
As frontl ine healthcare workers and publ ic health off ic ials around the globe combat the COVID-19 pandemic,
minority communit ies are seeing a r ise in xenophobic and racist  act ions target ing them as the source of the
disease and the cause of i ts  spread.  These acts i l lustrate that COVID-19 is  not only a healthcare pandemic,
but a threat to human r ights and social  just ice worldwide.  In the United States,  some government off ic ials
have termed the disease the “Wuhan f lu”  or  “Chinese virus” ,  a label that st igmatizes based on race or
local i ty while ignoring the real i ty that infect ious diseases know no internat ional  borders or racial  div ides.  In
early 2020,  as concern about the spread of the disease outside China became an increasing concern,  diners
shunned Chinese restaurants,  with owners report ing steep decl ines in revenue and foot traff ic in Chinatowns
across the U.S.  down by as much as 50 percent .
 
Today,  that st igma has spread to other minority communit ies .  In South Korea,  the LGBT community has been
targeted with onl ine harassment and bully ing fol lowing an outbreak of cases l inked to a nightclub venue.
Rises in Ant i-Semit ic comments and sent iment have been documented by researchers at  the Tel  Aviv
University .  Reports emerging from Guangzhou,  China in Apri l  revealed targeted harassment of  Afr ican
communit ies,  with pol ice ordering bars and restaurants not to serve those of Afr ican descent,  and Afr ican
Americans in the region report ing that hotels and other businesses refused to do business with them. At
Harvard,  the Center for  Afr ican Studies,  Hutchins Center for  Afr ican and Afr ican American Research,  Carr
Center for  Human Rights Pol icy,  and FXB Center for  Health & Human Rights jo ined with s ix other area studies
centers to issue a jo int  statement condemning  xenophobic and racist  acts ar is ing from the global  COVID-19
pandemic.  
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https://adaa.org/learn-from-us/from-the-experts/blog-posts/consumer/responding-racism-during-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.eater.com/2020/3/24/21184301/restaurant-industry-data-impact-covid-19-coronavirus
https://www.eater.com/2020/2/10/21131642/novel-coronavirus-american-chinese-restaurants-explained
https://sanfrancisco.cbslocal.com/2020/02/04/sf-chinatown-leaders-launch-campaign-to-counter-false-coronavirus-rumors/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/13/covid-19-backlash-targets-lgbt-people-south-korea
https://www.wsj.com/articles/coronavirus-sparks-rise-in-anti-semitic-incidents-researchers-say-11587405792
https://africa.harvard.edu/news/joint-statement-xenophobic-and-racist-actions-response-covid-19
https://vimeo.com/420716448
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History of Racism and Marginalization in
Pandemics
 
The associat ion of  foreigners or other
marginal ized groups as the source or cause for
spread of a disease is  not unique to the COVID-
19 pandemic.  From the 19th century,  colonial
imperial ists regarded colonies as a source of
disease,  for  instance,  referencing “Asiat ic
cholera”  despite the disease’s prevalence in
Europe as well .  The 1941 pol io outbreak was
blamed on the poor and in some cases
immigrant communit ies .  With the 1981 outbreak
of the HIV/AIDS pandemic,  the 4-H’s -
“homosexuals,  heroin addicts,  hemophil iacs,
and Hait ians”  -  were targeted as the at-r isk
group.
 
Likewise,  we see that naming a disease for i ts
supposed place of or igin can carry
longstanding misconceptions into the present
day;  many people today st i l l  do not know that
the 1918 so-called “Spanish f lu”  is  named not
for i ts  country of  or igin,  but rather because the
Spanish press was not subject to the same
levels of  censorship that other governments
had imposed during World War I  and was the
source of report ing on the outbreak.
 
