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On 26 March 2020, when COVID-19 infections 
worldwide had reached half a million and 
South Africa was nearing the one thousand 

mark, President Ramaphosa addressed the South 
African National Defence Force (SANDF) in preparation 
for a national lock down. He was decked out in military 
gear, and explained his outfit as recognition of his role 
of commander-in-chief of the SANDF. His stature was 
commander-like but the tone of his address was one of 
compassion. The president was at pains to remind the 
soldiers and the police that they were to exercise their 
force with respect and care. He said that this was their 
most important deployment. The people were afraid 
but should not be afraid of them. They were there to 
protect the people from “an invisible enemy”. 

In response to the call from the National Institute for 
the Humanities and Social Science (NIHSS), there are 
two aspects of the president’s address that I want to 
reflect on in this submission. The first is the approach of 
command and control in addressing the pandemic. The 
second, is the metaphor of “an invisible enemy”. This 
notion of the invisible enemy has gained much traction 
in the COVID-19 discourse. The virus is not visible to 
the naked eye, can thus attack with stealth and is 
therefore harder to control. Its invisibility is biologically 
determined.  I want to use this metaphor to cast light 
on an enemy in our midst that is more dangerous, 
which will worsen the impact of the pandemic 
and which the pandemic will, in return, exacerbate. 
The enemy in this case is inequality, its invisibility is 
often politically and socially determined. This invites 
commentary on the pandemic and the conditions 
shaping it from a social justice perspective.

The South African government’s approach to the 
COVID-19 pandemic moved very quickly into one 
of command and control, more quickly than most 
nations. This approach has drawn praise and support 
from various sectors of society and the international 
community. The president’s address likewise, signaled 
the approach of command and control. This was 
not surprising. What was more significant, was the 
effort put into balancing command and control with 
compassion and care. In direct contradiction of the 
“skiet, skop and donner” (Afrikaans for shoot, hit and 
beat up) language used previously by cabinet ministers, 
the president was setting out a clear mandate for the 

security forces. This was an attempt to signal a role of 
a peace force. A peace force going into battle with an 
invisible enemy. 

At dawn on the first day of military-enforced 
lockdown, the sound of a low flying helicopter 
broke the silence. I assumed it was the military 
making its presence known. I was reminded of the 
sounds and presence of the military during past 
states of emergency in South Africa, particularly 
during the period of political violence in the then 
Natal province. Those emergency regulations and 
military deployments were declared by the Apartheid 
government in its desperate attempts to assert 
command and control in its final stages of rule. Then, 
the role of the security forces was not to protect the 
people and the officially-declared enemy was more 
visible. The real enemy, rendered invisible by the 
cover of emergency regulations, but later revealed 
by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, was the 
apartheid state and its death squads. But let me return 
to the present emergency, battle and invisible enemy. 

It is true that the corona virus is an enemy more 
pernicious, frightening and difficult to combat because 
of its invisibility. Ironically, this stealth factor is what 
makes people, rather than soldiers, the real fighters. 
Only each of us can protect ourselves and each other 
from the virus through our behavior at this time. 
The power to combat the virus is really in the hands 
of the people! But our power to do this is seriously 
circumscribed by where we live and the conditions 
under which we live. And these conditions vary more 
in South Africa than anywhere else in the world. In 
terms of the Gini co-efficient, South Africa was the most 
unequal country globally in 2015. This hasn’t changed 
much since. Inequality, I believe, will be the single most 
important factor shaping the course of this disease in 
South Africa. This is the true enemy and we have for too 
long been trying to make it invisible. Will the corona 
virus reveal the fault lines of our society and the world 
at large? Will it unmask a bigger enemy?     

The phrase “uncertain times” has become the 
COVID-19 mantra. Even with the best statistical 
modeling, there is no certainty on the trajectory of the 
disease in South Africa. Our infection rate is similar to 
those of other countries in the early phase. Sadly, as I 
write, the announcement of the first deaths in South 

www.nihss.ac.za/hssresponse

“Inequality, I believe, 
will be the single 
most important 
factor shaping the 
course of this disease 
in South Africa. This 
is the true enemy and 
we have for too long 
been trying to make 
it invisible.”

