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Abstract. Every crisis is a moment both of the intensification of borders (social, economic, geographical . . . )

and of their potential breaking down – a moment of the reaffirmation of a certain social model and of its questioning. Borders have acquired centrality in the imaginary of the management of the pandemic. They are a
constitutive part of the pandemic condition, endowed with a new symbolic and cognitive force. The new importance of borders in times of a pandemic also shows the complexity of the concept of border itself and accelerates
the trends underway regarding borders’ transformations. The pandemic draws a new strategic border space and
accentuates the complexity of the relationship between sovereignty and territory inherent to the process of globalization. The massive interventions by states to shore up the economy and support businesses and workers have
the goal of stabilizing the economy, without any intention of entering into a logic of redistribution and expansion
of public services. These massive bailouts may simply be the prelude to a more virulent phase, where a crisis of
legitimacy and a crisis of social reproduction and of the global forms of governance of neoliberalism are interwoven. The contradiction between the free movement of capital and goods and the limited movement of labor
that characterizes globalization can be further intensified, while the rhetoric of borders and control takes on new
relevance.

1

Introduction

“Many people blame the Coronavirus epidemic on globalization, and say that the only way to prevent more
such outbreaks is to de-globalize the world” wrote
Noah Harari (2020) in a disapproving tone at the beginning
of the pandemic. For him it was wrong to blame globalization for the current pandemic, since in the past humanity has
already faced other and more deadly crises of this kind: “Epidemics killed millions of people long before the current age
of globalization. In the 14th century there were no airplanes
and cruise ships, and yet the Black Death spread from East
Asia to Western Europe in little more than a decade. It killed
between 75 million and 200 million people – more than a
quarter of the population of Eurasia” (Harari, 2020).
His thesis attempts to disconnect the pandemic and global
capitalism. There is no doubt that pandemics have occurred
throughout history, having a close relationship with urbanization, trade and wars. But one thing is to see that pandemics

are inherent in human history and the other is not to see how
the conditions of gestation and propagation of the COVID-19
pandemic concretely relate to neoliberal globalization.
2