Professor Jacquel ine Bhaba of the FXB Center
for Health & Human Rights reminds us that
“Unless everybody is  safe,  none of us are safe;
that is  the def init ion of  a pandemic. ”  Asked why
we are seeing scapegoating or suspicion of
outsiders rather than inclusiv i ty or  unity in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic,  Sushma
Raman of the Carr  Center for  Human Rights
Pol icy provided global  and histor ical  context :
“Governments around world are using the
pandemic as an excuse to enact changes in
laws and pol ic ies against  persecuted and
vulnerable groups,  act ing in manners that
violate fundamental  r ights and freedoms.
Hungary passed an emergency law with no
sunset clause that gives the Pr ime Minister the
r ight to s idestep parl iament and rule by decree.
Rightwing part ies in Europe are using the
pandemic to restr ict  immigrat ion and have
falsely l inked the outbreak to Afr ican asylum
seekers .

In the U.S. ,  President Trump is cal l ing for total
border control  while deport ing asylum speakers
back to countr ies l ike Guatemala,  where there
is a concerning human r ights record.  More than
20,000 migrants have been sent back to
Mexico,  in v iolat ion of  internat ional  and
domestic laws.  Unless U.S.  Immigrat ion and
Customs Enforcement reduces the number
detained (solely for  seeking asylum),  f ive or
more cases of  COVID-19 in a detent ion faci l i ty
could lead to 70 to 100 percent of  detainees
contract ing the virus within a 90-day period.”
The measures taken by nat ional  governments
target the most vulnerable groups.
 
Racist  and Xenophobic Acts Against African
Communities in China 
 
The growing trade and aid relat ionship between
Afr ica and China is  the subject of  much
attent ion,  both in the internat ional  media and
here at  Harvard where the Center for  Afr ican
Studies leads a research in it iat ive on Afr ica and
Asia .  The growth of Afr ican expats l iv ing in
China dates to the early 1990s,  when China’s
growing economy provided opportunit ies for
traders pr imari ly from West Afr ica to purchase
goods in China for resale and higher prof i ts
back home. Tensions between Afr ican
immigrants and local  Chinese are not new; in
2009 and 2012,  racial ly charged r iots broke out
in the city of  Guangzhou.  Chinese authorit ies
responded with restr ict ions to immigrat ion.
Today,  the est imated number of  Afr icans l iv ing
in Guangzhou has shrunk to 10,000,  down from
over 100,000 just  a decade ago.
 
As China grapples with a potent ial  second wave
of COVID-19,  communit ies of  Afr ican descent
have become a target .  The U.S.  Consulate in
Guangzhou reports “pol ice ordered bars and
restaurants not to serve cl ients who appear to
be of Afr ican or igin .  Moreover,  local  off ic ials
launched a round of mandatory tests for
COVID-19,  fol lowed by mandatory self-
quarant ine,  for  anyone with “Afr ican contacts, ”
regardless of  recent travel  history or previous
quarant ine complet ion.  Afr ican-Americans have
also reported that some businesses and hotels
refuse to do business with them.”  

https://news.ubc.ca/2020/02/25/when-a-virus-is-the-cause-racism-is-often-the-symptom/
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2014/11/how-the-poor-get-blamed-for-disease/382338/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3397566?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://news.ubc.ca/2020/02/25/when-a-virus-is-the-cause-racism-is-often-the-symptom/
https://www.thestar.com/news/insight/2009/08/01/big_trouble_in_chinas_chocolate_city.html
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1039623.shtml/
https://china.usembassy-china.org.cn/health-alert-u-s-consulate-general-guangzhou-peoples-republic-of-china/
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CNN “ interviewed more than two dozen Afr icans
l iv ing in Guangzhou many of whom told of  the
same experiences:  being left  without a home,
being subject to random test ing for Covid-19,
and being quarant ined for 14 days in their
homes,  despite having no symptoms or contact
with known pat ients . ”  Some have even been left
homeless after evict ions by their  landlords or
from hotels .
 
