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Abstract:  
The Coronavirus is neoliberal in origin, spread and consequences. It is neoliberal in origin 
because scientists have been telling us for a long time that profit-driven deforestation has 
forced pathogens out of their traditional domains. It is neoliberal in terms of spread 
because the proliferation of the virus was aided by market-based policies pursued by 
neoliberal governments and by years of privatisation of public healthcare establishments. 
And it is neoliberal in terms of consequences because it has attacked primarily the poor, 
underprivileged and vulnerable, and because it has enabled profiteering and aggravated 
inequality, poverty and food insecurity. The way forward is to move away from 
neoclassical economics and inject a dose of morality in the economic decision-making 
process. 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
On 11 February 2020, the International Committee on Taxonomy of Viruses adopted the official name 
of the Covid-FDXVLQJ YLUXV� ³VHYHUH DFXWH UHVSLUDWRU\ V\QGURPH FRURQDYLUXV 2´ (6$56-CoV-2), 
FRPPRQO\ NQRZQ DV WKH ³&RURQDYLUXV´. $OWKRXJK YLUXVHV GR QRW KROG LGHRORgical views, and there is no 
right-wing or left-wing virus, the Coronavirus has conspicuous neoliberal footprints with respect to its 
origin, spread and consequences. Like neoliberalism, the virus has inflicted significant damage on 
humanity, but it has also produced a minority of beneficiaries and enriched the already rich and super-
rich. However, the silver lining is that the virus has exposed the problems with neoliberalism and made 
it clear that free market policies cannot cope with a pandemic of the scale of Covid-19 or any serious 
shock. 
 
The Coronavirus is neoliberal in origin because scientists have been telling us for a long time that large-
scale deforestation, which is linked directly to the activities and profitability of multinational corporations, 
has forced pathogens out of their traditional domains. It is neoliberal in terms of spread because the 
proliferation of the virus has been aided by market-based policies and thinking, and by years of 
privatisation of healthcare. And it is neoliberal in terms of consequences because it has attacked 
primarily the poor, underprivileged and vulnerable, and because (like any neoliberal policy) it has 
enabled profiteering, aggravated inequality, and pushed out the boundaries of poverty and food 
insecurity. 
 
 
  

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue101/whole101.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386
http://rwer.wordpress.com/comments-on-rwer-issue-no-101/


real-world economics review, issue no. 101 
subscribe for free 

 

 28 

The Neoliberal Origin of the Virus 
 
The Covid-1� SDQGHPLF LV W\SLFDOO\ GHVFULEHG DV DQ ³H[RJHQRXV VKRFN WR DQ RWKHUZLVH IXQFWLRQDO 
V\VWHP´, D ³EODFN VZDQ-W\SH HYHQW´ DQG D ³PHWHRULWH RI KLVWRU\ ZKLFK FDQ RQO\ EH DVFULEHG WR D IRUHLJQ 
HQWLW\´ (âXPRQMD, 2020). However, it is not so according to Rob Wallace, an evolutionary biologist and 
phylogeographer, who attributes the increasingly frequent appearance of corona viruses (such as 
SARS, MERS and Covid-19) to intrusion on the habitat of these viruses by business enterprises 
(:DOODFH, 2020D, 2020E). :DOODFH UHIHUV WR WKH ³DJURLQGXVWU\¶V GHYDVWDWLQJ LPSDFW RQ QDWXUDO 
HFRV\VWHPV´ DQG WR ³DQ LQWHUSOD\ EHWZHHQ LQGXVWULDO SURGXFWLRQ RI IRRG DQG D JURZLQJ PDUNHW IRU H[RWLF 
ZLOG IRRG´. 7KH ODQG-grab by multinationals, the consequent deforestation, and the push deeper into the 
UHPDLQLQJ SULPDU\ HFRV\VWHPV KDYH, DFFRUGLQJ WR :DOODFH (2020D), HQDEOHG ³VSLOORYHU RI SUHYLRXVO\ 
boxed-in pathogens to human communities that are forced to breach the natural barrier between them 
ZKLOH ZRUNLQJ´. 
 
Wallace (2020a) explains the tight links between new viruses, industrial food production, and the 
profitability of multinational corporations, suggesting that the real danger of each new outbreak is the 
failure or refusal to grasp the fact that the emergence of new viruses is not an isolated incident. He also 
DUJXHV WKDW ³DQ\RQH ZKR DLPV WR XQGHUVWDQG ZK\ YLUXVHV DUH EHFRPLQJ PRUH GDQJHURXV PXVW 
LQYHVWLJDWH WKH LQGXVWULDO PRGHO RI DJULFXOWXUH DQG, PRUH VSHFLILFDOO\, OLYHVWRFN SURGXFWLRQ´. He goes on 
WR VD\ WKDW ³FDSLWDO LV VSHDUKHDGLQJ ODQG JUDEV LQWR WKH ODVW RI SULPDU\ IRUHVW DQG VPDOOKROGHU-held 
IDUPODQG ZRUOGZLGH´, ZKLFK LV ZK\ ³SUHYLRXVO\ ER[HG-in pathogens are spilling over into local livestock 
DQG KXPDQ FRPPXQLWLHV´. :DOODFH (2020D) JRHV DV IDU DV VXJJHVWLQJ WKDW ³DJULEXVLQHVV LV VR IRFXVHG 
RQ SURILWV WKDW VHOHFWLQJ IRU D YLUXV WKDW PLJKW NLOO D ELOOLRQ SHRSOH LV WUHDWHG DV D ZRUWK\ ULVN´. 
 
