mortality would
follow the color/class/poverty/gender lines that riddle this society? I begin
by considering history — specifically the 1918 flu epidemic — and what
public health messages from that pandemic reveal about gender, health
behavior, and messaging aimed at men who were resistant to barrier
methods of flu prevention. I then consider the politics of disposability.
How are certain communities made “unimaginable,” such that their deaths
provoke a presidential “it is what it is”? Disposability and the lack of
national grieving invites us to consider the drastic interruption in rituals of
mourning, and to investigate Donald Trump for crime against humanity.

In April 2020, I joined a group of colleagues for a podcast about COVID-19 and intersectionality
(Facebook 2020). By viral reckoning, April 15 seems a long time ago; the pandemic was poised to
spiral out of control in the United States, a biological disaster well on its way to becoming a man-
made crisis of mismanaged proportions. I began by noting that many of us had heard COVID-19
was the “great equalizer,” and that I hoped my comments would convince our viewers it was not.
Just days before, Chicago Mayor Lori Lightfoot had said, “we are all experiencing this crisis
together, but we are not all experiencing this crisis in the same way” (Matthews 2020). These
were prescient words from the mayor of a city in which African-Americans account for 30 per-
cent of the population yet comprise more than 70 percent of all COVID-19 deaths.

Native American leaders were also clearly aware of the danger that lay in their path. The
Yankton Sioux Tribe of South Dakota issued a Declaration of Disaster (Ortiz 2020). Navajo
Nation president Jonathan Nez lamented that, once again, the US government had ignored indi-
genous people. His nation alone had, at that time, more confirmed cases of COVID-19 than any
states except for New Jersey and New York. In the previous two weeks, deaths in the Navajo
Nation had increased a staggering 367 percent (Miller 2020). Histories of slavery, Jim Crow, and
red lining converged with histories of settler colonialism, ethnic discrimination, and economic
dispossession. These are components of the “underlying conditions” that shape disease occur-
rence, progression, and outcome. No, this virus was not the great equalizer.

Another term also appeared in the headlines, alerting the public to the “silent pandemic” of
domestic and intimate partner violence (Reykjavik Global Forum, 2020). As citizens were warned
to shelter in place—to stay home and stay safe—feminist scholars pushed back on the notion that
“home” was a safe place to be for many women and, I might add, children. Trapped at home
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with an abuser whose proverbial fuse was further shortened by working from home, working at
risk of infection, or perhaps being unemployed, domestic violence would predictably increase
even if reporting was limited due to the closure of shelters or the restriction on mobility.

Writing now in the summer of 2020, equalizing rhetoric and concerns about a silent pandemic
have ceded to the metaphor of a “perfect storm” to capture the convergence of structural inequal-
ities. Yet, how could this storm have passed below forecasting radar? How could this tempest
have caught anyone by surprise when it so clearly traced the fault lines that fracture the United
States and have done so since the country’s founding? To be clear: The consequences of COVID-
19 were not inevitable, and viruses morph in unpredictable ways. I refer, however, not to the cor-
onavirus per se but to the humanly and inhumanely authored trajectory this pandemic has taken
in the United States. Who could be surprised that the burden of morbidity and mortality would
follow the color/class/poverty/gender lines that riddle this society? Anyone with even a cursory
grasp of the salient concept of intersectionality developed by Crenshaw (1991) could see the men-
acing clouds on the horizon.

My intent in this article is to unsettle any claim that the impact and consequences of COVID-
19 in the United States are shocking; that language is self-serving. If we return to the inflamma-
tory rhetoric that characterized Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign, the reader will grasp
that behind the nationalist, white supremacist, swaggering masculine bravado lay the promise of
where we stand now. There was a sector of the population who seized on those promises and
voted for their realization. When Trump boasted about grabbing women’s pussies because being
rich entitled him to do so; when he implied that women (including his own daughter) are ranked
on a scale whose best cuts of meat are labeled a great piece of ass; when he invoked herd immun-
ity as a solution to the pandemic; when he suggested injecting bleach to kill the virus; when he
withheld assistance to “blue states” unless the governors took the knee (no, not the #BLM knee,
the other one)—encapsulated in those words and actions were the all the elements necessary to
forecast how COVID-19 would devastate the United States. Some lives were deemed disposable;
science was in the service of FAKE NEWS; there were “good people” on both sides in
Charlottesville; and the death toll from COVID-19 in the United States is a tragedy for which the
President stated he assumes no responsibility. Although we should not be shocked by how this
has unfolded, we should not lose our capacity for indignation and protest.