A globalization pandemic

Contrary to Harari’s theses, the current pandemic is undoubtedly the daughter of globalization and neoliberalism and their
particular spatial and temporal configurations. It is so in several ways.
First, COVID-19 is part of a historical acceleration
of pandemics as a result of environmental degradation.
Mike Davis (2006) and Robert Wallace, in his work alone or
with other collaborators (Wallace, 2016; Wallace and Wallace, 2016; Wallace et al., 2020), have pointed out the connections between global health and neoliberalism. Their research focuses on the economic, environmental and spatial structural conditions that explain the emergence of pandemics. Deforestation, destruction of the natural habitat of
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wild animal species and the impact of agrobusiness have
played a decisive role in the multiplication of zoonoses in recent decades. Deforestation, parallel to peri-urbanization, reduces the distances between human populations and the wild
viruses that were locked up in the tropical forests. Meanwhile, agrobusiness leads to large-scale hyper-concentration
and uniformity of animals, weakening their immune system and the firewalls that slow down the transmission of
pathogens. The permanent renovation of the stock and the increase in the geographical scope of industrial farming amplifies and speeds up the circulation and evolution of pathogens.
The current pandemic is part of the broader process of ongoing global ecological crisis and reinforces the need to understand human health in interaction with natural ecosystems, as
does the discipline of planetary health itself (Ostfeld, 2017).
Secondly, the geography of its expansion is related
to the main economic poles and globalized cities, as
Kim Moody (2020) has shown. Significantly, the COVID19 reached the European Union (EU) through the circuits
of the international economy, its value chains and just-intime logistics. The mobility of commodities runs parallel to a
global mobility of certain segments of people (business people, tourists . . . ) that has become naturalized and rendered
invisible, as Adia Benton (2020) points out. It is instructive that the virus arrived in Europe through the production
and logistic circuits of global capitalism and not through the
refugees who arrive at its shores. This does not detract from
the fact that, in the end, a real catastrophe also developed in
the refugee camps once, inevitably, the virus entered them
(Godin, 2020).
Thirdly, the pandemic has acquired a properly planetary
scope (still unevenly) and has not been limited merely to
certain regions, as was the case with some of the great pandemics of the past – i.e., the Black Death in the 14th century,
centered in Europe, the Mediterranean and the Middle East.
Its geography is that of a globalized economic and trade system.
Fourth, the very speed of its spread is a result of the speed
of trade, and the movement of goods and people under global
capitalism. In fact, even supporters of the global capitalist
model such as Yossi Sheffi (2017) have pointed out how
the global economy is vulnerable to the logic of contagion
(whether financial, health, or other). Indeed, the history of the
spread of cross-border pandemics shows a pattern of historical acceleration in line with the intensification of economic
exchange and growing interdependence.
Finally, the deadly capacity of the COVID-19 is related to
health pathologies typical of contemporary capitalism, such
as pollution, or obesity due to unhealthy eating. It must therefore be linked to a broader public health crisis linked to a
certain social model based on the widespread commodification of social relations and an unbalanced relationship with
natural ecosystems. In this sense, the urban lockdown itself
has brought to light such diverse issues as the weakening of
public health systems after decades of neoliberal policies and
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the lack of regular contact with the natural environment that
the inhabitants of large urban concentrations live in.
For this set of reasons it is convenient not to analyze the
COVID-19 crisis as the result of an exogenous element (although in a superficial sense the virus is) but as a crisis
caused by the eco-social contradictions of neoliberal globalization. For this reason, its outbreak, however spectacular
it may have been, cannot be considered a surprising element,
but rather a catastrophe foretold – a catastrophe the possibility of which was warned of by multiple agencies, among
them the Pentagon itself in its January 2017 report, “USNORTHCOM Branch Plan 3560: Pandemic Influenza and
Infectious Disease Response” (Klippenstein, 2020). Since
the outbreak of avian flu in 1997 in Hong Kong, western governments developed national strategies to prepare for future
pandemics, although they were insufficient. In the case of the
United States, for example, a 2016 report by national security analyst Christopher Kirchhoff (2016) noted, in light of
the recent experience of the Ebola outbreak in West Africa,
major gaps in pandemic preparedness. The Obama administration launched a Directorate for Global Health Security and
Biodefense within the National Security Council, dismantled in 2018 by the Trump administration. From this point
of view, the most tragic aspect of the current situation is
not only the gravity of the situation but, as Simon Critchley (2020) has pointed out, the very fact that it was known
that it would happen.
Every crisis acts as a clarifier of social reality, showing
truths that are usually hidden. “Border” and “crisis” are two
concepts that present some analogies that help to understand each other. Borders are spaces of exclusion, a limit
space that marks a constituent outside, often a terra incognita.
But they are also territories of hybridization and political–
cultural crossbreeding. This double character of the spatiality
of the border can be related to the temporal characteristics of
every situation of crisis. An analogy can be established between the spatiality of the border and the temporality of the
crisis. A crisis marks a turning point, a division between two
periods, an end of stage to enter a potential unknown territory. It also marks a moment of connection between the real
present and a possible future, a moment of opening of the
possible. Crises are also a frontier time, between an agonizing reality and another to come, while borders are usually a
space of crises.
Every crisis is a moment both of the intensification of borders (social, economic, geographical . . . ) and of their potential breaking down – a moment of the reaffirmation of a certain social model and of its questioning. Crises allow us to
extend the frontiers of what is possible and to think at new
horizons, while at the same time they entail the threat of an
involution and a closing of expectations. They are moments
of clarification of social relations showing what in times of
normality is not always perceptible. A concrete example, referring to borders, has been the temporal and geopolitical
partial inversion of border patterns of population control,
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with countries of the global south decreeing a ban on the entry into their countries of travelers from the European Union,
once the latter proved to be one of the epicenters of the pandemic. This episode is undoubtedly transitory and does not
imply any structural change in border policy or in the differential population mobility of globalization. But it has the
pedagogical virtue of bringing the real meaning of border and
control policies affecting the bulk of the world’s population
in normal times relatively close to the heart of the western
world (Borriello and Salihoglu, 2020).
“The Great Lockdown”, as the IMF (2020) itself has called
the present crisis, has reflected the vulnerability of global
capitalism and the fragility of existence. It has brought to
the heart of the western world, and its middle class, a feeling
of unknown health insecurity, breaking the illusory sense of
being on the sidelines of the public health catastrophes that
have repeatedly affected the global south. Globalization built
what Andersson (2019) has called a “No Go World”, based
on a global geography of fear, focused by illusory remote
areas of insecurity. The pandemic modifies this geography
of fear, simultaneously reinforcing the sense of external and
internal danger and bringing the danger closer to the door.
The spread of the virus across the planet and into the heart
of the western world constitutes a socio-health boomerang
effect, a globalization boomerang, which presents analogies
with the colonial and imperial boomerang effect, analyzed by
Hannah Arendt (2017 [1951]) many decades ago in pointing
out how the practices of European colonial racialization and
territorialization prepared the ground for the emergence of
fascism in Europe.
The pandemic has shaken the symbolic, cultural and psychological borders behind which a false sense of security was
built. From this point of view, the hardships of lockdown,
fear, insecurity . . . , which have been lived as extraordinary,
constitute, for various reasons, the ordinary life of a very
important part of humanity. What has been experienced is,
therefore, both extraordinary and ordinary, recalling in some
way Walter Benjamin’s (1940) old statement that “The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘emergency situation’ in which we live is the rule” – not in the sense of not
knowing how to distinguish crises from normal moments or
to dissolve the very idea of crisis into a pathological normality, but in the sense of remembering the harshness of the daily
life of millions of people under global capitalism.