Wallace is not alone in thinking that deforestation brings about new infectious diseases. The idea that 
deforestation can cause novel diseases and even global pandemics is not new: scientists have been 
blowing the whistle about the hazard of deforestation for a long time. As far back as 1976, William 
McNeill suggested that the first plague-causing pathogens, such as smallpox, are believed to have 
originated in tropical Asia early in the history of animal husbandry and large-scale forest clearing for 
permanent cropland and human settlements (McNeill, 1976). Zimmer (2019) tells a story about how 
deforestation in Indonesia forced resident fruit bats with no other option than to fly elsewhere in search 
of food, carrying with them a deadly disease. The rest of the story goes as follows: 
 

Not long after the bats settled on trees in Malaysian orchards, pigs around them started 
to fall sick²presumably after eating fallen fruit the bats had nibbled on²as did local pig 
farmers. By 1999, 265 people had developed a severe brain inflammation, and 105 had 
died. It was the first known emergence of Nipah virus in people, which has since caused 
a string of recurrent outbreaks across Southeast Asia. 

 
Zimmer (2019) quotes Andy MacDonald, a disease ecologist at the Earth Research Institute of the 
8QLYHUVLW\ RI &DOLIRUQLD (6DQWD %DUEDUD), DV VD\LQJ WKDW ³WKH more we degrade and clear forest habitats, 
WKH PRUH OLNHO\ LW LV WKDW ZH¶UH JRLQJ WR ILQG RXUVHOYHV LQ WKHVH VLWXDWLRQV ZKHUH HSLGHPLFV RI LQIHFWLRXV 
GLVHDVHV RFFXU´. 7ROOHIVRQ (2020) H[SODLQV ZK\ GHIRUHVWDWLRQ OHDGV WR SDQGHPLFV DV IROORZV� ³ZKLOH 
some species are going extinct, those that tend to survive and thrive ² rats and bats, for instance ² 
DUH PRUH OLNHO\ WR KRVW SRWHQWLDOO\ GDQJHURXV SDWKRJHQV WKDW FDQ PDNH WKH MXPS WR KXPDQV´. *XHJDQ 
DQG 9RXUFK (2021) SXW LW VLPSO\ DV IROORZV� ³'HIRUHVWDWLRQ GLVUupts the circulation of pathogens and 
HQDEOHV WKH HPHUJHQFH RI QHZ GLVHDVHV´. 0RUDQG DQG /DMDXQLH (2021) VXJJHVW WKDW RXWEUHDNV RI 
infectious diseases are more likely in areas of deforestation and monoculture plantations. Similar views 
are expressed by The Economist (2021), Zuker (2020), and Scientific American (2020). The 
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Coronavirus is a neoliberal virus in origin because it is a by-product of insatiable appetite for profit, in 
the spirit of the free market doctrine. 
 
 
Neoliberalism as an Enabler of the Spread of Coronavirus 
 
The spread of the Coronavirus was aided by unpreparedness, the fact that the private sector cannot 
deal with a pandemic, neoliberal policy makers who could not care less about ordinary people, and 
years of dismantling public health systems through privatisation. Since the 1980s, belief in the power 
of the market has led to a status quo where governments take a back seat, allowing the private sector 
to steer the economy for the benefit of the oligarchy. As a result, governments have been put in a 
position where they are not always properly prepared and equipped to deal with crises such as Covid-
19. Free markets cannot deal with a crisis of this magnitude. The economy is like the human body: a 
person who cuts himself shaving does not need the intervention of a surgeon, but the intervention of a 
surgeon is required when a person is involved in a major car accident. 
 
