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СИНЕРГИЯ МЕЖДУ  
ГЕОПОЛИТИКОЙ И БИОПОЛИТИКОЙ:  

В ЦЕНТРЕ ВНИМАНИЯ ВАКЦИНЫ ОТ COVID-19

Статья проливает свет на причины и последствия геополитики 
в отношении вакцин от COVID-19. Ключевая предпосылка заключа-
ется в том, что в гибридной международной системе геополитика 
приобретает еще большее значение, чем раньше. В этом контексте 
пандемия COVID-19 и вакцины превратились в инструменты по-
литики власти, а не в медицинские проблемы и актив для спасения 
жизней. Источниками исследований в основном являются средства 
массовой информации, но из различных географических районов, ко-
торые затем соотносятся с имеющимся научным анализом в от-
ношении так называемой пандемополитики во многих частях мира. 
В статье показаны текущие тенденции, формирующие мир: внеш-
няя геополитика и внутренняя биополитика. Частные корпорации 
усилили свою власть над государствами и их населением. Результат 
этих двух сочетающихся тенденций (геополитики и биополитики) 
показывает реальный баланс сил: преобладают корпоративные ин-
тересы, в то время как государство склоняется к авторитаризму. 

Ключевые слова: геополитика, COVID-19, вакцины, многополяр-
ность, пандемополитика, глобальная солидарность.
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THE SYNERGY BETWEEN  
GEOPOLITICS AND BIOPOLITICS:  

COVID-19 VACCINES IN FOCUS 

The article sheds light on the causes and consequences of the geopolitics of 
vaccines against COVID-19. The key premise is that in the hybrid international 
system, the geopolitics gets more importance than before. In that context, the CO-
VID-19 pandemic and the vaccines have turned into power politics tools rather 
than a medical issues and an asset to save lives. The research sources are mostly 
media-based, but from a variety of geographical areas, and then are correlated 
with available academic analyses concerning the so-called pandemopolitics in 
many parts of the world. The article displays the ongoing tendencies that shape 
the world: geopolitics externally and biopolitics internally. Private corporations 
have strengthened their grip on the states and their populations. The outcome 
of these two combining tendencies (geopolitics and biopolitics) reveals the real 
power balance: the corporate interest is prevailing, while the State succumbs to 
authoritarianism. 

Key words: geopolitics, COVID-19, vaccines, multipolarism, pandemopoli-
tics, global solidarity.

Introduction. For some time after the end of the (first) Cold War, it looked as 
if the applicability of geopolitical theory was seriously questioned and even aban-
doned in some academic circles. But as soon as Fukuyama’s prophesied “end of 
history” proved to be just a pipe dream, or better as an expression of another he-
gemonic geopolitical agenda in disguise, there was a shift. The use of geopolitical 
lenses in various contexts witnesses a revival: it implies a new dynamic of the 
changing international order with no unanimously accepted definition. The CO-
VID-19 pandemic is just the latest instance that speaks of the regained impor-
tance of geopolitics in 21 century, which is especially emphasized in the world of 
so-called second global bipolarity and/or bi-multipolarity [9]. The line between 
potential ‘friends and foes’ is hardly defined. Fouskas and Roy-Mukherjee rightly 
point out that “global politics can no longer be premised on the binary Schmit-
tian divide of ‘friend-enemy’, as was the case during the Cold War (‘us against 
Communism’) and after 9/11 (‘us against the terrorists’) – domestic politics is a 
different ballgame.” [5]
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The State’s Comeback: Good or Bad News? The State has always been 
a Janus-like entity: it is all about a dialectic unity of the two sides of the state’s 
functions. The façade of the public and good things done for the sake of the 
people provides legitimacy even for the policies that go in the opposite direction. 
The most developed Western states have compromised the idea of a welfare state 
due to the global impact of neoliberal medicines of the 70s. National leaders 
openly declared that “the welfare state of the 20th century is over” and a new 
“participation society” should take its place, in which people must save and in-
vest to create their own social safety net with less help from the government [4]. 