Ambassador Ar ikana Chihombori  cal led out the
racist  incidents in Guangzhou as “Sad,
shameful ,  and needs to stop.”  She shared that
these incidents are not isolated to China and
recounted a video on social  media showing a
Zambian man with a Chinese wife being
rejected service at  a Chinese restaurant for
being “a foreigner, ”  despite the restaurant
being located in Zambia.  She l ikewise cited the
reflexive react ion to dismiss the so-called
Madagascar cure,  an herbal  tea containing
artemisia,  rather than cal l ing for cl in ical  tr ials .
 
Mil l iscent Nwoka provided context about how
the story unfolded on Nigerian televis ion.
“Channels TV started gett ing a lot  of  v ideos
from Nigerians around the world,  and viral
social  media showed how Afr icans were being
treated in other countr ies,  in Guangzhou in
part icular .  Videos showed people on the street
without a place to go,  stat ing they had been
tested repeatedly despite negat ive tests,  a
Nigerian the husband and his Chinese wife
pulled from their  house for test ing,  many
expressing fear and asking Nigerian
government to return home. While we could not
independently ver i fy everything that was
coming in,  we reported as we saw them. The
Nigerian,  Kenyan,  Ugandan,  and Ghanaian
governments summoned their  Chinese
ambassadors.  In Niger ia ,  the Ministry of  Foreign
Affairs has written a report  on i t ,  but i t  had not
been made publ ic .  The latest  information as of
today is  that most people are st i l l  not al lowed
to rent an apartment .  I f  you don’t  have a
residence you can’t  get a permit  for  one,  which
leads to squatt ing that is  then used as an
opportunity to deport  immigrants .  Videos of
blacks being mistreated are st i l l  coming in .

Airways are closed,  but Niger ians in China want
to come back and are t i red of maltreatment .
There are also reports of  restr icted access to
publ ic transportat ion and health systems and
confiscat ion of  passports .  The s i tuat ion mirrors
the fear of  HIV/AIDS when people did not know
what to do at  the t ime [of  the in i t ial  outbreak] . ”
 
Racist  and Xenophobic Acts Against
Foreigners in Africa 
 
Hate and xenophobia against  foreigners is  not
l imited to what is  happening in Guangzhou.
Indeed, we have seen concerning incidents on
the Afr ican cont inent as well .  The U.S.  Embassy
in Ethiopia released a statement report ing a
r ise in ant i-foreigner sent iment,  with
derogatory and accusatory comments directed
at foreigners as the source of COVID-19.  A
video making the rounds on social  media shows
two individuals of  Asian descent subject to
shouted accusat ions of  “you are corona!”  in
Kenya.  An est imated 1 mil l ion Chinese nat ionals
are l iv ing throughout the Afr ican cont inent,
some of who were already subject to attacks
over al legat ions that China is  prof i t ing in the
region at  Afr ica’s expense.
 
These sent iments are also not l imited to
foreigners of  Asian descent .  In South Afr ica,  the
government has undertaken bui lding of a 40 km
fence along the border with Zimbabwe under
the guise of  keeping “ infected persons” from
enter ing the country .  Ant i-European and ant i-
white sent iment has also been reported in
South Afr ica,  as some perceive coronavirus to
be a disease of tour ists or  wealthy foreigners .
There has also been concern about the degree
to which lockdown measures intended to
prevent the further spread of disease could
exacerbate tensions against  migratory workers :
fol lowing South Afr ica’s lockdown orders,  more
than 14,000 Mozambicans returned home,
prompting the Internat ional  Organizat ion for
Migrat ion to launch a caretaking campaign to
check-in on migrants and monitor their
wellbeing,  both for health and against  backlash
from returning to their  communit ies .  

https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/10/china/africans-guangzhou-china-coronavirus-hnk-intl/index.html
https://qz.com/africa/1842768/racism-to-africans-in-guangzhou-hurts-china-coronavirus-diplomacy/
https://et.usembassy.gov/security-alert-reports-of-anti-foreigner-sentiment/
https://www.voanews.com/science-health/coronavirus-outbreak/coronavirus-brings-sinophobia-africa
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-coronavirus-triggers-xenophobia-in-some-african-countries/
https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus/covid-19-un-counters-pandemic-related-hate-and-xenophobia