Covid-1� LV QRW D ³EODFN VZDQ´, EXW UDWKHU D FDVH RI QHJOHFWHG ULVN, ZKHUH QHJOHFW FDQ EH DWWULEXWHG WR 
neoliberal thinking, to the belief that that the market can solve any problem and that it does a better job 
than the public sector. It is true that a pandemic on this scale is a once-in-a-hundred-years event, but it 
has been a hundred years since the Spanish flu decimated humanity. The fact of the matter is that the 
Coronavirus was not unexpected. Gilding (2020) suggests that Covid-1� ZDV ³WKH ILUVW LQ D KHUG RI 
VWDPSHGLQJ EODFN HOHSKDQWV UDFLQJ WRZDUGV XV´. ,Q 1RYHPEHU 2005, 15 VFLHQWLVWV SXEOLVKHG D OHWWHU LQ 
Nature Medicine in which they warned of the possibility that a SARS-type bat Coronavirus would appear 
in humans (Menachery et al., 2015). In The Black Swan, 1DVVLP 7DOHE ZDUQHG RI ³WKH ULVN RI DQ DFXWH 
DQG YHU\ UDUH YLUXV DFURVV WKH SODQHW´ (7DOHE, 2010). 7KH 86 1ational Intelligence Council (2004) 
warned that globalisation could be slowed down or stopped by a pandemic. In April 2015, Bill Gates 
ZDUQHG WKDW ³LI DQ\WKLQJ NLOOV RYHU 10 PLOOLRQ SHRSOH LQ WKH QH[W IHZ GHFDGHV, LW LV PRVW OLNHO\ WR EH D 
highly infectiouV YLUXV UDWKHU WKDQ ZDU´ (*DWHV, 2015).  
 
The production and accumulation of the goods necessary to manage a pandemic are hindered by the 
manufactured leadership role of the private sector, which is motivated by one thing only (profit). For 
example, the early stages of the pandemic witnessed a scramble for personal protective equipment 
(PPE) and ventilators because they were in short supply. Olsen and Zamora (2020) suggest that the 
chaos provoked by the dramatic shortages of basic medical equipment illustrates the wasteful 
competition associated with market-driven solutions. Saad-)LOKR (2020) DUJXHV WKDW ³WKH GLVLQWHJUDWLRQ 
of the global economy left the wealthiest and most uncompromising neoliberal economies, the USA and 
the UK, exposed as being unable to produce enough face masks and personal protective equipment 
IRU WKHLU KHDOWK VWDII, QRW WR VSHDN RI YHQWLODWRUV WR NHHS WKHLU KRVSLWDOL]HG SRSXODWLRQ DOLYH´. 
 
7KH VSUHDG RI WKH YLUXV ZDV DLGHG E\ ³HSLGHPLRORJLFDO QHROLEHUDOLVP´ DV )UH\ (2020) FDOOV LW. 7KH 
underlying principle here is to let the market work its magic, even if it means allowing people to get sick 
DQG GLH IURP ³MXVW DQRWKHU IOX´. (SLGHPLRORJLFDO QHROLEHUDOLVP LV V\PEROLVHG E\ KHUG LPPXQLW\, ZKLFK 
relies on the assumption that a contagious disease is best overcome by leaving it unregulated. After all, 
an unregulated market and an unregulated contagious disease are similar in that they both kill, primarily 
the weak, the poor, the homeless and people with low socio-economic status. It is therefore plausible 
WKDW )UH\ GHVFULEHV KHUG LPPXQLW\ DV ³ELRORJLFDO ZDUIDUH´ DQG D ³ORJLFDO FRQWLQXDWLRQ RI WKH SROLWLFDO 
rationale that has governed the world for the past decades, taken to an extreme as a laissez-faire social 
'DUZLQLVP´.  
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7KH DWWLWXGH RI ³EXVLQess as usual²MXVW ZDVK \RXU KDQGV DQG NHHS \RXU GLVWDQFH´ LV LQWHQGHG WR DOORZ 
governments to abdicate their responsibilities during a health crisis. Al-Nakeeb (2021) accuses the 
former %ULWLVK 3ULPH 0LQLVWHU, %RULV -RKQVRQ, RI ³H[SHULPHQWLQJ ZLWK %ULWLVK OLYHV´ DV KH ZDQWHG %ULWRQV 
WR GHYHORS D KHUG LPPXQLW\ E\ QRW HQIRUFLQJ LVRODWLRQ, ZKLFK ZDV ³SUHFLVHO\ ZKDW &29,'-1� ZDQWHG´. 
Had Johnson persisted, Al-1DNHHE DUJXHV, ³KH ZRXOG KDYH ZLSHG RXW DOO WKH %ULWLVK HOGHUO\´. +H 
GHVFULEHV KHUG LPPXQLW\ DV D ³GHYLlish Malthusian solution to balancing the British budget by eliminating 
WKH HOGHUO\, WRJHWKHU ZLWK WKHLU SHQVLRQV DQG KHDOWKFDUH FRVWV´. /LNHZLVH, )UH\ (2020) DFFXVHV -RKQVRQ 
RI LQLWLDOO\ UHIXVLQJ WR LPSOHPHQW VRFLDO GLVWDQFLQJ, DLPLQJ LQVWHDG WR ³OHW WKH virus spread among people 
ZKR DUH DW ORZ ULVN, VR WKDW D ODUJH SDUW RI WKH SRSXODWLRQ EHFRPHV LPPXQH´. )UH\ DWWULEXWHV WKLV 
UHVSRQVH WR QHROLEHUDOLVP, ZKLFK ³KDV UHSODFHG VWDWH-led social policy with privatization and 
GHUHJXODWLRQ RI WKH PDUNHW´. 6KH DOVR DUJXHV WKDW ³EHOLHI LQ WKH LQKHUHQW MXVWLFH RI WKH PDUNHW KDV OHG WR 
D SROLWLFDO UDWLRQDOH, ZKLFK OLWHUDOO\ SXWV SURILW EHIRUH SHRSOH´.  
 