The wake-up call of the COVID-19 in 2020 was not gentle at all. The State 
has revamped its traditional mission (res publica) since ‘participation society’ 
has proved unable to deal with such a dramatic health crisis. It was more than 
50 years ago when Margaret Thatcher called for a reduction of social institutions 
because they were “too costly”. All societies that were saving on public services 
now faced the consequences of the disastrous economic logic applied primarily 
to health sector. Having been unable to change things amidst the havoc, they 
have resorted to other measures, such as lockdowns, disciplining the masses, fear 
mongering, and even stigmatization and punishment for the disobedient ones. 
The biopolitical power for the sake of Life is in the hands of the State, but the 
medical protection (be it in a form of medical equipment, research, therapy, and/
or vaccines) is merely out of state control – except in the states (such as China 
and Russia) where the market is not as ‘free’ as it should be according to the neo-
liberal paradigm.

An insightful analysis shows that there is nothing novel in the recent turn. 
There has always been a hidden bond between corporate capital and state – ever 
since the Great Deal, or the bail-out operations during the 2008 global financial 
crisis. Without state support (and public money) the financial sector could not 
have got out of the deep crisis imposed by bubble financialization. The only nov-
elty now is the both State and Capital have been enforced to take care of Life (and 
Death), i.e. population as such (which is a definition of biopolitics). 

The pandemic has proved the validity of the dictum “socialism for the rich 
and capitalism for the poor” since state policies assure that more resources flow 
to the rich than to the needy. Sharma [14] argues:

“Modern society looks increasingly to government for protection from major 
crises, whether recessions, public-health disasters or, as now, a painful combination 
of both. Such rescues have their place, and few would deny that the COVID-19 
pandemic called for dramatic intervention. But there is a downside to this reflex 
to intervene, which has become more automatic over the past four decades. Our 
growing intolerance for economic risk and loss is undermining the natural resil-
ience of capitalism and now threatens its very survival. The world economy went 
into this pandemic vulnerable to another financial crisis precisely because it had 
already become so fragile, so heavily dependent on constant government help.”

The Synergy Between Geopolitics and Biopolitics: COVID-19 Vaccines in Focus/Синергия 
между геополитикой и биополитикой: в центре внимания вакцины от COVID-19
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Despite all the critical tones and promises that “once the pandemic is over, we 
all need to talk”, there is still a major concern about how to save and beautify the 
capitalist system and thus hide the structural violence embedded in it. A recent 
Oxfam study [11] found that since the start of the pandemic, the world’s richest 
10 billionaires have seen a wealth increase of half a trillion dollars – enough to 
pay for every person on the planet to get a vaccine. 

Vaccines (Dis)Order: Competition vs Health Protection? With no inten-
tion to go deeper into the issue of the virus’ origin (Boyle 2020), it seems ap-
propriate to agree that the notion of pandemopolitics may help understand how a 
public health problem becomes a geopolitical and geo-economic issue [20]. Like 
in any war, here too truth was the first victim: China was almost immediately 
blamed by the Trump administration as the main culprit for the origin and the 
spread of the disease. In other words, great powers acted and positioned them-
selves internationally in the face of the pandemic in a strongly geopolitical way 
along areas of divergence which had persisted for a long time.

China indeed quickly imposed censorship on academic and research findings, 
while across the ocean there was hate speech on the “Chinese virus”. For Presi-
dent Trump the pandemic was a bigger attack on the US than the one on Pearl 
Harbor and the 9/11 [16]. The rare critical voices were either ‘canceled’ or down-
played. One state after another were undertaking measures that had been heavily 
criticized in the time when Wuhan was the center of attention. The lockdowns 
and various means of intrusion into people’s privacy have become commonplace. 
The rise of state responsibility and the borders re-appeared even within the EU. 
The growing and urgent needs for medical equipment quickly exposed the frac-
tures of the EU’s alleged solidarity. Only when China, Russia, and Cuba appeared 
as leading powers in the so-called ‘mask diplomacy’ did the West see the geopo-
litical danger.