In this article, I begin by considering history—specifically, the 1918 flu epidemic—and what
public health messages from that pandemic reveal about gender, health behavior, and messaging
aimed at men who were resistant to barrier methods of flu prevention. Time depth is important
for what it can reveal about prior gendered responses to a viral pandemic, and for tracing out
slower forms of dying that may elude the short-term data collection of COVID-19 mortalities. I
suspect that although more men are dying from the direct medical effects of COVID-19
(Ducharme 2020), more women and girls will ultimately die from the socio-economic legacies
and the spike in domestic and partner violence that are coterminous with and will outlive this
pandemic. In sum, more men may be killed by COVID, but more women and girls will die
(Paskin 2020; Alon, Doepke, Olmstead-Rumsey, Tertilt 2020).

I then consider the politics of disposability and the 57 percent of Republicans who state that
the US death toll from COVID-19 is “acceptable” (CBS News 2020; Salvanto, DePinto, Backus,
Khanna, and Cox 2020). How are certain communities made “unimaginable,” such that their
deaths provoke an indifferent shrug, or a presidential, “It is what it is.”1 Disposability and the
lack of national grieving invites us to consider the drastic interruption in rituals of mourning,
painfully illustrated by those refrigerated vans parked outside of New York City hospitals. Among
the legacies of this pandemic will be delayed bereavement, intergenerational trauma, and the loss
of many elders and their wisdom. I conclude this chronicle of a perfect storm foretold by consid-
ering the possibility of holding Donald Trump and his collaborators criminally negligent, on a
scale that might warrant a judgment of crimes against humanity.
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At the crossroads: Intersectionality and why it matters

In her influential article, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence
Against Women of Color,” feminist legal theorist Kimberl�e Crenshaw coined the term intersection-
ality (1991). Her aim was to capture the “multilayered and routinized forms of domination that
often converge” to create “burdens, largely the consequence of gender and class oppression” that
are then compounded by discriminatory policies and practices (1991: 1245–1246). All people, of
course, inhabit multiple identities, but for some the crossroads of these identities result in the
multiplication of forms of symbolic, political, and representational inequalities. To grasp these
inequalities requires that we explore how one’s gender identity intersects with race, class, sexual
orientation, religion, ethnicity, disability, and other salient axes of differentiation and stratification
to exacerbate vulnerabilities or to enhance privileges. Intersectionality allows us to focus on those
saturation points where the accumulation of disadvantage truncates people’s lives and life chances.2

Importantly, the spectrum of gendered identities exceeds any binary reductionism. When teach-
ing gender theory, I caution students that if they read a text and can replace the word “gender”
with “women” without any significant shift in meaning, then something (and someone) is missing
in the analysis. When gender defaults to women, men—white, heterosexual, middle-class, and able-
bodied men—are left as the unquestioned, unmarked category of the human from which other gen-
ders somehow diverge. Lost in this default is the full spectrum of humanity that comprises the
LGBTQþ communities, as well as the fluidity of gender identities across space and time.

We cannot understand how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted people in the United
States without applying an intersectional lens to the distribution of morbidity and mortality.
Intersectionality allows us to grasp how certain individuals and communities were made structur-
ally vulnerable to the virus’s virulent impact. From this perspective, the “preexisting conditions”
that should be measured and redressed go beyond Type 2 diabetes, chronic asthma, high-blood
pressure, and other medical conditions. Preexisting conditions would include histories of racial
and ethnic discrimination, economic dispossession, environmental exposures, urban segregation,
and racism as a pathogen (Krieger 2005; Lock 2015). Just as racism can be toxic, so can certain
performances of masculinity.