The spread of the virus has been aided by the neoliberal drive to privatise everything under the sun, 
including healthcare. Forty years of the privatisation of public health institutions (allegedly in the name 
of efficiency and for the benefit of consumers) has resulted in a disastrous situation as private 
healthcare providers have no commercial interest in preparing for or preventing emergencies. The 
spread has been aided by the lack of staff and material capacities in underfunded public hospitals, and 
the complete inability of the private, profit-motivated healthcare industry to provide even the most basic 
medical equipment and treatment when they are needed. The followers of neoliberal thinking disagree 
with this proposition and suggest that only the private sector can deal with the pandemic.  
 
Free marketeers argue that the development of a vaccine would not have been possible without the 
IUHH PDUNHW SULQFLSOHV. ,Q KLV GHIHQFH RI ³%LJ 3KDUPD´, 5DOSK (2020) SUDLVHV WKH ³JOREDO SKDUPDFHXWLFDOV 
VHFWRU´, ZKLFK ³KDV EHHQ ZRUNLQJ IRU PRQWKV ZLWK DFDGHPLD DQG JRYHUQPHQWV WR GHYHORS YDFFLQHV DW 
unprecedented speed and financial risk, but also against a backdrop of cynicism from a public weary of 
FRQWURYHUVLHV IURP GUXJ SULFH µJRXJLQJ¶ WR EULEHU\ DQG PDUNHWLQJ VFDQGDOV´. ,Q DQ HGLWRULDO, &LW\ $.0. 
(2020) suggests that only those who know the principles of free market economics, or those who are 
REVHUYDQW, UHDOLVH WKDW ³RYHU WKH SDVW KXQGUHGV RI \HDUV LW KDV LQYDULDEO\ EHHQ WKH SULYDWH VHFWRU, GULYHQ 
E\ QHHG, ZKR KDYH LQQRYDWHG WKH ZRUOG LQWR SURJUHVV´.  
 
Those who argue along these lines seem to overlook the fact that vaccines would not have been 
developed without government action and public sector support. Typically, pharmaceutical companies 
take the risk of innovation in return for a profitable period under patent protection. If research fails (in 
the sense that a useful product does not materialise) the underlying company will likely fail to recoup 
the cost of research and development. This means that the risk of innovation is borne by pharmaceutical 
companies. However, this time it is different as the risk posed by the pandemic forced governments to 
accept innovation risk by pre-ordering vaccines without knowing whether or not they would be effective. 
This acceptance provided the incentive for pharmaceutical companies to develop multiple approaches 
simultaneously in order to find those that work, while letting the government take the risk of those that 
do not work. Pharmaceutical companies have also been allowed to progress the vaccines through the 
necessary regulatory clearance stages more quickly, continuing with testing while seeking regulatory 
clearance in parallel, rather than sequentially. Those same companies have been assured that they 
would not face law suits if the vaccines produced side-effects that could kill or harm people. And they 
have been receiving billions of dollDUV RI WD[SD\HUV¶ PRQH\ LQ WKH IRUP RI UHVHDUFK JUDQWV DQG VXEVLGLHV.  
 
This can hardly be a triumph for the free market as noted by Parker (2020) who argues that it points to 
the importance of government policy in setting the right framework for innovation incentives. The refusal 
of Big Pharma (with the approval of their governments) to waive patents, even after making billions in 
profit and the elevation of top executives to the billionaires club, has allowed the mutation of the virus 
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and the wild fire of the Omicron that started in November 2021. Neoliberal ideas and policies provide a 
reverse-Robin-Hood redistribution of wealth from the poor and middle class to the rich and super rich. 
Being a neoliberal virus, it has done the same, providing cash cows fRU ³%LJ 3KDUPD´. 
 
