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Abstract

It is hoped that in times of crisis, humanity can come together regardless of cultural, ethnic, or racial
differences. Unfortunately, COVID-19 was not such an instance of unity. Instead, it led to blame-shifting
and othering. Migrant communities have borne a disproportionate impact from the pandemic. Structural
and institutional barriers prevented them from accessing essential healthcare services and complying with
non-pharmaceutical interventions and national COVID-19 policies. Along with interpersonal racism and
accusations of being plague-bearers, migrants reached unprecedented levels of vulnerability. To reconcile the
vital role of migrants with their treatment, it is essential to identify the structural, institutional and
interpersonal racism they faced during COVID-19. In this article, we set out to explore how governments
and politicians employed exclusionary rhetoric that translated into national COVID-19 policies in line with
institutional and structural racism. We highlight the interplay between three layers of racism that has allowed
them to become self-sustaining. We conclude by emphasizing the importance of inclusionary policies and
reforms that empower the precarious migrant.
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Introduction

In December 2019, COVID-19 began to spread throughout Wuhan, China'. The localized breakout
quickly evolved into a crisis with nations and international organizations scrambling to mitigate the effects
of a once-in-a-century pandemic’. Fast forward four years and the World Health Organization (WHO) is
still combating COVID-19 in lower-income countries while warning the world of a possible pandemic
resurgence’. In front of such an unprecedented and invisible assailant, which rendered healthcare systems

and governments inconsequential, fear festered within communities and international society.

Scholars have long observed that crises often give rise to nationalism and populism4. While it's unclear
whether pandemics themselves trigger exclusionary nationalism, they do create conditions that can enable
authoritarianism. Governments may restrict civil liberties and democratic freedoms, biases may emerge
against groups associated with the pandemic and borders may become more fortified. Additionally, there
may be a trend toward deglobalization and the politicization of fear. Although the pandemic does not
inevitably lead to exclusionary nationalism, it does pose a risk of reinforcing existing nationalist tendencies’,
and the COVID-19 pandemic was no different. Heightened levels of nationalism, particularly among
conservative right-wing groups, were recorded in the United States®. The rise of nationalism was spurred on
by politicians who misappropriated the COVID-19 crisis to reinforce their own political agendas. Matteo
Salvini, the far-right former interior minister of Italy, used the COVID-19 outbreak to push forward his
long-held agenda of tougher border control while increasing his anti-African sentiment’. At the height of
the US-China trade war, Trump regularly called the COVID-19 virus the “Chinese virus” to polarize
American nationals against China in support of the expensive war® .

This politicization of the COVID-19 crisis coupled with the rise of nationalism inevitably caused a spike in
ethno-centered racism’. Racism against Asians — Chinese (or those thought to be so) in particular —
increased and took on many forms, such as racial slurs, hate speech and physical attacks'. STOP AAPI
HATE, a recently formed NGO tracking anti-Asian and Pacific Islander hate crimes, reported nearly 1,500
incidents of hate crime against Asians or Pacific islanders in the United States within a month''. However,
interpersonal racism or individual bad actors were not alone in their targeting of migrants. Monolithic
national-level COVID-19 policies exacerbated structural and institutional racism, leading to
disproportionate impacts on the public'>. The roots of structural racism can be traced back to the
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transatlantic slave trade and persist today, as evidenced by the overrepresentation of Black Americans in
poverty, inadequate public schools, unsafe neighborhoods, food deserts, mass incarceration, police brutality,
maternal and infant mortality, obesity and chronic health conditions"’. These factors compounded in what
some refer to as the COVID-19 "syndemic," resulting in significantly higher mortality rates among Black
Americans and hospitalization rates among Latinos'’. Even those who possess quality education, good
employment and excellent health insurance coverage still face inferior care due to implicit bias among
healthcare providers".

