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The ongoing Corona crisis, like any situations of breakdown and turbulence,
can be conceptualised in terms of ‘infrastructural inversion’. Coined, I think,
by Geoffrey Bowker (1994) and later elaborated together with Susan Leigh
Star (Bowker and Star 1999), the term in its broadest sense refers to a gestalt
switch. The inversion makes the underlying structures, the ‘(back)ground’ vis-
ible, for us to realise the important work that infrastructures have been doing
all along while slowly ‘fading into the woodwork’ and increasingly constitut-
ing the normal or the natural order/functioning of things. For Bowker and Star
infrastructural inversion was above all a strategy deployed by the researcher –
for instance in debunking certain ‘mythologies’ and normativities – but more
recently, Atsuro Morita (2017: 740) has pointed out that during moments of
breakdown, “many people […] directly affected […] may begin exploring its
ramifications” – leading, to what Morita calls “ontological experiments”.

While the visualisation of the ongoing Corona crisis remains to be properly
analysed, our overall impression is that, for obvious reasons, the victims them-
selves, the ill and the dead, were less visible than the spaces and places where
theywere treated, quarantined, buried, kept away fromor queued-up. Thismay
have triggered however the infrastructural awareness of large publics.

All around Europe we saw images of empty city streets designed for the sole
purpose of accommodating suffocatingly large numbers of cars – now mostly
absent. In contrast, from New Delhi harrowing images circulated of hundreds
of thousands migrant workers filling over their entire width and as far as the
eye could see roads leading out of the capital after the government suddenly
announced a three week lockdown. This exposed the sheer magnitude of the
precarious labour force whose zone of care and survival (in other words, repro-
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duction) was far removed from their zone of exploitative production in the
capital.

We remember the images of refrigerator trucks storing the bodies of
deceased Covid-19 victims outside New York hospitals – indicating in more
than one way that the health infrastructures were exceeded. From Africa, we
recall the image of a large empty tent in the commune of Yopougon in Abid-
jan (Côte d’ Ivoire), stripped-down by protesters who wanted to prevent it
from being converted into a coronavirus testing facility. One of the protesters
explained thatmost of the Corona victims so far (early April) were either white
or travelling rich people frommore affluent communes such as Cocody; it was
hazardous, he explained, to bring them over to the densely populated poorer
part of the Ivorian capital.

Each of these images comes with an emerging, and of course divergent and
contested, awareness of what has co-produced it: obviously the virus, but by
the same token, the entrenched privileges, disinvestments and inequalities on
which it could thrive. Perhaps such visceral infrastructural inversions were
objectified by the intensive mediatisation of graphic material such as lists, dia-
grams and charts, but importantly also maps showing unequal distribution of
victims across city neighbourhoods, regions and the world as a whole – for
everyone to see.

The way in which Africans, Africa and the African diaspora has come into
sight in the course of the last months is, to say the least, revealing.

In her intervention during ROAPE webinar on Africa and the Pandemic:
Clampdown, Survival and Resistance,1 anthropologist Heike Becker (UWC) –
speaking fromCapeTown–openedwith reflections on two issues of (in)visibil-
ity: firstly, the absenceof Arabs inCamus’much-acclaimedpandemicnovelThe
Plague (La Peste, 1947) set in the Algerian city of Oran, then under French colo-
nial rule. Secondly, Becker noted that in the current pandemic “South Africa’s
impoverished majorities have suddenly become visible, they have been stand-
ing in kilometres long lines waiting for food parcels.”

Similar imagery of endless queues leading to food banks in the US have
come to us, accompanied by disturbing bits of statistics such as “Black people
make up 12% of Michigan’s population – and at least 40% of its coronavirus
deaths”; (Neavling 2020), figures that may be extrapolated to large parts of the
US (Maqbool 2020). At the time of writing, there is no immediate access to fig-
ures concerning new migrants, 11 million undocumented, but we know from

1 Available at http://roape.net/2020/05/14/africa‑and‑the‑pandemic‑clampdown‑survival
‑resistance/.
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Mary Waters (2013) that analyses in terms of racism (Patton 2020) and racial
categorisations embellish the situation of the post-1970s (Black) migrants as
compared to the old diaspora.