Free marketeers believe that the pandemic can only be fought by using the private sector, which sounds 
an extension of the proposition put forward by Eric Prince, the founder of Blackwater, that it is more 
efficient to fight wars with priYDWH DUPLHV (PHUFHQDULHV) IXQGHG E\ WD[SD\HUV¶ PRQH\. )RU H[DPSOH, 
5DVPXVVHQ (2020) VXJJHVWV WKDW ³IUHH PDUNHWV DQG ZRUNLQJ HFRQRPLHV DUH DEVROXWHO\ HVVHQWLDO LQ 
order to effectively mobilize the resources required to take on COVID-19 and other public health 
SUREOHPV´. +H SURSRVHV D ³YLVLRQDU\ SROLWLFDO SURJUDP WR GHDO ZLWK &29,'-1� DQG IXWXUH SDQGHPLFV´²
WKH UHTXLUHPHQW IRU WKDW LV WR ³IUHH XS KHDOWKFDUH LQQRYDWLRQ DQG SRLQW RXW WKH OLIH-threatening effects of 
totalitarianism and groupthink at home and abroDG´. ,Q WUXWK, WKH IUHH-market provision of healthcare 
means that those who cannot afford it should be left to die, which is social-Darwinism at its best. In the 
Covid era, it means that those who cannot afford treatment should be allowed to infect others before 
they die. 
 
 
The Neoliberal Consequences of the Coronavirus 
 
It is a myth that the Coronavirus does not discriminate²it does. It discriminates against the 
underprivileged and the poor. The prevalence of free market thinking has led to the loss of the social 
VDIHW\ QHW IRU WKH PDMRULW\ RI RUGLQDU\ SHRSOH, VLQFH D VRFLDO VDIHW\ QHW LV IRXQG LQ ³QDQQ\ VWDWHV´ RQO\, 
DV SRVWXODWHG E\ IUHH PDUNHWHHUV. ,Q WKH 86, WKH ORVV RI KHDOWK FRYHU JRHV ZLWK WKH ORVV RI RQH¶V MRE, 
which means that those who lose their jobs are condemned to death and/or suffering. Oxfam (2020) 
has revealed that black deaths from Covid-19 are nearly two times greater than would be expected 
based on their share of the US population, and the same goes for Latinos. Neoliberal policies, which 
are divorced from morality, have provided the right environment for the neoliberal virus to strike, killing 
or condemning to misery those without a social safety net. 
 
Free marketeers are proud of the market because it has no morals²it behaves according tR WKH ³ODZ´ 
of supply and demand. It follows that profiteering during extraordinary circumstances is acceptable in 
an environment where behaviour is governed by the forces of supply and demand, which (according to 
the free market doctrine) the government should not obstruct. In a pandemic, the biggest profiteers are 
pharmaceutical companies, which take public money to develop a vaccine then they charge prices that 
are much higher than what is required to make a reasonable rate of return. In addition to profiteering 
from the vaccine, they also generate abnormal profit from treatment by raising the prices of prescription 
drugs. The Coronavirus is neoliberal because it is conducive to profit maximisation. 
 
Even doctors, the angels of mercy, took the pandemic as an opportunity to profiteer. A California doctor 
ZDV FULPLQDOO\ LQGLFWHG IRU VHOOLQJ $4000 ³&29,'-1� WUHDWPHQW SDFNV´, FRQVLVWLQJ RI K\GUR[\FKORURTXLQH, 
antibiotics, alprazolam (Xanax), and sildenafil (Viagra). A Connecticut internist used public Covid-19 
testing sites to conduct unnecessary tests for at least 20 respiratory pathogens, billing up to $2000 per 
person and charging insurers $480 to give patients test results by phone (Dyer, 2021). Four California 
hospital systems, which had spare beds, denied requests from overflowing nearby hospitals to take 
uninsured patients or those on Medicaid (Evans et al., 2020). According to some free marketeers, this 
kind of behaviour should not be regulated because eventually customers will detect the fraud and stop 
buying from the fraudster.  
 
Profiteering from the pandemic turned out to be a worldwide phenomenon. In Australia, where price 
gouging is not illegal per se, a biosecurity law was issued to prohibit the selling or offering for sale an 
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essential good at more than 120% of the value that the person bought the goods. Under this law, 
essential goods include masks, gloves, gowns, goggles, disinfectants and sanitiser. In Australia too, 
private health insurers have been raking in profits off the backs of Australian families struggling through 
the global health and economic crisis caused by the pandemic (Medical Technology Association of 
Australia, 2020). Similar horror stories come from the UK. In April 2020, the BBC reported that 
customers were seeing hand sanitiser being sold at £15 for 250 ml, toilet rolls for £1 each and pasta 
sold by the handful (BBC, 2020). 
 
The OECD (2020) reports similar stories from the rest of the world. In Spain, the authorities looked into 
excessive pricing behaviour in sectors affected by the crisis, including funeral services. In Greece, an 
inquiry was launched into possible price hikes and output restrictions of healthcare materials and other 
SURGXFWV. 5RPDQLD¶V FRPSHWLWLRQ DXWKRULW\ LQYHVWLJDWHG SULFH KLNHV RI VDQLWDU\ SURGXFWV, SURWHFWLYH 
equipment and disinfectants. In Italy, an investigation was initiated into the prices charged by a private 
health and laboratory group for serological tests to identify Covid-1� DQWLERGLHV. .HQ\D¶V FRPSHWLWLRQ 
authority sanctioned a supermarket for increasing excessively the prices of hand sanitisers. In South 
Africa, the government issued regulations that prohibit excessive prices for certain essential goods and 
services, ranging from foodstuff and medical supplies to masks and surgical gloves. The Indonesian 
competition authority looked into whether hospitals were overcharging for Covid-19 rapid tests. 
7KDLODQG¶V DXWKRULWLHV ORGJHG D FRPSODLQW RYHU DOOHJHG LQIODWHG SULFHV RI VXUJLFDO PDVNV VROG RQ DQ 
online platform. In Brazil, the authorities conducted an investigation into whether companies were 
profiting unduly from an increase in the demand for pandemic-related pharmaceutical products. It 
seems, therefore, that crisis profiteering has been rampant.  
 
