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INTRODUCTION

     Parallel with the spread of SARS-CoV-2, national governments are trying to limit
the pandemic’s consequences. Measures are taken under pressure. Probable
devastating scenarios such as raising death tolls, health care system collapse, and a
financial crisis cast a shadow over political decision-making. As an immediate
reaction to COVID-19 threats, governments around the world introduced travel
restrictions and mandatory quarantine for people traveling from the so-called risk
countries. 

     Analysts were quick to recognize that such grand-scale sanitary measures had
wider political and social implications. Only few days after the World Health
Organization officially characterized the coronavirus outbreak as “pandemic” in
March 2020, the political scientist Ivan Krastev wrote that “the coronavirus will call
into question some of the basic assumptions on which the EU is founded.”   Krastev
outlined early lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic, including increasing trust in
local governments, strengthening the role of nation states within the EU, and
submitting to “the appeal of the big data authoritarianism.”  Following Krastev’s
argument, if we analyze the political effect of measures introduced during the
current crisis, then, it would be beneficial to draw historical comparisons. 

     Approaching critically the widely spread political discourse of “unprecedented”
phenomena and “urgent” measures, a historian would not underestimate the
ubiquitous presence of old ideas. Especially, while pondering contemporary politics,
a historically grounded analysis would recognize the echoes of words already
uttered in the past, centuries old notions that shaped policies to counter previous
health crises. In any case, I am not trying to question the necessity and efficiency of
sanitary measures for limiting the spread of COVID-19. The main argument of this
comment is that some urgent measures introduced during the current health crisis
echoed centuries old methods for disease control which were efficient only to a
certain extent in a different cultural and political context. 

Ivan Krastev, Seven Early Lessons from the Coronavirus, 18 March 2020, European Council on Foreign Relations,  
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_seven_early_lessons_from_the_coronavirus [Accessed: 6 April 2020].

Ibid.
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Daniel T Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), p. 414.

Ibid.4
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      Times of crises in particular, usually do not stimulate innovations in problem
solving. Historians have observed that crises witness a return to old, already familiar
solutions. Studying the introduction of the first social policies as a response to the
Great Depression in the 1930s, the historian Daniel Rodgers encounters a striking
paradox: “at the moment when the conventional wisdom unravels, just when new
programmatic ideas are most urgently needed, novel ones are hardest to find.” .
According to Rodgers, “[c]rises lead to a frantic rummaging through the existing
stock of policy notions - notions that can be adjusted and refigured for the
circumstances, but that carry authority precisely because they possess a pedigree
older than the present moment. It is this rapid movement of ready-made ideas into
the political center that warps the normal threads of time in crisis politics. The policy
ideas pressed into service in the emergency are, as often as not, old, formulated in
other circumstances to meet other conditions. They are an eruption of the past into
the present.”  The following comment on the contemporary coronavirus crisis will
examine two main fragments from “the eruption of the past into the present”: travel
restrictions and quarantine - the first large scale responses that repeated a
centuries-old political reflex. 
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TRAVEL RESTRICTIONS AND
THEIR HISTORY

     Following the development of the SARS-CoV-2 outbreak in Wuham (China) in
December 2019, many countries around the world introduced travel restrictions
across national borders by March 2020. In the public space and media discourse
this widespread practice was dubbed “closing borders.” Logically, this decisive
political step triggered debates on globalization’s effects and the future responses
to globalization. 
     Travel restrictions had significant cultural and political repercussions especially
for the EU-member countries from the Schengen area because those countries
completely removed their borders in order to facilitate the unrestricted movement
of people – one of the founding principles of the European Union. By the end of
April 2020, 17 Schengen countries  reintroduced border control  due to threats
related to Covid-19, which temporary altered the landscape of the European Union.
Two months later, most countries lifted travel restrictions. Border control was
prolonged in few cases though. Based on official information from August 2020,
some Schengen countries like Denmark, Finland, Lithuania, and Norway are still
using border control based on coronavirus threats, while France justified the same
measure with “continuous terrorist threat and risk of terrorists using the
vulnerability of States due to COVID-19 pandemics.” 
      Reinforcing the borders in the Schengen area existed as a potential right of all
member states. The official announcement published on the website of the
European Commission highlights that “the Schengen Borders Code provides
Member States with the capability of temporary reintroducing border control at the
internal borders in the event that a serious threat to public policy or internal security
has been established.”  Presented as a “serious threat”, the virus contributed to a
seemingly extreme political step that was hardly imaginable for the EU members
before the pandemic. 

Temporary Reintroduction of Border Control, An announcement published on the official website of the European Commission,
www.ec.europa.eu [Accessed: 8 August 2020.]
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E. L Jones, The European Miracle: Environments, Economies, and Geopolitics in the History of Europe and Asia (Cambridge, UK;
New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 142.