Thesepatterns are also apparentwhenconsidering thenewAfricandiaspora
in other parts of the world: for example Somali in Europe (Omar 2020) in gen-
eral and in the UK in particular (Einash 2020). In China, Human RightsWatch
(2020) reported discrimination against African residents in forced quarantines,
evictions, and the refusal of services in Guangzhou. In Israel, alarming stories
have emerged concerning some 36,000 African asylum seekers, the majority
of whom have never gained refugee status. Although many had been forced to
flee their home countries to avoidwar or other humanitarian crises, they live in
Israel on temporary visas that are periodically renewed. Without clear guide-
lines and with healthcare provision out of reach, their situation has become
even more precarious with loss of jobs and fear of infection compounding
already difficult circumstances.

All of these reports highlight the vulnerability of people worldwide: their
legal status, reduced access to health provisions, and increased exposure to
Covid-19 due to frequent working in ‘frontline’ jobs. Whilst these are certainly
not new issues, they both become visible and are exacerbated by the intrusion
of this paradoxically invisible, tiny, invader. More than ever we witness how
these issues reverberate globally, across diasporic spaces worldwide. It is well
known that a large proportion of diaspora dweller’s income is sent back to rel-
atives on the African continent, contributing significantly to the GDP of several
sub-Saharan African countries including DR Congo and Zimbabwe (Onyango
2020). This financial redistribution has taken a large ‘hit’ throughout the cur-
rent pandemic, with remittances unlikely to recover quickly, even when the
pandemic slows (Vinga 2020).

It was feared that Covid-19would have a devastating impact inAfrican coun-
tries, in part at least due to the fragile nature of many healthcare systems and
infrastructures on the continent (Makoni 2020). Indeed, the measures taken
to control the spread of the virus were in themselves considered problem-
atic: the effects of isolation on poor and vulnerable communities was not well
considered, despite the implementation of lockdowns in many parts of sub-
Saharan Africa (Izar et al. 2020). NGOs feared for breaches of human rights,
and excessive use of force was noted in South Africa, DR Congo, and Nige-
ria, among others (Châtelot 2020). Some called for ‘Western intervention’ in
what was predicted to be another ‘brewing African catastrophe’ (Holmes et al.
2020).

Nonethless, Africa itself is considered an often overlooked ‘success story’ in
terms of its handling of Covid-19 (French 2020). Both infections and deaths
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have remained relatively low, if still significant (Makoni 2020). Whilst main-
taining the balance between containment of the virus (on the one hand) and
the continued operation of economies which depend, in many cases, on both
movement and social contact (on the other) was never an easy task (Zane
2020), Africa’s Covid response is now touted as a lesson to us all (Pilling 2020).

Yet, what does this apparent success say about these remittances as a form
of wealth redistribution, one which is larger than international ‘aid’ itself? De
Bruyn (2017) describes how remittances are not just cash transactions alone,
but can also be described as both symbolic messages of financial inclusion,
whilst also adding economic ‘visibility’ to otherwise invisible pathways for the
transference of not just money but also ideas and inspiration. Indeed, these
pathways work in both directions: ideas and inspiration can flow just as easily
to the diaspora as it can to Africa.

And whilst these financial transactions are certainly important – they feed,
clothe and school those in often financially dire circumstances (De Bruyn
2017) – their recent reduction also highlights the creativity and resourcefulness
of African people to adapt, build and survive in extreme situations. Whilst the
overarching media image of Africans in light of the new coronavirus has been
one of pity – for the possibility of mass hunger anddeath, and the presentation,
again, of ‘the problem of Africa’ (Ferguson 2006) – the reality is that Africa has
handled the impact of Covid-19 much better than most other places, despite
the apparent lack of resources. The public conversation seems to reinforce the
notion of African dependency, yet so far at least the calls for (more) Western
intervention have been unnecessary.