Neoliberalism has been aggravating inequality, poverty and food insecurity. By its neoliberal nature, the 
&RURQDYLUXV KDV DOUHDG\ GRQH LWV ³GXWLHV´ LQ WKLV HQGHDYRXU. $V EDG DV LQHTXDOLW\ ZDV ZLWKRXW &RYLG-
19, the pandemic has made it worse via several channels. To start with, the pandemic has pushed up 
the prices of essential goods and services. The other channel is the rise in unemployment, with the 
biggest job losses affecting low-paid workers who are more represented in the sectors that have 
suspended activities such as hotels, restaurants and tourism services. Another form of interaction 
between inequality and the Coronavirus is that it has infected and killed the poor disproportionately. 
Furthermore, high-paid workers can work from home while low-paid blue-collar workers typically do not 
have this option. Then a higher share of low-paid workers are in essential services such as nursing, 
policing, teaching, cleaning, refuse removal, and store attendants who are more likely to come into 
contact with infected people. This is why Stiglitz (2020) describes the Coronavirus by saying that it has 
QRW EHHQ ³DQ HTXDO RSSRUWXQLW\ YLUXV´, DUJXLQJ WKDW LW JRHV GLVSURSRUWLRQDWHO\ DIWHU WKH SRRU, SDUWLFXODUO\ 
in poor countries, and in advanced economies like the US where access to healthcare is not 
guaranteed. 
 
A consensus view has emerged that Covid-19 will aggravate poverty worldwide, thereby contributing to 
the neoliberal cause. Sumner et al. (2020) provide estimates of the potential short-term economic 
impact of Covid-19 on global poverty through contractions in per capita household income or 
consumption. They demonstrate that the pandemic poses a real challenge to the UN Sustainable 
Development Goal of eradicating poverty by 2030 because global poverty could be on the rise for the 
first time since 1990, which represents a reversal of the progress made in this respect. They find that 
in some regions, the adverse impacts could result in poverty levels similar to those recorded 30 years 
ago.  
 
Other estimates have been prepared by the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). The ILO (2020) estimates, which are focused on 
the working population, suggest that between 9 and 35 million new working poor would appear in 
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developing countries in 2020 (at the higher World Bank poverty line of $3.20 per day). The IFPRI 
HVWLPDWHV, SUHSDUHG E\ 9RV HW DO. (2020D, 2020E) RQ WKH EDVLV RI WKH ,)35,¶V RZQ JOREDO &*( PRGHO, 
show that a one percentage point slowdown in global GDP growth would lead to rising poverty (at the 
lower World Bank poverty line of $1.90 per day) by between 14 and 22 million people.  
 
Poverty has been aggravated by the fall in remittances caused by Covid-19. For many low-income 
countries, the economic shock was magnified by the loss of remittances, the money sent home by the 
migrant and guest workers employed in foreign countries. Remittance flows into low-income countries 
represent a lifeline that supports households and provides much-needed tax revenue. Sayeh and 
Chami (2020) compare Covid-19 with previous economic crises, arguing that the pandemic poses an 
even greater threat to countries that rely heavily on remittance income. As a result of the global nature 
of this crisis, recipient countries have experienced dwindling remittance flows, while simultaneously 
enduring outflows of private capital and diminishing aid from struggling donors.  
 
A related issue is that of hunger and food insecurity, a problem that has been aggravated by the 
neoliberal virus all over the world. Covid-19 arrived at a time of unprecedented global need, with a 
record 168 million people already requiring humanitarian assistance at the beginning of 2020 
(UNOCHA, 2020). Food insecurity is not observed in developing countries only. Pollard and Booth 
(201�) SRLQW RXW WKDW ³KRXVHKROG IRRG LQVHFXULW\ LV D VHULRXV SXblic health concern in rich countries with 
GHYHORSHG HFRQRPLHV FORVHO\ DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK LQHTXDOLW\´. 7KH\ SXW WKH SUHYDOHQFH RI KRXVHKROG IRRG 
insecurity in some developed countries in the range of 8-20% of the population. Wolfson and Leung 
(2020) suggest that the disruptions to daily life generated by Covid-19 have created unique hardships, 
particularly for low-income Americans and communities of colour, who are historically at higher risk for 
food insecurity, and who are also at disproportionately higher risk for negative health and economic 
outcomes associated with the pandemic. Likewise, Bauer (2020) points out that since the onset of the 
pandemic, food insecurity has risen in the US. The same goes for the UK, as Butler (2020) notes that 
the pandemic has KDG D FDWDVWURSKLF HIIHFW RQ WKH QXWULWLRQDO KHDOWK RI WKH 8.¶V SRRUHVW FLWL]HQV ZLWK DV 
many as one in ten forced to use food banks while vast numbers skip meals and go hungry. 
 