3

The borders of the pandemic

The response of governments, within the existing wide variety of attitudes (from the denial à la Trump, to the total lockdown of many European and Latin American countries, or to
the electronic tracking policies of some Asian countries), has
been contradictory and not always coherent. But border closure has been a universal practice. The pandemic has led to a
new prominence of borders (Wille and Kanesu, 2020). Borhttps://doi.org/10.5194/gh-75-431-2020
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ders have acquired centrality in the imaginary of the management of the pandemic. They are a constitutive part of the
pandemic condition, endowed with a new symbolic and cognitive force. Throughout history, border closure has been a
constant during pandemics and, in fact, disease control was
one of the first reasons in the modern world to justify border
controls (Kenny, 2000).
The closure of borders, both in its real and ideological dimension, has in part attempted to defensively replace the very lack of coordination and capacity for joint
international action shown by states. They have been, as
Byung-Chul Han (2020) remarked, a “desperate expression
of sovereignty” but at the same time they reflect the global
failure of the policies implemented. The closing of borders
serves to transmit an (illusory) image of control, facilitates
the biopolitical management of the crisis and, in the case
of governments like Trump’s, fosters a nationalist discourse
that presents the virus as an external threat (Brown, 2020).
In reality, the denomination of the virus as “Wuhan virus”
or “Chinese virus” represents a sort of linguistic bordering
(Nossem, 2020a) aimed at presenting the virus as foreign and
beyond national borders. This connects with a long tradition
of scapegoating in times of pandemics, such as that of the
Jews during the Black Death, usually along racial and national lines.
The closure of borders, as Nossem (2020b) points out, not
only implies a policy focus on the national arena but also
a limited vision of the national itself. It draws a schematic
inside-out imaginary that considers the national as something
that can be isolated from the outside. It projects a simplistic and straightforward image, analogous to the walling process that has gained strength in recent decades, marking a
symbolic but illusory crystal-clear inside-out and them–us,
as Wendy Brown (2010) has shown. There is also an analogy
between the fortress mentality of closing borders and the social fear of certain social groups during the pandemic (Liu
and Bennett, 2020) as pandemics reinforce a vision of the
world were boundaries between people to strengthen. The
logic of closing external borders is complemented by a logic
of internal social stratification in which the very concept of
“social distance” can be reframed as social and spatial fortification of the most privileged groups.
In reality, behind this schematic image of fortification produced by border closure, the new importance of borders in
times of pandemic also shows the complexity of the concept
of border itself and accelerates the trends underway. According to Shachar (2020a, b) the border undergoes a mutation in
its form: it goes beyond being a mere dividing line of a territory, extending to its interior and exterior, becoming a “shifting border” – that can escape through space and unfolds at
various points and scales, combining static and dynamic aspects. Walling and shifting border dynamics are two parallel
and overlapping processes whose recombined logic is deepened.
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The transformations of the border and its acceleration during the pandemic draw a new strategic border space and highlight the political and strategic character of the construction
of the space itself, as Kristin Ross (1989) classically analyzed. At the same time, they accentuate the complexity of
the relationship between sovereignty and territory inherent
to the process of globalization. They show in a broader sense
the multiplicity and heterogeneity of the very concept of border, pointed out by Étienne Balibar (2002) in a context of
multiplication of borders in today’s world. This process runs
parallel to the growing heterogeneity of the semantic field of
the concept of border itself (Mezzarda and Neilson, 2013).