The road to vaccines has not differed much. The West have become aware of 
its dependency and vulnerability in the pharmaceutical field especially because 
the most medicines were produced in Asia. The pandemopolitics called for a new 
marriage of interest between pharmaceutical companies and politicians in the risk 
society. The issue of having control over ‘national’ pharmaceutical capacities (but 
also in others, such as food production) was seen as an issue related to national 
sovereignty and society’s resilience. As said in the media “a shortage of masks, 
gloves, swabs… and now health has become a matter of sovereignty and national 
security” [10]. 

Promoting the idea that the pandemic was not only a global health issue but 
rather a geopolitical and geo-economic one, some scholars joined the blame 
game. They argue that “humanity has entered a new geopolitical cycle in which 
China’s centrality cannot be ignored”, i.e. that the multipolar world would be 
increasingly dominated by China, who will not be shy to use all geopolitical and 
geo-economic levers to discourage its competitors [20]. This position echoes that 
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of NATO: China has been identified as a key danger for the Alliance in the com-
ing period, in addition to Russia. In fact, the expert report NATO 2030: United for 
a New Era [12] directly points out to Russia and China, as key enemies. 

At first, the scientists were cautious with regard to vaccine production. What 
used to take a few years, all a sudden obtained a dimension of geopolitical ur-
gency and it became a matter of international prestige. According to the WHO, as 
of 18 February 2021 [21], at least seven different vaccines across three platforms 
have been rolled out. More than 200 additional vaccine candidates are in develop-
ment, of which more than 60 are in clinical development. The experience with the 
SARS virus and vaccine made the entire endeavor less demanding. WHO officials 
stress the unprecedented amount of financial means invested: the COVID-19 cri-
sis caused a huge impact that resulted in the highest allocation of money ever 
recorded in world history in making a vaccine [18]. However, one can hardly 
disregard competitiveness, secretive efforts, and the lack of wider global coopera-
tion, which speaks volumes about the state of affairs when it comes to humanity.

The corporate media have had their role in the creation of the overall atmo-
sphere of the vaccine race on a global level. Russia was the first country to reg-
ister a COVID-19 vaccine (Sputnik V) in August 2020, followed by Pfizer and 
others. Instead of relief and joy over the discovery, the media fueled distrust that 
came close to a conspiracy theory – as if it was not enough that the world popula-
tion had already been exposed to numerous paranoiac versions of the “real goals” 
behind the mass vaccination process. 

Instead of Conclusion: Vaccines as Global Public Good. Even before the 
promotion of the first vaccines, many guessed that the ultimate geopolitical game 
would be that of vaccine distribution: “Who will get the coronavirus vaccine 
first? All the lofty rhetoric aside, geopolitics and money talk. It’s not purely about 
protecting a population’s health” [15]. A vaccine is also vital in getting economies 
back on track. In the first months of 2021, not only USA (in cooperation with 
Germany), China, and Great Britain (in cooperation with India) licensed their 
vaccines, but in addition to Russia there were other producers, such as Cuba. In 
the best case scenario, smaller states may appear as subcontractors/hubs. Belo-
russia and Serbia come to mind thanks to their close relations with Russia [13]. 
The lack of empathy and fair distribution is evident as solidarity is closer to sci-
ence fiction than a realistic scenario. Probably, the most discouraging example is 
the EU itself. The smaller and weaker states could hardly get a fair share of the 
vaccines. They are rather pawns in the geopolitical games in which major produc-
ers give ‘vaccine packages’ in a pompous way, through ceremonies and in front 
of cameras, to promote their alleged solidarity and closeness to one or another 
country/region.  