Unfortunately, national COVID-19 policies did not address pre-existing inequalities within the healthcare
system or socio-economic challenges when stay-at-home orders were issued™. Low-wage workers,
particularly those in the gig economy, were hit the hardest and could not transition to working from home.
Such policies failed to incorporate cultural, social or economic challenges, and thus reinforced debilitating
racism against minorities and increased mortality rates'’. Studies have shown that the national COVID-19
mortality rate for Black Americans in the US was 2.1 times higher than that of whites, while Latino
Americans were hospitalized at a rate 4.6 times higher than their white counterparts. At the time,
COVID-19 policies did not take into account the pre-existing structural racism and unequal access to
healthcare that minorities faced." The variation in mortality and hospitalization rates throughout
COVID-19 highlights the ineffectiveness of blanket policies that are not tailored to specific groups or
relevant to the challenges faced by those who would benefit from governmental intervention. The
weathering effect, caused by chronic stress due to lifelong exposure to discrimination and adversity, further
exacerbates the COVID-19 syndemic among people of color, regardless of income level .

Discriminatory national policies during COVID-19 were a symptom of the pre-existing disease of structural
and institutional racism. Migrant communities worldwide have long been in a precarious state, often facing
systemic socio-economic injustice through exploitative terms of employment. Moreover, most migrant
workers in high-income countries are without papers or formal contracts of employmentzo. This renders
them at the complete mercy of their employers, who all too often force them into poor or dangerous
working conditions under the threat of deportation®. This socio-economic injustice was all but legalized
under COVID-19 national policies. Most migrant-dominant industries were labeled as essential industries
and “allowed” to remain open despite COVID-19 regulations with little to no regulations on safety and
health security procedureszz.

Rather than being an equalizer, given its ability to infect anyone, COVID-19 has disproportionately affected
migrants™. Since December 2019, migrants have been made out to be scapegoats for political agendas and
the target of racism and have been placed in increasingly vulnerable situations. This article aims to provide
insight on how governments and politicians employed exclusionary rhetoric that translated into national
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COVID-19 policies in line with institutional and structural bias. More specifically, we discuss interpersonal
racism as a byproduct of political rhetoric and media framing; structural racism in circumstances and
opportunities of employment; and institutional racism through discriminatory COVID-19 policies that

were either purposefully ambiguous or exclusionary.

Incendiary Political Rhetoric and Media Framing

The framing of COVID-19 information by political elites, public figures and media outlets shapes prejudice
and xenophobia. Political elites often have leveraged COVID-19 misinformation to stoke the fires of bias
and prejudice in line with their political agendas™. Politicians too often employ “othering” to shift blame to
marginalized groups. By definition, othering is a practice where the majority treats the minority as if there is
something wrong with them®. Whenever a politician referred to the SARS-CoV-2 virus as the “Chinese
Virus” they were “othering” the Chinese population. The term was first introduced by the 45® president of
the United States through Twitter on March 16, 2020. From then on, the term saw a rapid ten-fold increase
in usage at the national level of the US. In fact, after the tweet by the US president, others containing the
term increased from a total of 16,535 to 177,327, most of which stigmatized and biased against Chinese®
Concurrently, Senator Jon Cornyn, a Republican from Texas, remarked that China was to blame for the

emergence of COVID-19 because they are a "culture where people eat bats and snakes and dogs and things
like that.””

In Italy, Matteo Salvini wrongfully associated the COVID-19 outbreak with a recently arrived African ship.
Salvini demanded stricter anti-immigration policies and to “iron-plate the borders” to prevent Africans from
enteringzg. Pauline Hanson, an Australian senator and founder of the right-wing ‘One Nation’ party, said
“Any attempts to attack or criticize people for referring to COVID-19 as a “Chinese virus” should be pushed
back on.”® In Nova Scotia, Canada, both Premier McNeil and Chief Medical Officer Strang identified
African-dominant communities as areas of concern. The two claimed that “while we are using resources,
doubling down on testing and trying to keep people healthy, the reckless and selfish few in some of these
communities are still having parties.”30 The usage of othering and condemnation of minority cultures as if
they were inherently unhygienic or reckless due to their being minorities was an integral part of how
politicians tried to reinvent their image in light of their failures to deal with COVID-19. This kind of
political behavior was so prevalent during COVID-19 (and, in fact, had historic roots stretching back to the

bubonic plague) that scholars labeled it as “politics of the pandemic.”