Ontological Experiments

Covid-19 lends additional relevance to Ghassan Hage’s characterisation of the
diasporic condition as ‘lenticular’ – as constituted bymultiple realities that can
be and are intertwined at specific moments and places, and which a person
can inhabit simultaneously (Hage in press). Diasporic chronotopes, in Hage’s
view are constituted by multiple realities that exist in parallel, and it only
takes a slight change of perspective to move from one to the other. A similar
image is conjured up by AbdouMaliq Simone’s “combinatorial spaces” as “spe-
cial intercallary entities […] in an intersection of simultaneities, gatherings,
convergence, and encounters” (Simone 2004: 242; see also: Arnaut, Karrebæk,
and Spotti 2016).

Marilyn Strathern (1991) points out that figure and ground do not relate to
each other in a part–whole relationship constituting some kind of totality:

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:33:37PM
via free access



this tiny invader ix

African Diaspora 12 (2019) v–xii

Insofar as figure-ground reversal presents ground as potential figure, the
movement implies that figures ‘cut out’ of the ground are not figures
added to it. But nor are they fragments, and this is not a part-whole rela-
tionship. Rather, figure and ground work as two dimensions. They are
self-scaling – not twoperspectives as it were, but a perspective seen twice,
ground as another figure, figure as another ground.

Strathern 1991: 113

In that way, people are not just ‘essential workers’, or ‘frontline staff ’, but they
are also friends, wives, husbands, parents and children: all inhabiting the same
physical space as multiple aspects of the same person, each one a community
in themselves (De Boeck, Cassiman and VanWolputte 2010).

The ongoing Corona crisis forces us to think in terms of relationships, relat-
edness and multitudes of kin connections, “dropping threads and failing but
sometimes finding something thatworks, something consequential andmaybe
even beautiful, that wasn’t there before, of relaying connections that matter”
(Haraway 2016: 10), things which we can only experience in partiality yet are
always present.

In that sense, whilst certainly revealing both old/new vulnerabilities and
interconnections, Covid-19 – as a microscopic invader, a coloniser for which
so far the only real protection has been new forms of sociality – acts as an
interscalar vehicle (Hecht 2018), a ‘thing’ which allows us to make meaning-
ful connections between the micro- and the macro-levels of analysis, to move
throughdifferent scales and registers, andwhich inspires (and forces) newways
of thinking in times which present new and unusual circumstances (Tsing et
al. 2017).

And so, as Strathern (1991) indicates, wemove through fractals of existence –
the cutting of relationships through enforced isolation is both a destructive
and a creative act. Covid-19 is an invader, but it is one which insists that we re-
examine our relationships, hopefully reconfiguring them in new and inclusive
ways. “In the elaboration of relationships, it is the elaborations that increase,
not the relationships” (Strathern 1991: 113).

It is apt that this special issue considers ‘digital diasporas’, as many of our
connections have moved towards the digital, and the online in particular.
Plannedbefore the current pandemic, the topic takes new relevance in aCovid-
19 world. Yet as the issue reminds us, it is never possible to become completely
digital, there are always people entangled with the screen, and behind the pix-
els.
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African Diasporawelcomes three new editors:
Kalyango Ronald Sebba is a lecturer at the School of Women and Gender

Studies and the Department of Social Work and Social Administration, Mak-
erere University, Kampala Uganda. His work explores migration in particular
forced migration in Uganda and the Greater Horn of Africa.

Dr. Mary B. Setrana is a Senior lecturer at the Centre for Migration Stud-
ies (CMS), University of Ghana (UG), Legon, and a Research Associate at the
Department of Sociology, University of Johannesburg, South Africa. Her
research interests include transnational migration and diaspora, gender and
migration, return and reintegration. She has a courtesy appointment at the
School of Interdisciplinary Global Studies at University of South Florida, USA
and is a fellow at the African Studies Centre. She has published widely both
nationally and internationally.

Sarah Fila-Bakabadio is an historian, Associate Professor in American and
African American studies at the CY Cergy Paris Université (France) and mem-
ber of the research center AGORA. Her work explores the African diasporas
from the Black Atlantic: she studies the intellectual, cultural, and political cir-
culations of African-Americans, Africans and Afro-Europeans from the 19th to
21st centuries.
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