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Many people claim that the world will never be the same
again due to COVID-19. For some, this is cause for concern
but for others, it is a serendipitous disruption to everyday
life that presents opportunities for much needed social and
societal transformation. Governance has been identified
as one of the most vital sites for change as crisis response
aiming to mitigate and prevent the effects of the pandemic
exposed and exacerbated existing structural, economic, and
social inequalities.1 Consequently, the pandemic provoked
calls for fundamental changes to make governance
systems more efficient, equitable, inclusive, participatory,
transparent, and representative of all people. But as I argue
here, to improve governance in these ways, it is important to
move past solely transforming the behaviours of traditional
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governance entities such as national and state governments
and security agencies, intelligence agencies, corporations,
regional and international organizations, religious and
cultural institutions, and civil society. It is also important
to understand the influence of the masses on governance
trends, which the pandemic showed us explicitly in relation
to the rule-making-and-enforcing component in social
order.
More concretely, the pandemic revealed how agents
(i.e., individuals) can and often do make independent
assessments about the rightness and wrongness of
actions, they can prioritize their own criteria in making
such decisions, and they can pool their resources to
promote and impose consequent determinations on other
people. In other words, and as I explain in my analysis,
COVID-19 showed us that human beings do indeed function
as “administrations of justice” or institutionalized justice
systems. This can be a seemingly radical conception of
“administering justice” to some people, particularly, those
in specific academic disciplines and sectors dedicated to
operationalizing justice systems such as the courts of law.
In part, this is because governance across many contexts is
associated with institutionalized actors and processes not
independent agents as such. However, if the masses seek to
eradicate the injustices illuminated by the recent pandemic,
then I argue it is crucial to facilitate a paradigm shift in
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governance strategies that specifically places agents at the
centre of analysis and debate as administrations of justice.
This shift confronts a reality about the masses, namely, their
independent and cumulative power to determine whether
the rule-making-and-enforcing component of governance
is successful.
Drawing from examples in Canada, Uganda, the United
States, and the United Kingdom,2 I start my discussion by
defining what I mean by an “administration of justice” and
show how agents can function as such using examples
from the recent pandemic and beyond. My analysis is
structured in accordance with three fundamental features
found across diverse justice systems: (1) they generate a
set of criteria to determine just and unjust action and just
response(s) to injustice, (2) they prioritize their own criteria
as the appropriate framework to make such determinations,
and (3) they often use their resources to enforce said
criteria.
UNDERSTANDING
INDIVIDUAL
ADMINISTRATIONS OF JUSTICE

AGENTS

AS

It is common to immediately think of legal systems
based on English common law when coming across the
phrase “administration of justice” but the discussion here
requires that we broaden the scope to also include myriad
customary justice systems of Indigenous Peoples that
continue to thrive or are being revived today. Accordingly,
I broaden the definition of an “administration of justice”
here to mean the rules and procedures that govern a set of
agents and/or institutions as they work to address a clearly
or loosely defined set of actions avowed as acceptable (i.e.,
just) and unacceptable (i.e., unjust) by said justice system.3
It is in understanding how diverse administrations of justice
generally operate that one can see how individual human
beings can also be thought of as such, particularly in
relation to the three features that most administrations of
justice share.
The first feature is generating a set of rules that guide
determinations about what are just and unjust actions.
In moral terms, this means justice systems function to
discourage and eradicate behaviour deemed “wrong” and
promote a certain set of behaviours as “right” or “good” in
society. We typically see in justice systems a written or
orally communicated set of unjust actions (e.g., criminal
codes) and just actions (e.g., marriage formalities) for which
2
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the system will hold individuals and/or groups accountable.
In situations that include actions that are unaccounted for
in their respective frameworks, decision-makers in justice
systems (e.g., judges, juries, clan heads, chiefs, matriarchs,
kings, etc.) often use moral beliefs, spiritual beliefs, cultural
mores and/or historic decision-making in similar situations
to determine whether a new set of actions are acceptable.
Admittedly, politics and profit making can play a huge role
in many justice processes, but this discussion is beyond the
scope of the analysis here.
Some illustrative examples of agents applying their own
criteria of just action can be seen in public reactions
to state-led crisis response strategies. For example, in
anticipation of a COVID-19 vaccine rolling out, inhabitants4
across contexts started debating which populations should
be prioritized using diverse criteria. Some argue in favour of
prioritizing elders that live on their own5 as others focus on
elders living in long-term care facilities where more human
beings interact.6 Still others that are more skeptical of the
vaccine altogether as it is indeed still in the experimental
stages, do not like using elders as so-called “guinea pigs”,
particularly seniors from BIPOC communities.7 Yet, some
elders volunteered to go first to test the effects of the
vaccine before giving it to younger generations as they
“have nothing to lose and everything to gain.”8 In essence,
we see diverse commentators considering age, general
health, contributions to society, social norms, and other
factors as the most appropriate criteria to make these kinds
of decisions. Disagreement between commentators about
the appropriate criteria shows that individual human beings
can and often do use diverse factors of their choosing to
determine the rightness or wrongness of a particular act.
Agents in the masses also make these determinations in
everyday life such as blatantly and pridefully jaywalking
4
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in New York City where the act is still outlawed but under
review.9 Another everyday example is high numbers of
people using marijuana before it was decriminalized and
legalized in various states and provinces across North
America.10 As well, many cannabis consumers continue
to buy their supply from the black market even after
marijuana was legalized and made available in authorized
stores.11 Through their discussions and/or actions, agents