Unmasking toxic masculinity

One of many striking moments in the 2016 presidential campaign involved the size of Trump’s
hands and, metonymically, his penis. As he traded barbs with Marco Rubio—whom Trump nick-
named “little Marco”—Rubio took advantage of a rally to note that Trump “is taller than me,
he’s like 6’2”, which is why I don’t understand why his hands are the size of someone who is
5’2”,” Rubio joked. “Have you seen his hands? And you know what they say about men with
small hands …” As the crowd waited for the familiar other shoe to drop, Rubio paused for com-
edic effect and finished with a sly surprise: “You can’t trust them” (Shapiro 2016). The crowd
roared. Trump predictably took the bait. Standing in front of a sea of red MAGA baseballs caps,
Trump raised his outstretched hands. “Look” he invited the crowd. “[Little Marco] referred to my
hands—if they are small, something else must be small.” Pause for a smirk. “I guarantee you
there is no problem. I guarantee you.”

These dueling hand barbs draw on familiar tropes of masculinity. As Connell (1995: 71) ori-
ginally argued, “Masculinity, to the extent the term can be briefly defined, is simultaneously a
place in gender relations, the practices through which men and women engage that place in gen-
der, and the effects of these practices on bodily experience, personality and culture.” Connell
would subsequently expand those gender relations beyond the binary, but for the purpose of this
essay the thread I wish to follow is that of masculinities (in the plural) as patterned gender behav-
iors that are relationally defined and performed. It is not only in large arenas and political rallies
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that forms of masculinity are performed, although both Rubio and Trump did swagger in their
respective venues. Masculinities are performed in the realm of the everyday, the performance
always addresses some real or imagined audience of other gendered beings, certain forms of mas-
culinity may be compulsory, and in any given time and context a particular way of performing
“maleness” may become privileged. During these Trumpian times, the performance has increas-
ingly been described, at least in certain circles, as toxic.

The term toxic masculinity was coined during the mythopoetic men’s movement of the 1980s
and 1990s—think male-only wilderness retreats and banging the drum to a virile beat. The tox-
icity referred to by Robert Bly (1990) and others consisted of society denying young boys and
men participation in the rites and rituals that would allow them to be in touch with a protective,
warrior masculinity that allegedly constituted the “deep maleness” that feminism was eroding.
From this perspective, men’s aggression and violence were consequences of masculinity thwarted
and frustrated—by women.

This is not how I use the term. Rather than referencing some long-lost masculine essence, I
am concerned with the here, the now, and the angry. Michael Kimmel has suggested that part of
the anger fueling white men is the result of “aggrieved entitlement” (2017). For a sector of white
males in America, this is an emotion grounded in a sense of loss and disenfranchisement, such
that aggrieved entitlement is “a fusion of that humiliating loss of manhood and the moral obliga-
tion and entitlement to get it back” (Kalish and Kimmel 2010: 454). As Kimmel defined it,
“manhood” refers to the rights men have historically exercised over women, rights they feel slip-
ping away from them in a changing society. Importantly, Kimmel argued that men “tend to feel
their sense of aggrieved entitlement because of the past; they want to restore what they once had.
Their entitlement is not aspirational; it is nostalgic” (Kimmel 2017: 63). So yes, they fervently
hope to make America great again.

The “angry white males” that were the focus of Kimmel’s research perform toxic masculinity.
Scholar Colleen Clemens (2017) defined the term accessibly this way:

Toxic masculinity is a narrow and repressive description of manhood, designating manhood as defined by
violence, sex, status and aggression. It’s the cultural ideal of manliness, where strength is everything while
emotions are a weakness; where sex and brutality are yardsticks by which men are measured, while
supposedly “feminine” traits—which can range from emotional vulnerability to simply not being
hypersexual—are the means by which your status as “man” can be taken away.