Ibid.9
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      Looking back in the history of the region, however, we could see that introducing
strict border control and travel restrictions was one of the oldest strategies for
limiting the spread of diseases. Bubonic plague, known as The Black Death, created
the earliest health crisis that crossed borders of an increasingly entangled world in
the XIV century Europe characterized by developing sea-trade routes and contacts
with the expanding Mongol empire. In that context, the significant population loss
following political crises caused by the Black Death came as a shock for Europe. By
the XVIIth century the continent started to recover witnessing the emergence of one
of the most efficient and extreme measures for diseas control called“ cordons
sanitaires” – a guarded border area that effectively limited the movement of people.
Cordons sanitaires controlled migration between Prussia and France while the
Habsburg Empire built a 1,000 miles long cordon stretching from the Adriatic to
Transylvania in order to limit the plague spreading from the Ottoman Empire...
Travelers passed the cordons only at quarantine stations where goods and coins
were disinfected.  The early history of introducing border control for sanitary
purposes supports the assumption that this was one of the most effective measures
for limiting lethal diseases such as the bubonic plague and remains until today one
of the first already tested responses during a health crisis. 
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OLD AND NEW RULES FOR
QUARANTINE

     After most governments lifted gradually the travel restrictions introduced widely
in March and April 2020, the measures evolved into a more individualized procedure
adapted to the nationality and travel history of each individual. By the summer of
2020, the 14-days quarantine became a ubiquitous requirement for people coming
from countries with high infection rates. For instance, Germany introduced
mandatory 14-days quarantine for those who have stayed in “risk countries” prior to
entry. The Robert Koch Institute (the German federal institution for disease
monitoring and prevention) updates daily a list with countries considered at risk for
spreading Covid-19.
     According to the methodology used by the institute a certain country becomes
“at risk” if “there were more than 50 newly infected people per 100,000 inhabitants
in the last seven days.”     In addition to this quantitative indicator, qualitative
evidence from regular reports originating from German diplomatic missions abroad
contributed to assembling the updated list with countries “at risk”.
The definition of quarantine during the coronavirus crisis is provided by the World
Health Organization (WHO): “[t]he quarantine of persons is the restriction of
activities of or the separation of persons who are not ill but who may have been
exposed to an infectious agent or disease, with the objective of monitoring their
symptoms and ensuring the early detection of cases.”
     According to the WHO recommendations for member states, the quarantine
measures that were introduced early in an outbreak may delay the introduction of
the disease to a country.   The quarantine bore wider social implications due to the
fact that it affects people who are only potentially exposed to infectious disease. As
a result, nationality, travel history, and social contacts with infected people were
attached to strictly medical indicators. This entanglement between social categories
and medical notions opens up spaces for political considerations (including the
relevance for tools that monitor social contacts and movement in this case) while
implementing sanitary measures. 

Robert Koch Institut, Informationen zur Ausweisung internationaler Risikogebiete durch das Auswärtige Amt, BMG und BMI.
https://www.rki.de/DE/Content/InfAZ/N/Neuartiges_Coronavirus/Risikogebiete_neu.html [Access date: 8 August 2020.]
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World Health Organization, Considerations for quarantine of individuals in the context of containment for coronavirus disease
(COVID-19). 19 March 2020. https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/considerations-for-quarantine-of-individuals-in-the-context-
of-containment-for-coronavirus-disease-(covid-19) [Accessed: 8 August 2020.]
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     One could take one step further and even argue that quarantine aims at reaching
a deliberate psychological effect for countries under threat of uncontrolled spread
of the virus. Thus, it is not a coincidence that the WHO recommends that before
implementing quarantine,“ countries should properly communicate such measures
to reduce panic and improve compliance.”    Some scholars emphasize that the first
quarantines in history had mainly psychological effects demonstrating the will of
rulers to implement immediate measures to protect the local population. This was
the case with the early quarantines at the Adriatic trading ports of Ragusa and
Venice where in mid-XVth century any ship arriving from a place suspected of plague
had to anchor in a secured place and remain for forty days without communication
with the land.    Although the measure itself was medically well-founded and forty
days were enough for an infection to burn out, quarantine and other public health
measures were far from being a decisive step for controlling the plague outbreak.3
Retrospectively, researchers identified that the XVIIIth century shift from wooden
houses with thatch roofs to stone and brick dwellings played an important role in
eliminating the main possibility for rat fleas (the main carrier of plague) to enter in
contact with humans. 
     The plague’s case is not the only historical example in which public health
measures were taken under pressure while the most efficient solution to tackle the
health crisis was discovered only during the pandemics’ later stages. Responses to
the cholera outbreak in the XIXth century Europe very much echoed the already
established political reflex for limiting plague spread. Russia, Austria, and Prussia
established again cordons sanitaires across its borders against threats from Asia.
Mobilizing 60 000 soldiers Prussia, for instance, subjecting travelers to “a rigorous
quarantine and new cleansing measures, and even washing banknotes or
fumigating letters they had on their person.”5  Europe again succumbed to the
quarantine approach interfering in the newly developed steamship travel and trade
routes only to accept much later in the course of the pandemic that the control of
drinking water is the key factor for limiting the spread of cholera. In 1849, the
English doctor John Snow discovered that cholera was a water-borne disease and it
took more than 50 years before the only efficient measure was widely introduced.
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CONCLUSIONS

      A historical analysis of current urgent sanitary measures demonstrates that the
authority of old practices for disease control remained intact today. Without denying
the urgent need for efficient measures against the COVID-19 outbreak, one may not
ignore the wider political and social implications of large scale decisions like travel
restrictions, reintroducing border control in the Schengen area, and mandatory
quarantine based on travel history. Studying the political effect of such measures in
a historical perspective, the main political issue is to evaluate the extent to which
certain sanitary measures reflect a state’s will and potential to implement urgent
decisions. Specific historical example show that during crises governments tend to
reintroduce already tested measures which, in the long run, are not the solution of
the problem, but only the first step in searching or waiting for the most efficient way
to limit a pandemic’s impact.
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