 
The Silver Lining 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has forced a rethink of neoliberal principles and policies as the virus has 
highlighted the hazard of neoliberalism and exposed its shortcomings. The neoliberal virus has 
demonstrated that collective problems require collective solutions and a government that provides for 
the essential needs of its citizens. The pandemic is forcing a reconsideration of the free market doctrine 
and the role of the public sector in economic activity. Gilding (2020) argues that countries with a 
coherent, competent, respected and well-resourced state (everything market fundamentalists have 
sought to undermine) are likely to have both lower economic and human cost. He also argues that 
market fundamentalism is no longer even in the interest of the corporate sector or the financial elites 
EHFDXVH ³LW FUHDWHV XQPDQDJeable economic risks and ultimately poses an existential risk to 
FDSLWDOLVP´. 
 
It is widely believed that the Covid-19 pandemic provides an opportunity to depart from the free market 
GRJPD DQG UHFRQVLGHU EOLQG IDLWK LQ WKH IUHH PDUNHW DQG LWV LQYLVLEOH KDQG. ,VDNRYLü (2020) VXJJHVWV WKDW 
the pandemic has exposed the toxic effects of a system that has for far too long dominated every aspect 
RI RXU OLYHV. 1HROLEHUDOLVP, KH DUJXHV, KDV ³depleted our public services, turned our education and 
healthcare into profit-driven businesses, hoarded profits at the expense of undervalued and underpaid 
workers, favoured profitability of a militarised world over human security and well-being, and aggravated 
LQHTXDOLWLHV EHWZHHQ SHRSOH DQG FRXQWULHV´. *LOGLQJ (2020) VXJJHVWV WKDW ³&29,'-19 gives us clear 
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HYLGHQFH WKDW PDUNHW IXQGDPHQWDOLVP LV D IDLOHG HFRQRPLF VWUDWHJ\´ DQG WKDW WKH ³GHDWK RI IUHH PDUNHW 
IXQGDPHQWDOLVP DQG WKH UHWXUQ RI WKH 6WDWH´ LV WKH PRVW SURIRXQG RI WKH ³PDQ\ ORQJ-lasting social and 
economic impacts of the COVID-1� SDQGHPLF´. 0D]]XFDWR (2020) EHOLHYHV WKDW ³ZH FDQ XVH WKLV 
PRPHQW WR EULQJ D VWDNHKROGHU DSSURDFK WR WKH FHQWUH RI FDSLWDOLVP´. (YHQ WKH )LQDQFLDO 7LPHV (2020) 
subscribes to this view by entertaining the idea of reversing the prevailing policy direction of the last 
four decades.  
 
/LNHZLVH, .ÕOÕo (2020) QRWHV WKDW &RYLG-19 prepares for an ideological transformation that has the 
potential to put an end to neoliberal thinking. Pope Francis shares the sentiment, suggesting that the 
SDQGHPLF ZDV WKH ODWHVW FULVLV WR SURYH WKDW PDUNHW IRUFHV DORQH DQG ³WULFNOH-GRZQ´ HFRQRPLF SROLFLHV 
had failed to produce the social benefits their proponents claim (Pullella, 2020). Saad-Filho (2020) 
VXJJHVWV WKDW ³QHROLEHUDO FDSLWDOLVP KDV EHHQ H[SRVHG IRU LWV LQKXPDQLW\ DQG FULPLQDOLW\´ DQG WKDW 
³&29,'-19 has shown that there can be no health policy without solidarity, industrial policy and state 
FDSDFLW\´. /DVW, EXW QRW OHDVW, :ROII (2020) DUJXHV WKDW ³WKH QRYHO FRURQDYLUXV SDQGHPLF KDV H[SRVHG 
PDQ\ RI WKH VWUXFWXUDO ZHDNQHVVHV LQ FDSLWDOLVP´. 
 
 
The Way Forward 
 
The way forward should be a fundamental change in the economic system rather than what Feffer 
(2020) GHVFULEHV DV ³WKH WZHDNLQJ RI PDUNHWV WR DFKLHYH RSWLPDO SHUIRUPDQFH´. :LWK RU ZLWKRXW &RYLG-
19, the way forward is to do something about inequality, not only because it is grotesque and morally 
reprehensible but also because it is bad for the economy. According to Stiglitz (2020), the starting point 
is to abandon the neoclassical economic model of competitive equilibrium whereby producers maximise 
profit, consumers maximise utility, and prices are determined in competitive markets where demand 
DQG VXSSO\ DUH EDODQFHG, SURGXFLQJ WKH ³RSWLPDO´ RXWFRPH.  
 
