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nice balance between the technical and the readable, which makes it accessible to non-specialists, and 

hopefully, to government policy makers. 

As a historian, to me one of the most interesting aspects of the book was the way the authors integrated 

historical examples into the study to illustrate modern economic concerns. There is extended coverage of the 

history of heroin, derived from the opium poppy flower, a cash crop Great Britain developed as part of its 19th 

century colonial exploitation of the Indian sub-continent and marketed in China as opium. Both the marketing 

of opium in China and Oxycontin in the United States in the late 20th and early 21st century were justified as a 

free-market response to consumer demand. In both cases it was an artificially and irresponsibly created demand 

for an addictive product that was sold to vulnerable users to ensure its continuing purchase. 

While Case and Deaton argue that they believe in capitalism and its potential for improving demographic 

conditions and economic options, Part IV, Chapters 13 through 16 of Deaths of Despair is highly critical of the 

current dominant global capitalist system. The authors note there are many areas where free-market competition 

has failed to deliver goods and services as promised, especially in health care, and they support government 

initiatives to redirect investment towards the public good. They describe the American health care system as a 
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Case and Deaton remain optimistic that these trends can be reversed and capitalism, albeit a more 

systematically regulated capitalism, can deliver improved economic conditions across the board. I am not as 

optimistic. The Sacklers and Purdue Pharma have been discredited and billed for the opioid pandemic, but the 

system that empowered and enriched them remains in place and Big Pharma continues to be politically 

powerful. Case and Deaton acknowledge that an American medical model that encourages rapid treatment of 

patients without prolonged interaction with doctors and the availability of a drug that provided a quick fix for 

pain were behind the opioid epidemic. They also recognize that “Government and the law have become 

complicit” (126) to the “brazen subordination of human need to human profit” (130). What they don’t 

satisfactorily address is whether the Sacklers and Purdue Pharma are aberrations or the way that the political 

economy of capitalism works in the 21st century. I argue that this is capitalism. We see the same forces at work 

in corporate efforts to undermine programs to regulate the use of fossil fuels and develop alternative energy as 

the world rapidly approaches a climate catastrophe. 

During the 1950s and 1960s the AFL-CIO was the largest interracial organization in the United States and the 

backbone of the Democratic Party. It is no accident that American corporations, with support from Republican 

legislators and judges, attacked the labor movement as they abandoned communities and mechanized 

production or simply replaced humans with robots. The loss in income and status amongst middle-aged white 

blue-collar workers has contributed to increased hostility towards Black Americans and immigrants and 

opposition to social programs they believe benefit these groups at their expense. Since the Reagan 

administration, “Reagan Democrats” have helped elect rightwing Republican representatives and supposed 

moderates like Senator Joe Manchin of West Virginia who obstruct legislation that would greatly benefit them 

and their communities. 

Case and Deaton wrote this book before the COVID-19 pandemic, the January 6 insurrection, the rightwing war 

on Critical Race Theory, and the Trump effort to discredit the 2020 election. They hardly address the Trump 

phenomenon at all and do not mention climate change. This is a very important book. Case and Deaton need to 

write another. 

Alan Singer is Director, Secondary Education Social Studies Teaching Learning Technology at Hofstra University. 
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