4

The fate of neoliberalism

The paradox of the current crisis is that it is the result of
conscious, but undesired, decisions by governments to stop
production. States were forced to act against their will, albeit
knowing the impact that the lockdown would have on the
economy, for fear of losing legitimacy if the health situation
went out of control and for fear that in the end the costs could
be worse if the pandemic situation was prolonged. Lockdown
was adopted as the lesser evil in the absence of other alternatives. In this way we have witnessed a particular reformulation of the classic tension between accumulation and legitimation identified by O’Connor (1979) in the seventies. For
him the state had two potentially contradictory types of intervention: to legitimize the system to the masses and to guarantee accumulation. For decades neoliberalism fostered measures favorable to accumulation which, in the end, weakened
its legitimacy, while in the current crisis, to maintain legitimacy the states had to take measures that were detrimental,
in the short term, to the accumulation of capital.
Undoubtedly, once this path was adopted there has been
attempts to exploit the situation (which vary according to
the socio-political context of each country), by appealing to
national unity with patriotic rhetoric, legitimizing the armed
forces through their tasks of civilian assistance, and standardizing new electronic surveillance techniques that will have
more future uses than health care.
The current crisis erupts after a decade of political–cultural
erosion of neoliberalism and in a context of increasing internal tensions of globalization, geopolitical friction and disagreements between elites. The framing of an exculpatory
narrative of globalization is not as mechanical as in 2008,
and the problems of legitimacy of political power are greater.
As in 2008, many voices have pointed to the end of neoliberalism. Even from the economic and political establishment
itself, many statements have been made about the need for a
change of course. Does this mean that we are facing the end
of neoliberalism and the return of a kind of Keynesianism?
The massive interventions by the states to shore up the
economy and support businesses and workers are in reality
a kind of what can be called transitory instrumental emerGeogr. Helv., 75, 431–436, 2020

gency Keynesianism to stabilize the system, without any intention of entering into a logic of redistribution and expansion of public services (which does deny the fact that the
relegitimization of public health care will make privatization policies more difficult). More than a redistributive reorganization, the measures carried out by the different governments have consisted of intervening temporarily to sustain the economy and avoid its collapse, in particular to support businesses, but without altering the basic coordinates of
the neoliberal model – a kind of inverted upwards Keynesianism. They will probably seek to reorganize the chains of
global production for the benefit of a greater autonomy of the
states in strategic selective questions (i.e., sanitary material)
but without reverting the process of socio-political disorganization of the working class and loss of trade union bargaining
power propitiated by globalization.
If the neoliberal theses prevail, this second wave of massive bailouts to sustain the economy, after the first one
in 2008 oriented to the financial system, may simply be the
prelude to a more virulent phase, where a crisis of legitimacy
and a crisis of social reproduction and of the global forms of
governance of neoliberalism are interwoven. This would imply a hardened neoliberalism, where climate instability, increasing authoritarian interventions in domestic politics and
recurrent border crises (such as the migratory crises that have
brought the border regime of the European Union into crisis
since 2015) are combined – in the midst of greater geopolitical tensions and growing fractures between different fractions of the political and financial elites.
The contradiction between the free movement of capital
and goods and the limited movement of labor that characterizes globalization can be further intensified, while the
rhetoric of borders and control takes on new relevance –
largely because of the need for states to project a sense of
control and authority in an increasingly interdependent and
vulnerable world and because of inter-state power struggles.
The role of the border in the production of the heterogeneous
time and space of global capitalism (Mezzarda and Neilson,
2013) may become even more acute. The hardening in recent months of the external regime borders of the European
Union, accelerating a process begun in 2015, is a good example (Philip, 2020) – the history of border control during
pandemics showing that the extraordinary policy of restrictions is often prolonged after them (Kenny, 2020).
A scenario, in short, where the space and time discordances (to use the terminology of Daniel Bensaïd, 1997) of
neoliberal globalization explode even more. Space discordances, in the sense that globalization has led to an internationalization of production and value chains, while the world
remains politically structured around national states and national social formations. Time discordances, in the sense that
in the current multidimensional crisis opposing temporal logics operate, where the immediacy of financial interests, the
short-termism of parliamentary politics and political elites,
or the long temporalities of the ecological crisis collide.
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Afterlife neoliberalism

We can consider ours to be the time of the historical decline
of neoliberalism, an epoch of what some have called “zombie
neoliberalism” (Fisher, 2013; Peck, 2010). Perhaps it is even
better to call it afterlife neoliberalism. The present moment
can be read as an interregnum, in the Gramscian sense of the
term. One era is running out and another uncertain one is yet
to come. The post-crisis world will be the result of the balance of forces, in its dual national and international dimensions, between the various socio-political projects/blocks in
play. Every crisis ends with a process of reorganization of
social and geopolitical relations whose final outcome is the
result of the social and political collisions that take place during it. The paradox of the current situation is that a deep crisis of legitimacy of global capitalism coexists simultaneously
with a structural weakness of the anti-neoliberal progressive
forces, albeit with some successes, in a context of growing
reactionary alternatives. Suffering from deep ideological and
cultural discredit the fate of neoliberalism is not yet politically settled.
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