In a post-pandemic world, the dignity of the public sector should be restored for the benefit of the 99%, 
away from the dominance of the private sector that serves the 1% only. This can be done by taking 
several measures. The response to a crisis (health or otherwise) should not only take the form of 
injecting funds, but rather governments must invest in, and in some cases create, institutions that help 
to prevent crises, or put them in a better position to handle crises when they arise. For example, 
strengthening healthcare systems requires long-term investment as well as the reversal of the trends 
involving privatisation, outsourcing and public-private partnerships (PPPs). Governments must take the 
responsibility of co-ordinating research and development activities, steering them towards public health 
goals. Furthermore, governments have a responsibility in shaping markets by steering innovation to 
serve public goals. Governments need to restructure PPPs in such a way as to serve social welfare.  
 
More drastic, but needed, action would be a bigger role for the public sector, which requires the 
nationalisation of some private enterprises that were once under public ownership (such as utilities). 
Al-Nakeeb (2022) argues that some activities are unsuited for private ownership because they should 
not have profit as a driver, including the courts, the military, prisons, and central banks. The private 
sector should never be entrusted with the provision of goods and services characterised by inelastic 
demand, most notably healthcare, education and utilities. Natural resources must also be under public 
ownership²this is not the North Korean model but rather it is how Norway has created a happy society 
that is free of homelessness. This leaves plenty for the private sector to provide and make profit out of, 
but private-sector entrepreneurs should never be allowed to benefit from death and misery. Democracy, 
according to Al-1DNHHE (2022), ³VKRXOG QHYHU VXUUHQGHU LWV HFRQRPLF DIIDLUV WR D SULYDWH FRPSDQ\´. 
What is requireG, DFFRUGLQJ WR 6WLJOLW] (2020), LV D ³FRPSUHKHQVLYH UHZULWLQJ RI WKH UXOHV RI WKH HFRQRP\´ 
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to contain corporate power, enforce the bargaining power of workers, and erode the rules governing 
the exploitation of consumers, borrowers, students and workers. 
 
Likewise, Saad-Filho (2020) puts forward propositions and recommendations to rectify the status quo. 
+H VHHV ³UDGLFDOO\ QHROLEHUDO DGPLQLVWUDWLRQV´ DV EHLQJ XQDEOH WR SHUIRUP WKH PRVW EDVLF IXQFWLRQV RI 
JRYHUQDQFH� ³WR SURWHFW OLYHV DQG VHFXUH OLYHOLKRRGV´. Accordingly, he proposes the nationalisation of 
WKH EDQNLQJ V\VWHP WR VHFXUH WKH IORZ RI FUHGLW DQG SUHYHQW VSHFXODWLRQ, DUJXLQJ WKDW ³LI WKH JRYHUQPHQW 
can give tens of billions to private-VHFWRU ILUPV, WD[SD\HUV PLJKW DV ZHOO RZQ WKHP´. ,Q VKRUW, KH VXggests 
that the economic burden of this crisis will be much higher than that of the global financial crisis, and 
that there is no way that public services can, or should, bear this burden. The only way out, as he sees 
it, is through progressive taxation, nationalisation, default where necessary, and a new green growth 
strategy. 
 
It is about time that we move away from neoclassical economics and its teachings that call for 
selfishness and reject altruism, all in the name of the alleged efficiency. The alternative is to adopt moral 
HFRQRPLFV, ZKLFK ³LQVWLQFWLYHO\ DQG UDWLRQDOO\ EDODQFHV PRUDOLW\ ZLWK PDWHULDOLVP DQG VRFLHWDO LQWHUHVW 
with self-LQWHUHVW, WR DFKLHYH WKH GXDO REMHFWLYH RI HFRQRPLF HIILFLHQF\ DQG IDLUQHVV´ ($O-Nakeeb, 2022). 
After all, overcoming the neoliberal virus requires high moral standards. A genius named Albert Einstein 
RQFH VDLG WKH IROORZLQJ� ³:H FDQQRW VROYH RXU SUREOHPV ZLWK WKH VDPH WKLQNLQJ ZH XVHG ZKHQ ZH 
FUHDWHG WKHP´. +H DOVR GHVFULEHG UHSHWLWLYH PLVWDNHV DV LQVDQLW\, RU ³GRLQJ WKH same thing over and 
RYHU DJDLQ DQG H[SHFWLQJ GLIIHUHQW UHVXOWV´. 3ROLWLFLDQV DQG SROLF\ PDNHUV VKRXOG WDNH (LQVWHLQ¶V DGYLFH 
on board. 
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