While politics of the pandemic were on full display by politicians, media coverage contributed its fair share
of incendiary anti-migrant framing. Misleading media coverage often misrepresented ethnic minorities, used
provocative imagery and reiterated COVID-19 conspiracy theories. The Daily Telegraph, an Australian
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paper, published an article titled “China kids stay home” just as schools were set to reopen®. The 60-minute
TV show propagated the conspiracy theory that COVID-19 was allowed to spread by the Chinese
government as part of their biological warfare against the world®. In France, the media focused on suburbs,
where Persians and North and Sub-Saharan African migrants predominate. Some media accused these
groups of not abiding by COVID-19 protocols, being uncivil and jeopardizing the entire nation™
Right-wing media in the United States linked the COVID-19 virus to Wuhan’s Institute of Virology3 5. Fox
News ran a recurring segment claiming COVID-19 to be an engineered biological weapon that escaped.
Social media actively engaged in the propagation of these conspiracy theories whether it was right-wing
commentators or an individual who was convinced by them. Tweets containing hashtags such as
“#Chinesevirus” and “#kung-flu” became common after then-US President Trump employed such words in

his public addresses®

Asians and other racial minorities quickly became scapegoats for politicians and a generator of clicks for
media employing incendiary and racially charged reports”. Asians who were once seen as "exemplary
migrants” and "integration models” were unfairly labeled as public enemies and COVID-19
super-spreaders™. The notion of the "model minority” is rooted in a long-defunct concept that presented
Asians as a monolithic group”. Despite being regularly discredited, this idea is often used to argue that the
success of Asian Americans proves that systemic racism is not a significant factor in minority communities™
This absolves some white Americans of any responsibility to address racism and its ongoing impact.
Essentially, Asian immigrants are used as "proof” that the current system works, while other minority groups
are viewed as incapable of integration“. Unfortunately, as the COVID-19 pandemic spread globally, the
trend of "othering” has expanded to include other ethnic and religious minorities. When the majority began
to view migrants as the source of their pain and as irresponsible individuals allegedly not respecting
COVID-19 guidelines, assaults and hate-crimes escalated. In France, African migrants and those of African
descent were harassed, spat on, yelled at or assaulted*. This interpersonal violence — charged by politicians
and misleading media — further disadvantaged an already vulnerable population.

Essentially Exploited Migrants

Globally, a large subset of migrants is without papers or proper employment contracts®. Migrants without
contracts or residency papers are often at the mercy of their employers™. Most of these migrants work in
agriculture, animal husbandry, healthcare and the service industry. During COVID-19, all these industries
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were deemed essential and allowed (read: forced) to maintain their regular operations despite high infection
rates or restrictive local ordinances. Thus, the vulnerable migrant who had been exploited by their employer
was now labeled an essential worker.

Meat processing factories in the United States soon transformed into COVID-19 hotspots“. After years of
consolidation and vertical integration in the meat industry, COVID-19 revealed the industry’s lack of
resilience. In fact, reliance on efficiency and low wages regardless of the impact on animals, workers and the
environment for the sake of maximizing profit margins and shareholder profit has placed the entire global
food system at risk®. The industry’s efficiency is achieved through conveyor belt production lanes, with
workers in close proximity to animals and each other”. Workers are discouraged from disclosing symptoms
for fear of losing wages and are forced into coercive contracts with long working hours, no healthcare and
often housed in overcrowded accommodations with limited or non-existent hygiene measures™