A global alliance known as COVAX, established with an aim to accelerate 
the manufacturing of COVID-19 vaccines and to ensure fair and equitable access, 
failed too. De facto there is no efficient global alliance yet, and the states are try-
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ing to find their own way to vaccines. Two contrasting examples from the heav-
ily dependent Balkans come to mind. The Croatian president said: “This is not 
about sovereignism but about loyalty to the citizens. I would have bought vac-
cines even from the Chechen mafia, if available. That’s right, I’m caricaturing. 
Of course, Russia does not have enough. But this concerns my citizens, and who 
asks Brussels... Just like with the migrants, one should work based on one’s own 
interests.” [8] On the other hand, the Bulgarian parliament rejected the proposal 
of the largest opposition party to start negotiating the delivery of the Russian 
vaccine. [2]. The Macedonian case is illustrative too: the newest NATO member 
state has been wavering between its commitment and loyalty to the West at any 
cost, including the health of its population. Paradoxically, the first vaccines (even 
in a symbolic number) were delivered by a non-NATO neighbor Serbia and by 
the new ‘archetypal’ enemy – Russia. Next on the row are the Chinese vaccines. 
Vaccines are not only a matter of global geopolitical rivalries but they create 
similar effects on a regional level too. From a wider point of view, it is interesting 
to point out that Macedonia and Ukraine, two countries that went through colored 
revolutions/regime change inspired from the West, seem to be forgotten and left 
in the lurch  – both leaderships lamented that their allies had forgotten them [6]. 
Macedonian Prime Minister Zaev explicitly said that he had talked first with the 
Western allies to ask for understanding (i.e. permission) if the government pur-
chase non-Western vaccines. But the Western partners did not totally forget its 
Macedonian partners: “when there is no Pfizer, there is Schmeisser. A US dona-
tion of 1,269 M4 automatic rifles for the Army of the Republic of Macedonia is 
set to arrive in the country today”, reported the media [7].

Serbia appeared as one of the most successful states in providing vaccines 
even beyond the region. The surplus of vaccines allowed even the non-popular 
president Vučić to play the card of vaccine diplomacy and thus increase the coun-
try’s soft power in its once hostile neighborhood. The Bosnian foreign minister 
however openly expressed her dissatisfaction arguing that the vaccines were of 
low quality and usually used in poor countries [17]. In the otherwise divided 
Bosnian society, this statement was met with strong criticism for the incompetent 
minister who believed that Bosnia was not a poor state. The loyal pro-Western 
activists and analysts from the Balkans were immediately alarmed about the shift 
towards the East as something that was more threatening than the virus itself [for 
instance [3; 20]. 

The lack of global solidarity and unfair distribution of vaccines and other 
medicines across the world is no surprise. The cries for making vaccines a pub-
lic good that should be subject to humanitarian principles sound reasonable but 
at the same time they are just empty words when spelled out by top politicians. 
In addition to the tragic record of the pandemic, rich countries and benefactors 
have had a huge number of occasions to save lives from hunger, lack of drinking 
water, curable diseases, etc. In 2020 Arundhati Roy hoped for a radical change 
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and a “new portal” for a better world. A year later her words are just proof of 
failed hopes. The injustice is deeply embedded, both nationally and internation-
ally, in the political, economic, and societal structures. The world’s foundations 
lie on structural injustice, and the COVID-19 pandemic has mostly affected the 
poorest layers of any society. People have been discriminated against on various 
grounds, but the pandemic has proven that class differentiation is the most im-
portant (yet least taken into account) line of differentiation between worthy and 
expendable lives.  

From a geopolitical perspective, vaccine production and distribution is just a 
continuation of the geopolitical clash with different means (but the goal remains the 
same). The issues are securitized and a war-like rhetoric between the great powers, 
i.e. the West and the Rest, is thriving. It goes so far to blame the Russian, Chinese, 
and Iranian sides for an alleged crime against humanity due to their claims that the 
vaccines they produce are more efficient, less expensive, and more affordable than 
the Western ones. Yet the geopolitics of the pandemic and vaccines (just like the 
geopolitics of energy) have confirmed the deep cracks within and among states, 
which is consistent with the hybrid international system. The struggle between bio-
politics and geopolitics give a grim picture of world and its future. 
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