their living arrangements are unavoidably communal.13
We can see similar trends in everyday life as many also
challenge institutionalized justice systems responses to
what is deemed unjust such as issuing the death penalty to
someone who has committed murder. In some states across
the United States and in Uganda, the death penalty is still
an option.14 Yet, there are inhabitants that problematize the
hypocrisy in a justice system committing the same act

These agents are using their resources...
to enforce their own criteria of
determining just and unjust action.
communicate their own criteria of judging just and unjust
actions in the everyday quite regularly but the pandemic
helped to spotlight this capacity.
The second feature of justice systems also exhibited
by agents is prioritizing their own methods of making
determinations about what is just and unjust and acting
accordingly. In the context of COVID-19, we see this
manifest in discussions about whether the public should
listen to the protocols and policies that governance bodies
supply to the public. For example, some commentators
in Uganda problematized state and civil society led calls
for social distancing, deeming these policies unjust and
reserved for the economically privileged as many people
rely on daily cash transactions to meet basic needs12 or
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of murder that the justice system itself deems unjust.15
Another example in all four cases is non-adherence to
laws and policies meant to eradicate racial discrimination,
particularly in the public realm.16 As the pandemic
illuminated in various ways, marginalized racial and ethnic
communities continue to experience discrimination in all
distancing-is-a-privilege-few-can-afford.
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four countries.17 This is in part because many people do not
adhere to relevant laws in their interactions with “others”.
Admittedly, many people are just unaware of their biases
and problematic assumptions about other groups, which
can contribute to reinforcing internalized, interpersonal,
and systemic racism.18 But some agents refuse to accept
that racism exists or that it is bad or unjust. They instead
prioritize their own worldview, experiences, moral codes,
cultural values, and myriad other factors over those of an
institutionalized justice system.
The last feature agents share with administrations of justice
is their willingness and capacity to use their resources (e.g.,
social and economic capital) to impose their own ideas
about just and unjust action on other people and entities.
In the context of COVID-19 response, many agents across
contexts used diverse tactics to get other people to wear
masks and socially distance in lieu of governance bodies
enforcing these restrictions.19 We also witnessed skeptics
17
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calling out those that do adhere to state-issued protocols
and policies, calling them “sheep”20 or generally encouraging
critical thinking and critical analysis of governance during
the pandemic.21 Others that reject COVID-19 as a real local
and global threat have gone as far as disallowing patrons
wearing facemasks from entering their privately owned
business establishments.22 These agents are using their
resources, be it their words or their respective power over
privately owned spaces, to enforce their own criteria of
determining just and unjust action. But we have seen
agents tap into their individual and coordinated power for
centuries, particularly when it comes to determining a
just social order and realizing fundamental human rights.
In Uganda, likeminded agents in the masses mobilized
to decolonize their country from oppressive British rule.
In the United Kingdom, university faculty, students, and
staff mobilized to “decolonize” their institutions to combat
epistemic violence. In America, mass mobilization of
agents produced several civil rights movements and more
recently, Black Lives Matter. In Canada, women’s suffrage
and Indigenous and human rights movements require(d)
coordinating like minded agents in the masses to change
the criteria of just and unjust action according to the state.
All the examples included in the discussion here reinforce
that individual human beings can and often do function as
administrations of justice in the everyday, which can have a
significant impact on whether we experience our respective
notions of governance. Thus, it is useful for us to understand
popular criteria used by agents in the masses to determine
which actions are just and unjust be it customary or codified
laws from institutionalized justice systems, religion, culture,
trauma, or other factors. This can help the masses, activists,
and governance entities more effectively determine the
types of social and societal change required to establish
age-covid-19/.
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better governance systems free from the various injustices
spotlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond.
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