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The coronavirus pandemic threatens the very existence of 

humankind as we know it. But governments have responded 

with nationalistic approaches that fail to appreciate its global 

nature and also our interconnectedness and interdependence 

as a species. South Africa is a prime example (Callixte 2020). 

In April, President Cyril Ramaphosa told the African Union (AU) 

Bureau of Heads of State and Government that Covid-19 does 

not respect borders, and urged African leaders to contain the 

pandemic as a continent, asking that their work be underpinned 

by the principles of pan-African unity, solidarity and 

coordination. One would be forgiven for thinking that South 

Africa’s Covid-19 response would be underpinned by sentiments 

of pan-Africanism, inclusion and Ubuntu. This could not be 

further from the truth.   

Socio-economic exclusion 

The national lockdown in South Africa has led many migrant-

owned small businesses to collapse or the verge of bankruptcy. 

Many working-class migrants lost jobs and are unable to secure 

basic necessities. Many who sell items on sidewalks and at 

traffic intersections have subsisted on their capital and are now 

without any means of livelihood. The bulk of working-class 

migrants in South Africa operate retail kiosks in townships 

(locally called spaza shops) and hawk goods. Despite relaxation 

of the national lockdown on 1 May, many migrants are 

struggling to provide for themselves and their families just like 

working-class, poor and unemployed locals who do not have the 

luxury of working at home (Willie and Garba, 2020). 

The state’s crisis response ignores the full range and dynamics 

of vulnerability. It is not based in the structure of the society and 

local economies in townships and on city sidewalks, which 

integrate people irrespective of nationality and citizenship 

status. The state was only able to adopt an exclusionary 

citizenship-based criterion that excludes small enterprises 

whose employees, customers and creditors are made up of 

locals and migrants by categorising the vulnerable into those 

deserving and undeserving of social support. Undocumented 

migrants are considered least deserving, but even asylum 

                                                                 
1 It is important to note, however, that many of the working class and poor who are citizens find themselves excluded from state support for various 

reasons, and therefore struggling to survive.  
2 Many have been made vulnerable to harassment and extortion by law enforcement agents who are likely to ignore the moratorium on arrests of 

those whose permits expired during the lockdown while the Department responsible for these (Home Affairs) was closed.  

seekers and special permit holders have been excluded from 

most assistance provided by the state.  Their exclusion was 

challenged by Scalabrini in the Pretoria High Court. The court 

ordered the state to include them in the Covid-19 social relief 

grant (Scalabrini, 2020).  

Another example of the irrationality of excluding migrants is 

found in the lives of dispatch riders who crisscross urban South 

Africa delivering critical sources of survival, from food to 

medication.  Many are vulnerable migrants who do not qualify 

for any state support yet keep many South Africans fed and safe 

while risking infection by meeting numerous persons whose 

Covid-19 status they do not know on a daily basis.  

There is heightened exposure to the virus for the poor, working-

class and particularly migrants in many sectors of the informal 

economies. For instance, migrant hairdressers were forced to 

operate clandestinely in one of the lower middle-class 

settlements of Cape Town, beckoning people whose hair looked 

bushy who might consider a haircut. The hairdressers were not 

allowed to work during the nation-wide Level-4 lockdown, but 

neither are they provided for in relief packages. The closed shop 

they operate from has no ventilation. This creates conditions for 

easy transmission of the virus and other ailments. The state’s 

decision to exclude a vulnerable section of society from 

assistance endangers the very citizens who the state sees as its 

constituency and deserving of support 1 . Who will be held 

responsible if such clandestinely operated small business 

become hot spots for transmission? Given existing sentiments 

in the country, it is easy for organs of the state to direct popular 

frustration about the lockdown towards poor migrants as a 

group. 

Even in a narrow nationalist state, self-interests dictate that 

relief be extended to this vulnerable segment of society, who 

mostly lack rooted familial support systems. It is concerning that 

an officially sanctioned exclusion exists in requiring an identity 

document (ID) for social relief food parcels and unemployment 

insurance fund (UIF), even though migrant workers contribute 

towards the UIF2. The ID excludes all migrants except those with 

permanent residence, who are likely to be middle and upper 

classes. Moreover, it excludes refugees and asylum seekers even 
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though South Africa has an international obligation towards 

them. In an unexplained inconsistency it excludes refugees even 

though refugees are currently recipients of the SASSA (South 

African Social Security Agency) grants for pensioners, persons 

with disability and indigent children.  

Exclusion from health care 

Migrants are disproportionately susceptible to exclusion, stigma 

and discrimination, particularly when undocumented. The 

South African state bears a responsibility to ensure that 

migrants - documented or not - can access screening, testing 

and treatment.  The government believes that South Africa has 

around 4.2 million migrants. Yet it has failed to ensure they can 

access Covid-19 related health care. For example, the 'Person 

Under Investigation' registration form requires information on 

'nationality' and identification details. The form only provides an 

option for an ID or passport number, thereby excluding persons 

without these, such as refugees, asylum seekers, stateless 

persons and other categories of undocumented individuals 

(South African or not).   

The exclusion of any section of society from testing, treatment 

and the palliative measures put in place during this Covid-19 

period will, ultimately, undermine government's efforts to 

curtail the virus’ spread. It makes early detection, testing, 

diagnosis, contact tracing and seeking care for COVID-19 

difficult for refugees and migrants, thus increasing the risk of 

outbreaks in these population and presenting an additional 

threat to public health. 

The virus’ implications necessitate an inclusive approach 

because our individual and collective wellbeing is precariously 

interconnected. An inclusive approach was signaled in the 

regulations issued in terms of the Disaster Management Act, in 

which the government committed itself, without reference to 

nationality, to release resources to ensure delivery of essential 

services to prevent, limit, contain, combat and manage the 

spread of Covid-19. More than ever, the urgency of the moment 

places collective humanity as the primary focus of state action. 

The preservation of life should not be determined by nationality 

or documentary status.  

A narrow citizen-based approach was always inadequate in 

dealing with a diverse society. This has become more apparent 

in the face of Corona (Mbiyozo, 2020). The interdependent 

reality of life and death it reveals makes urgent a broad outlook 

on who belongs. Corona necessitates recognising the reality on 

the ground: membership of society is not limited to citizenship. 

To create divisions denies social processes and can be lethal.    

Narrow nationalism will not do at this moment. Migrants are 

integral to the fabric of many communities across South Africa. 

The bonds of sharing and solidarity, similar social circumstances 

and aspirations often cut across the reality of tensions and 

conflicts between locals and migrants. Influential sections of 

society such as politicians harp on migration as the cause of local 

problems and therefore drive xenophobic sentiments and 

attacks. A different mobilization, based on evidence and an 

alternative vision of society, must counter such narrowness as 

groundwork for building a more humane society.  

The state-led division of the working class into those who belong 

and do not belong once again needs the labour movement to 

foreground solidarity that transcends and undercuts narrow 

nationalism. If worker solidarity is to focus on working-class 

interests rather than national interests (a multi-class project), 

trade unions must grasp the changing and heterogeneous make-

up of the working class. That way, the labour movement is 

better able to respond to the state and employers using crises 

to entrench divisions among the working class. Given the 

continental spread and ambitions of South African capital 

(Dakora et al., 2014), and if workers are to make any meaningful 

gains post-Corona, the diverse working-class population in the 

country is an important bridge to building a Pan-African working 

class struggle.  
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