I note that the status, rather than being a solid and permanent achievement, is one that can be
lost or taken away: In short, for all of the bluster and bravado, it is a fragile masculinity.

It is a masculinity that may also take a toll on those socialized into its compulsory compo-
nents. In 2019, the American Psychological Association issued guidelines for working with boys
and men, noting the harmful effects of feeling obligated to enact “traditional masculinity,”
marked by stoicism, competitiveness, dominance, and aggression (Pappas 2019: 34). The authors
of the report noted that men socialized this way are less likely to engage in healthy behaviors, a
claim for which a robust body of research exists.3 The APA also emphasized the psychological
harm this form of masculinity may cause, and the reluctance men have to reach out for counsel-
ing and therapeutic assistance to address their distress.

These themes are powerfully addressed in the 2015 documentary, The Mask You Live In.4 The film
draws on lengthy interviews with boys and men, in which they discuss the challenges of maintaining a
sense of self and self-worth when confronted by societal expectations of what constitutes a “real man.”
A recurrent theme is that of feeling as though one walks through this world wearing a mask that hides
a more authentic self. The mask is thus obligatory yet oddly protective: A failure to perform the
appropriate maleness could leave one open to the accusation of being a “sissy” or a “wuss.”

Cue the pandemic irony. Being a tough guy means wearing the mask of masculinity: Being a
tough guy means refusing to don a mask that might preserve one’s life and the lives of others.
History provides a cautionary tale of toxic masculinity turned lethal.
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Lessons unlearned?

The 1918–1919 influenza pandemic was among the most severe pandemics in recent history. It is
estimated that about 500 million people, or one-third of the world’s population, became infected
with the virus. The number of deaths was estimated to be at least 50 million worldwide, with
about 675,000 deaths occurring in the United States (US Centers for Disease Control n.d.).
Attempts to control the spread of the virus included social distancing, bans on public gatherings,
and the promotion of personal hygiene campaigns focused on hand washing, handkerchiefs, and
protective masks (Tomes 2010: 49). In the United States, influenza was first identified in military
personnel in the spring of 1918. Control of the virus would thus require making sure men were
on board, so to speak, with prevention and control measures. This proved to be a challenge for
public health practitioners and medical professionals.

In addition to an insistence on personal freedoms, a key point of resistance to the personal hygiene
measures was masculinity itself. Cautions against spitting and sneezing in public sounded, to “modern
men and boys,” less like the “gospel of germs” and more like the hygiene rules they associated with
“mothers, schoolmarms, and Sunday school teachers” (Tomes 2010: 58). In an effort to counter this
resistance, public health messaging focused on more “modern, manly form[s] of public health, steeped
in discipline, patriotism, and personal responsibility” (Tomes 2010: 58). Sneezing into large, manly
handkerchiefs (banish the lacy trim) was positioned as a civic duty. Advertisements for disposable
paper tissues featured mothers instructing their sons on how to manage their “man-sized sneezes.”
And mask wearing was promoted as a sign of public spiritedness and manly discipline.

Flash forward to 2020. The president himself refused to wear a mask for months, and his
mask-wearing heyday was brief indeed, ceding to his desire to project strength and downplay the
risk of a pandemic he had denied and allowed to spin out of control. At one Trump rally in
Arizona, men told reporters, “Wearing a mask is submission,” and, “It’s muzzling yourself, it
looks weak, especially for me” (Canales 2020). What is it about men and barrier methods of dis-
ease prevention that chafes? In one lively article, Emily Willingham (2020) suggested that masks
are “the condoms of the face,” harking back to HIV/AIDS education and prevention efforts that
attempted to convince men that wearing a condom was desirable. As someone who spent several
years in the HIV/AIDS education field, I recall the men who insisted that thin layer of latex
reduced stimulation and interfered with their sexual pleasure. Fair enough, but how could masks
be seen in the same light? If condoms were tied to a reduction in sensation, how does that trans-
late to rejecting face masks?

