
 

Using military language might not be the best
approach to COVID and public health
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Governments around the world have enacted unprecedented responses to
minimize the spread of COVID to preserve both individual health and
health systems.
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In enacting these responses, governments have repeatedly used rhetoric
invoking notions of war. Often they've painted the virus as an "invader"
and a "wicked enemy".

Such language was arguably useful to help mobilize resources and
underscore the seriousness of the situation to the community.

However, ongoing use of military rhetoric, war metaphors and, in some
cases, the direct involvement of military personnel in public health
communication and local responses may undermine efforts to control the
virus—especially among communities most vulnerable to COVID.

The NSW government is moving to strengthen police powers and
significantly increase the number of army personnel on the
streets of Sydney in a bid to curb the growing number of
COVID-19 cases.https://t.co/nwmtIE9OlL

— The Australian (@australian) August 11, 2021

The language of war

Among the most tangible examples of militarisation of Australia's
COVID response was the appointment of Lieutenant General John
Frewen as commander of the national COVID vaccine taskforce.

Another is the launch by Frewen of a military themed vaccination
campaign "arm yourself".

These approaches to getting the vaccine rollout back on track are
perhaps unsurprising given the warlike language invoked by leaders in
Australia and elsewhere. Two weeks ago, Scott Morrison said "this has
been a long war against this virus, and there have been many, many
battles."
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https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/aug/14/nsw-COVID-update-case-numbers-entire-state-in-lockdown-as-premier-gladys-berejiklian-warns-this-is-literally-a-war
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jul/18/a-wicked-enemy-why-australias-second-wave-of-coronavirus-will-be-tougher-to-fight
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/jul/11/general-confusion-who-is-john-frewen-and-what-is-his-role-in-australias-vaccine-rollout
https://t.co/nwmtIE9OlL
https://twitter.com/australian/status/1425591928402284544?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/arm-yourself-military-chief-launches-new-vaccination-advertising-campaign-20210709-p588h6.html
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/press-conference-canberra-act-10


 

Framing health strategies as a war against disease is a long-standing
approach for garnering support and attracting funding for disease control
and eradication programs.

This method was central to the conception of post-WWII "campaigns"
against infectious diseases like malaria and tuberculosis.

Such metaphors may be useful for simplifying complex biomedical
concepts or encouraging public vigilance.

But health communicators increasingly urge us to reduce the use of
military metaphors in describing our responses to disease.

In the context of cancer, perceiving the illness as an active enemy can
lead people to be more fatalistic and more likely to perceive preventative
behaviors as futile.

Using militaristic language inevitably defines those who succumb to
disease as losers of a battle. Writer and activist Susan Sontag suggested
wrapping disease in metaphors risks inappropriate inferences that people
who contract, die or suffer from disease didn't try hard enough. This
may result in discouragement and shame among people affected.

Deploying soldiers in Sydney is inappropriate

Another example of the inappropriate use of the military has come in
Sydney's current outbreak, where uniformed soldiers are now being
deployed to enforce lockdown.

This presence is clearly causing some distress and resentment among
local community leaders as it did in suburbs of Melbourne last year.

It's incongruous that this same military is simultaneously being used to

3/5

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22hansard80%2Fhansardr80%2F1948-09-30%2F0076%22
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2014/08/the-trouble-with-medicines-metaphors/374982/
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2014/08/the-trouble-with-medicines-metaphors/374982/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/aug/10/war-cancer-metaphors-harm-research-shows
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/aug/10/war-cancer-metaphors-harm-research-shows
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/1978/01/26/illness-as-metaphor/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-58021718
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-58021718
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-30/adf-soldiers-to-arrive-in-sydney-COVID19-lockdown/100336124


 

deliver public health messages that rely on engagement, trust and
transparency.

South Western Sydney is rich in culturally and linguistically diverse
communities where Arabic and Vietnamese are widely spoken as first
languages, and is home to many refugees and First Nations people.

Many of these people have good reason to regard armed forces as
unreliable sources of public assistance. In these communities the use of
the army in enforcing lockdowns will inevitably undermine its dual role
as a source for trusted health-care messages.

This may also resonate poorly with migrants from countries where
authoritarian governments use the military and police to control and
intimidate communities.

This month's vaccine coverage data show South Western Sydney has
some of the lowest uptake of COVID vaccines in the country. A non-
military approach will be required to address this.

In public health messaging, the use of militaristic or violent language
also risks alienating other parts of the intended audience. Some
Australians, for example LGBTQI+ people and people with disability,
have been historically excluded from the military or militaristic
narratives.

For many Australian women too, the use of aggressive and warlike
language amid the pandemic has been particularly ill-fitting. Social
inclusion policy strategist Amy Haddad has pointed out the military 
language employed around COVID in Australia has been particularly
gendered.

Masculine and martial calls from the prime minister to "summon the
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https://www.theage.com.au/national/fewer-than-one-in-10-fully-vaccinated-in-parts-of-australia-20210803-p58fd6.html
https://phys.org/tags/pandemic/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/metaphorical-militarisation-COVID-19-and-the-language-of-war/
https://phys.org/tags/language/
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/commentary/coronavirus-time-for-us-to-summon-the-anzac-spirit/news-story/f5d3a12daade1498a482ee65fb15d005


 

ANZAC spirit" disregard many groups, and particularly many women
who are central to the primary health-care roles in responding to
COVID.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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