Fighting the invisible enemy



AFRICAN HSS RESPONSES

COVID-19

Africa are announced. These numbers will grow. The 
nation’s hope is that the lockdown will flatten the 
curve. This is important, particularly in a context of a 
weak and uneven health system. But there are other 
factors about our context, that have been named 
and which have influenced the early command and 
control plans. These include our high numbers of 
TB and HIV infections. No other country in which 
the virus has played itself out beyond the phase we 
find ourselves in, has had this level of comorbidity. 
This is part of the uncertainty for the South African 
curve. But when we add inequality, which has not 
officially been named, and which already shapes the 
demographics of the TB and HIV pictures, we have 
greater uncertainty. 

While parts of society have been able to stock up 
on food and medicine and their favourite treats, large 
parts of the South African population do not know 
how they will feed their children. Much of the informal 
economy where these precarious livelihoods are 
hustled, have been closed or curtailed. Many are not 
sure of having clean water and soap, so vital at this 
time. Crowded living arrangements are the norm here 
and social distancing is a cruel joke. This is where the 
pandemic is likely to be most devastating. Is this part 
of our uncertainty? 

We recently held a virtual meeting in my discipline 
to talk about the possibility of gearing up for remote 
teaching. Most universities across the globe have 
moved to this mode of teaching and learning. Most 
South African universities are likewise building 
capacity for such engagement with students. 
Hereto, we are confronted with the variability of 
capacity to switch to online and digital formats. For 
many countries where technology, bandwidth and 
expertise exists, the transition is relatively easy. In 
South Africa, some universities are more ready and 
able to make the transition. At my university there are 
many challenges. Some of these are becoming more 
visible in planning for remote teaching. A survey 
conducted with some of our students revealed that 
some were without both a computer and smart 
phone. Their access to technology that supported 
their learning, via the university and internet cafes, 
has been removed by the university shutdown 
and now the national lockdown. So even plans to 
provide free data for students will not address the 

challenges of this group of students. There are also 
explorations of loaning tablets to students in need, 
to try to close the digital divide. However, for some, 
poor connectivity in the areas they live in poses a 
further challenge. And so we must accept that the 
missing data in such surveys may be the most telling 
data. Inequality, again, determines our response to 
educational provision during the pandemic. But even 
if there was technology, data and connectivity, this 
group of students is more likely to be dealing with 
illness in their midst because of the factors discussed 
earlier. No amount of humanizing pedagogy and 
technology provision can remove the barriers and 
inhumanity of inequality. 

When the pandemic ends, and it will, our ability to 
reconstruct our lives will again vary on the basis of 
our diverse class positions. COVID-19 will thus deepen 
inequality. There will be many lessons from this 
pandemic and some positive outcomes. Some already 
visible are the rapid plans to find accommodation for 
some of the homeless and water for communities 
which have long struggled without such basic 
services. There are indications that nature is being 
given a chance to recover without our toxic presence. 
Many acts of compassion, solidarity and community-
building are being birthed by the pandemic. All over 
the world people are being forced to reconsider how 
they teach, learn and relate to others and the planet. 
All of this will usher a new post-COVID-19 research 
agenda for the humanities and social sciences. 

I hope that one of the post-COVID-19 silver linings 
would be that the socially-constructed “invisibles” are 
made visible and put firmly on the agendas of all. If 
nothing else, COVID-19 should prompt the building 
of a new consensus on humanity and nationhood. It 
should galvanise us, as state, citizens and residents, to 
acknowledge the longstanding enemy, inequality. This 
stubborn virus, sometimes referred to as structural 
violence, the invisible hand that kills and maims, will 
continue to prey on vulnerable people long after 
the corona virus has been tamed. We should keep 
open the National Command Council, maintain the 
inter-ministerial teams and expand partnerships with 
civil society and humanitarian organizations, to find 
solutions to ending inequality. This would be a way to 
activate sustainable command and control, with care, 
in preparation for future disasters. 
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