I suggest we consider a spectrum of masculine behaviors and the logic that undergirds them:
an unsheathed penis; the right to bear arms, if doing so while white; unbridled white male privil-
ege; and a nostalgia for unquestioned entitlement. The right to be “in-your-face,” which
Merriam-Webster defines as “characterized by or expressive of bold and often defiant
aggressiveness,” parallels the discourse of those who praised Trump for “telling it like it is,” which
equates to unvarnished misogyny and racism. Unmasking toxic masculinity reveals its defensive
posture, indifference to the well-being and wishes of others, and its mooring in Kimmel’s (2017)
case study of angry white males.

And the women who love them? Amid that sea of red MAGA caps, amid the monochromatic
panorama of white faces, there are women wearing American flag sweatshirts and cheering wildly.
What do we make of this? I think of complicit femininities: the forms of femininity that cast their
fate with those angry white men, shoring up their racial privilege by backgrounding their gen-
dered identity. Natalie Moore (2020) has insisted that we can trace white women’s support for
Trump back to

the white women who lined up behind Schlafly as defending their own status in this country. They were, in
their own words, “protecting their way of life.” White womanhood and femininity is revered and white
women historically have benefited from white supremacy. They have been heralded as virtuous and lean in
the arms of white men in our racial caste system. Whiteness is aspirational for women, too.
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For those men who refuse to wear an “emasculating” protective face mask, there is likely a
female partner who has accepted the sexual contract and whatever benefits it confers. Now to
consider the costs, which extend beyond any individual woman, any country—beyond race, class,
or ethnicity. I turn now to times of crises and the impact on domestic violence and gen-
dered harm.

Domesticating violence and gendering harm

Make the prevention and redress of violence against women a key part of nationl response plans for
COVID-19. (UN Secretary General Ant�onio Guterres, April 5, 2020)

One of the first articles I ever published was “Domesticando la Violencia: Alcohol y las Secuelas
de la Guerra” (Thiedon 1999). I had been conducting research in postwar Peru and was struck by
the level of alcohol consumption and domestic violence in the highland communities in which I
lived. This was, after all, supposedly a postconflict setting, and yet the “postviolence violence” was
resulting in horrible injuries to the girls and women who were overwhelmingly the targets. Dead
bodies in the streets and streams had abated; the ongoing violence occurred in what should have
been a place of refuge—the home. The violence was driven inward, and women were grappling
with the impact of “domesticating violence.”

Peruvian women were not alone. Research has indicated that natural disasters and crises are key
factors associated with intimate partner violence (IPV). In one thoughtful overview of the literature,
Stanley (2020: 3–5) noted several recurrent themes among the causal narratives: isolation, stress, eco-
nomic anxiety and joblessness, alcohol consumption, and a lack of social service resources to address
all of the above. COVID-19 has affected each of these stressors, with a predictable upsurge in cases
of IPV and domestic violence. Globally, the numbers are staggering. According to the UN Fund for
Population Activities ([UNFPA] 2020):

[The] COVID-19 pandemic is also expected to increase levels of violence. In the immediate term, the largest
contributor is likely to come from the effects of stay-at-home orders and movement restrictions, which could
increase women’s exposure to violent partners. Mounting household tensions and economic stresses could also
play a role. There are already indications that violence incidence is indeed growing, including increases in
calls to violence prevention hotlines and media reports of rising domestic abuse and homicide. Projections
show that if violence increases by 20 per cent during periods of lockdown, there would be an additional 15
million cases of intimate partner violence in 2020 for an average lockdown duration of 3 months, 31 million
cases for an average lockdown of 6 months, 45 million for an average lockdown of 9 months, and 61 million
if the average lockdown period were to be as long as one year. (2020: 4)

Although the study focused primarily on low- and middle-income countries, COVID-19 defies
any geographic partition. As Gupta and Stahl (2020) reported, in the United States more than one
in three women has experienced rape, physical violence, and/or stalking by an intimate partner
(defined as current or former spouses or partners) in her lifetime, and in recent years, the number
of domestic violence cases (which includes violence by intimate partners and family members) has
spiked, making up about 20 percent of all violent crimes in the United States in 2018.