04

Mill iscent Nwoka of Channels TV in Niger ia
contextual ized the perception that COVID-19 is
“a disease of the r ich”  or  could only be
contracted through travel  outside the
continent .  Niger ia ’s  f i rst  detected case on
February 27 was from an I tal ian cit izen in
Lagos,  leading to a perception that COVID-19
was “a foreign disease or only for  the r ich. ”  The
perception of  COVID-19 as a foreign disease
prompted some nat ional  governments to close
their  borders,  even as i t  has become apparent
that community transmission is  responsible for
the increasing number of  cases throughout the
continent .  L ikewise,  some tradit ional  and
rel igious leaders have claimed that coronavirus
does not exist .  “A leader of  a rel igious
congregat ion of  over 50,000 members saying
you don’t  need to put on a face mask or social
distancing is  not real ,  or  that coronavirus is
actually malar ia”  creates a dangerous
environment for  the spread of misinformation.
“Al l  of  this coming together sows doubt or
conspiracy theories that add to fears . ”
 
Ambassador Ar ikana Chihombori  ref lected that
“When i t  comes to COVID-19 in Afr ica,
regarding containment and preventive
measures,  our governments have done a very
good job.  But ,  we are f inding ourselves in a
situat ion where we are scrambling to manage a
pandemic cr is is  when we cannot manage the
day-to-day ai lments of  diseases in our
countr ies .  Ten countr ies in Afr ica did not have a
single vent i lator .  The major i ty of  Afr icans l ive in
high-density areas and cannot use the same
prevention and containment measures.  The
treatment and tracking phase wil l  be the
challenge.  But ,  the world must real ize COVID-
19 is  an equal izer and a common enemy, and
that should unite people.  We must real ize we
are facing a common enemy who does not
discr iminate,  who does not care about how
much money you have or what car you dr ive or
house you l ive in . ”

Preventing Racism and Xenophobia as a
Response to COVID-19 
 
COVID-19 does not recognize race,  nat ional i ty ,
or  ethnicity .  To quote our colleague Natal ia
Linos at  the FXB Center for  Health and Human
Rights,  “Poverty,  homelessness,  human r ights
abuses,  racism, and violence are not inevitable
consequences of COVID-19.  I f  they occur,  i t  is
because they reflect a moral  fa i lure in the way
we have organized our societ ies . ”
 
Sushma Raman ident i f ied some posit ive
responses by nat ional  governments:  Portugal
has announced that migrants and asylum
seekers can receive ful l  access to publ ic
services during the pandemic.  “This is  a publ ic
health cr is is  that requires sol idar i ty ,  and we are
in this together .  Civ i l  society organizat ions
around the world—from grassroots to global
networks—are mobil iz ing around this ,  looking at
threats to pr ivacy by survei l lance of
authoritar ian governments or mobil iz ing to help
refugees.  Against  a wave of publ ic backlash
and repressive government pol ic ies,  people are
coming together in different ways to support
the vulnerable. ”
 
Mil l iscent Nwoka concluded the webinar with a
message to the next generat ion of  Afr ican
leadership:  “Afr ica is  a youthful  cont inent,  but
youth need to think for themselves,  educate
themselves,  and know what is  happening
around them. Our leaders on the cont inent
today are in their  70s and 80s,  and started
when they were young,  so we need more young
people to come out and tel l  their  stor ies .  A lot
of things can be done to turn things around on
the cont inent,  but youth should talk to each
other and tel l  their  own stor ies . ”
 

https://www.hhrjournal.org/2020/03/covid-19-finding-comfort-in-respecting-rights-and-protecting-the-most-vulnerable/
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You can learn more about the Harvard Center for  Afr ican Studies at  afr ica.harvard.edu.
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