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Until Wuhan coughed in November 2019, it 
was a widely held historical commonplace 
that “When France sneezes, Europe catches 

a cold”. As I contemplate the devastation of the US-
patented ‘Wuhan virus’ from my perilous existence 
in its Johannesburg epicenter, I deliberately eschew 
Statistical data on daily COVID-19 infections, deaths 
and recoveries because that only answers the 
tumescent question that stealthily occludes the 
disturbing fact that vaccines and technologies 
are deleterious to the body of the subaltern. Of 
all modifiers in the efforts to flatten the curve, 
the World Bank/IMF sponsors of the flattening 
exercise (by debt-fuelled relief) have erased the 
subaltern’s poverty co-morbidity in gentrified zones 
of non-being as a co-morbidity of COVID-19. As the 
COVID-19 pandemic takes its toll the world over, it 
leaves in its trail bodies of the subaltern who are the 
subject-effect of the international socialization of 
capital. In a perverse sense, the subaltern groups are 
now the detritus in the zero-sum game whose rules 
are embedded in the complex trade deal—and war 
for dominant market share—between China and the 
United States. 

To unmask the co-morbidity of poverty is to 
understand the invidious nature of the bilateral trade 
tariffs, patents and technologies on health in general 
and on the subaltern in particular. For the purpose of 
understanding the full meaning of the synecdoche of 
the parallel production of the facial mask and the 5G 
mast, I take a leaf from the schizoanalysis offered by 
Deleuze and Guattari:

“we must first establish a parallel between desiring-
production and social production. We intend such a 
parallel to be regarded as merely phenomenological: 
we are here drawing no conclusions whatsoever as to 
the nature and the relationship of the two productions, 

nor does the parallel we are about to establish provide 
any sort of a priori answer to the question whether 
desiring-production and social production are really two 
separate and distinct productions. Its one purpose is to 
point out the fact that the forms of social production, like 
those of desiring-production, involve an unengendered 
nonproductive attitude, an element of antiproduction 
coupled with the process, a full body that functions as a 
socius. This socius may be the body of the earth, that of the 
tyrant, or capital. This is the body that Marx is referring to 
when he says that it is not the product of labor, but rather 
appears as its natural or divine presupposition. In fact, it 
does not restrict itself merely to opposing productive forces 
in and of themselves”

(Anti-Oedipus, 2000:8).

What regulates the conditions of possibility for 
surviving the COVID-19 pandemic may, at face-value, 
emerge the technologies that enable what Jeremy 
Rifkin, in misplaced optimism, calls the ‘Collaborative 
Commons’(2015). It is here that the logic of capital 
uses the Internet of things as it’s inscribing socius: the 
technological platforms that regulate conditions of 
possibility are subject to both trade agreements and 
contestation. The ostensible aim of these platforms 
is the facilitation of the penetration of the world as 
one common market configured not only on the 
ruins of worldwide economic meltdown but on the 
heap of subaltern bodies that are the surplus of the 
COVID-19 downturn economy. If anything, it is sensible, 
to reframe the Rifkin’s ‘Collaborative Commons’ as 
what Lenin described as “the neighbouring marshes, 
the inhabitants of which, from the very outset, have 
reproached us as having separated ourselves into an 
exclusive group and with having chosen the path of 
struggle instead of the path of conciliation”(1960: 131) 

 In another sense, the subaltern constitutes the 
collateral damage of the trade war over ownership of 
technological platforms on the basis of which post-
pandemic recovery collaborations will be entrenched. 

On the one hand, if the subaltern does not wear the 
mass-produced or 3D fabricated mask of either Chinese 
or US provenance, the subaltern is in danger of fatal 
infection. To sustain the breathing of the subaltern 
requires production o pandemic survival goods and 
recovery services that stem from technologies patented 
on the US-China Trade Agreement. On the other hand, 
the subaltern is placed in the zone of non-being—to 
borrow from Frantz Fanon—where the reification of 
colonizing capital (disguised as multi-billion dollar 
Euro-American Foreign Direct Investment or Chinese 
loans) vibrates carcinogenically on the subaltern body 
through the radiation emitted from the 5G mast. 

“As the COVID-19 
pandemic takes 
its toll the world 
over, it leaves in its 
trail bodies of the 
subaltern who are 
the subject-effect 
of the international 
socialization of 
capital. “
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The subaltern is asphyxiated through deprivation of 
Oxygen, a scenario that takes on a symmetrical severity 
as the plunder of Africa’s mineral resources such as 
tantalum, cobalt, platinum and gold, to say the least 
of Africa’s riches, as return on indirect investment in 
African conflict and Foreign Direct Investment planted 
by both sides of the US-China Trade divide. 

That is to say, to negotiate the space of the much-
vaunted “Collaborative Commons” is to ineluctably 
bear the brunt of that trade divide; to breath in that 
space opened up by the “Collaborative Commons” is to 
soak in the tariff structure on which patents encode a 
profit on your online activity; to enter into any virtual 
and physical space leaves a trace that renders the 
subaltern both a target market and perishable goods 
in the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic. Death is 
added to “despotic deterritorialization and infinite debt” 
(Deleuze & Guattari, 2000: 200-222) as the full body of 
money-capital redefines the contours of the matrix 
of the Collaborative Commons. This subaltern death 
is commensurate debt and depopulation writ large. 
Contrary to what Rifkin (2015) imagined as an era of 
nearly free goods and services, genocide—not the 
death of capitalism---is the cost masked by the social 
marketization of COVID-19 prevention. Needless to say, 
COVID-19 was patented by and now bears its profits 
that rise the more the subaltern body perishes and the 
more the demand for either one of two evils: a profit-
bearing vaccine that finishes the work of sustained 
biological warfare against the black subaltern body, 
or the smart solution that necessitates a lockdown fit 
for seamless installation of 5G masts according to the 
capital’s sub-logic of gentrification patterned on the 
international socialization of capital. 

Once the necessity of 5G technology proliferates, 
a grand narrative of the Smart City will emerge as 
the subaltern submerges in graves en masse. To be 
“smart” in leveraging the Internet of things requires an 
amorality: masking the obvious stigmata emblazoned 
on the body of the subaltern due to the toxicity of 
both radiation and invidious trade agreements to a 
point where—with a 5G mast or without a mask—the 
subaltern literally cannot breathe! 

As the poles of the masts become ubiquitous in 
crowded cities and townships, from Soweto to Umlazi, 
from Detroit to Memphis, indeed from Seshego to 
Gugulethu, I am emboldened to not only grieve for 

the fallen bodies of the subaltern but also memorialize 
them in a paean manqué:

A Mother’s instinct is to please;
Mother Nature left us
to our devices
As this pandemic induces the politics
Of 5G,
invokes the economics
Of G7
And intones the Armageddon 
Beforehand—
Well before vaccines
Involve the implant 
Of the mark of the beast:
Sing, O, Zion!
Cherubims circle
The Throne of Christ 
The King 
Whose life was given
That you and I
The Subaltern 
May come out unscathed by
COVID-19 
Sans tarrif-driven ventilator 
nor patented vaccine;
Sans 5G Mast
nor N95 facial mask:
Let the Subaltern breathe!

To breathe at a time such as this, is to bring love 
back into a very fragile humanity. As D.H. Lawrence 
(1976: 200-201) famously says of love:  “We have 
pushed a process into a goal ... The process should 
work to a completion, not to some horror of 
intensification and extremity wherein the soul and 
body ultimately perish.” 

Once the necessity 
of 5G technology 
proliferates, a grand 
narrative of the Smart 
City will emerge 
as the subaltern 
submerges in graves 
en masse.
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