This violence and the lack of resources to address the violence has potentially long-term lega-
cies. The UNFPA study also noted that the pandemic lockdown means less or erratic access to
contraceptive methods, interruptions in ob/gyn doctor and hospital visits, more unplanned (and
perhaps unwanted) pregnancies, and giving birth under quarantine conditions. These are viola-
tions of sexual and reproductive rights, and the violations will fall heaviest on the girls and
women who inhabit intersectional saturation points.

Disposability and final reflections

I said to my people, slow the testing down please. (Donald Trump, June 20, 2020; quoted in Atkins 2020)
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herd im�mu�ni�ty
noun

noun: herd immunity; plural noun: herd immunities

the resistance to the spread of a contagious disease within a population that results if a sufficiently high
proportion of individuals are immune to the disease, especially through vaccination. (Oxford Learner’s
Dictionaries)

The idea behind herd immunity is that if enough people become immune to the virus at the center of
the COVID-19 pandemic (either through mass vaccination or prior infection) the disease will slow its
spread. Scientists are still working to answer the questions that would make this strategy feasible, ques-
tions that include how long immunity lasts and who is most vulnerable to infection. On the surface,
herd immunity—when achieved via natural immunity or vaccination—sounds innocuous, even salu-
tary. Otherwise healthy people become infected and recover; tests and contact tracing are efficiently
provided; a vaccination is tested and made available; and the most vulnerable are, ostensibly, protected
from the virus while the steps are sequenced. That has not happened in the United States.

In light of the current political context, herd immunity strikes me as a euphemism for a
eugenics mindset (Klein 2020). When we consider the death toll in the United States, we see a
painful overrepresentation of the elderly nursing home population and members of the African-
American, Native American, and Latinx communities. Although data collection in the United
States has been sketchy and incomplete—perhaps due to the lack of leadership at the federal
level—these are the trends to date. These are populations that have been made structurally vul-
nerable due to history, to “essential worker” status in the service sector, and to the uneven levels
of care afforded to those elderly who have been warehoused in substandard institutions.5 There is
also evidence that the Trump administration knowingly withheld assistance to “blue states” in
which Democratic voters would bear the brunt of this political calculus (Steib 2020).

The Trump administration has committed crimes of commission (“I said to my people, slow
the testing down please”) and crimes of omission (denying that COVID-19 was reaching a pan-
demic level of infection), to cite two examples from a potential litany of criminally negligent
behavior. I strongly advocate that Congress convene an independent investigative body with sub-
poenae powers to determine the breadth and depth of these crimes, which may be of such magni-
tude as to warrant the charge of crimes against humanity.

Epilogue

Two months ago my partner, Kathleen, was returning from her morning walk. Our next door
neighbor, Claudette, was standing at the foot of her driveway, her big black Labrador playfully
tugging on his leash.

“How are you?” Kathleen asked, sensing distress.
Our neighbor shook her head: “Terrible.” She paused as tears filled her eyes.
“What’s wrong?” my partner asked.
Claudette exhaled. “Everything. My mother just died after four months of not being able to

hug her or see her any way other than with a thick pane of glass between us.”
Pointing down the hill, she added that her mother had been in a nursing home in town and said,

“The COVID virus went through it like wild fire. She got sick and died without my even being able to
go to the hospital to see her, to be with her. And now we can’t even have a proper funeral for her.”

Notes

1. For more on “unimagined communities,” see Nixon (2013).
2. For a powerful analysis of the accumulation of disadvantage, see Coates (2014).
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3. For a synthesis of this research, see Galdas, Cheater, and Marshall (2005).
4. The Mask You Live In is a 2015 documentary film written, directed, and produced by Jennifer

Siebel Newsom.
5. The data indicate that 40 percen of all COVID-19 deaths have occurred among the nursing home

population (see New York Times 2020).
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Kimberly Theidon is Henry J. Leir Professor in International Humanitarian Studies at The Fletcher School,
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