Agriculture workers in Spain fared no better than their meat packer counterparts in the United States,
however. Many of the agricultural workers are sourced from a pool of migrants with temporary
humanitarian rights to stay or refugees without papers due in part to a refugee dispersion strategy and the
multiplication of refugee centers in rural and inland areas as promoted by national policies”. They are often
preferred by landowners due to their tenuous legal status within the country. This makes them more
vulnerable to exploitation and less likely to submit or follow up with formal complaintsso. On the surface,
this preference appears to originate from systemic, both covert and overt, racist policies that isolate migrant
workers, allowing landowners to exploit them more easily. Tactics such as coercion and evasion of
administrative and social security obligations are easier to carry out when the migrant worker is afraid of
being deported”’. This precarious situation has made these migrant workers prey to unscrupulous
landowners who take advantage of their vulnerable position. Often underpaid and living in cramped,
unsanitary accommodations, essential migrant workers in Spanish agriculture were forced to work without
healthcare, protective gear or basic hygiene and often had to share tools™. The result of this system made
agriculture the economic sector with most frequent COVID-19 outbreaks in Spain®’

Additionally, the Australian elder care industry is primarily dependent on low-paid, poorly trained and
non-English speaking migrant workers™®, These migrant workers are predominantly migrant Asian women,
and the industry coerces them to work across multiple homes, greatly increasing the risk of occupational
transmission”, especially as most migrant workers are often without employment benefits (e.g., sick leave
and annual leave) and are rarely provided with proper personal protective equipment’. Migrant workers
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were given the hollow title of “essential workers” not as recognition of their importance, but rather to enable
their continued exploitation. Yet, the systematic exploitation of migrant workers would not have been
possible if not for its sanctioning by or willful ignorance of governments.

Discriminatory COVID-19 Policies and Responses

As COVID-19 began to spread globally, governments scrambled to adopt measures to mitigate this
pandemic. These measures came in the form of non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs) that ranged from
mask-wearing to quarantine and lockdowns®’. While different combinations and intensities of these policies
yielded different results worldwide, they were credited with mitigating the early effects of COVID-19. Even
now with the discovery of vaccines and their widespread usage around the globe, NPIs are still being applied
at varying levels to deal with COVID-19 variants’®. However, these same policies served to exacerbate ethnic
and racial inequalities. According to Drexel University’s Sharrelle Barber, “Black communities, Latino
communities, immigrant communities, Native American communities—we're going to bear the
disproportionate brunt of the reckless actions of a government that did not take the proper precautions to
mitigate the spread of this disease.”” Professor Barber alludes to the increased vulnerability of the most
economically and socially deprived: a vulnerability that is not accounted for by governments and national
COVID-19 policies. Most COVID-19 models do not consider a population’s socioeconomic status or the
structural vulnerability of a community®. Therefore, these policies served to endanger already vulnerable
populations — in particular, the migrant community. As the majority of migrants tend to be in precarious
socioeconomic circumstances, they were quickly and adversely affected by COVID-19 mandates.

Migrants, documented and undocumented, formed the majority of essential workers as defined by most
countries. This categorization prevented migrants from isolating in their houses; instead, they were forced
onto the frontlines during a once-in-a-century pandemic. To make matters worse, poor migrants live in
overcrowded and unsanitary houses that often do not have running water®. Accordingly, migrant housing
quickly became COVID-19 super-spreaders. However, migrants seldom benefit from paid sick leave and are
too underpaid to take time off. To that end, migrants quickly got stuck in a vicious cycle where they could
not afford being sick®’. Even if they were able to isolate themselves within their houses with what little
savings they had, they were unlikely to be able to continue to pay rent, especially in countries like the US,
where country-wide eviction stays omitted migrants®’. Similarly, in Australia, migrants were purposefully
excluded from benefit packages and other aid provided to their national counterparts with the government
often telling them “to go home.”* Australia, at the time, was home to over one million migrant essential

workers spread across seasonal worker visas, student visas and temporary visas.

National COVID-19 policies made no effort to combat the systemic exclusion of migrants in healthcare. In
the US, many migrants cannot afford healthcare and do not qualify for the Affordable Care Act, so they
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generally avoid hospital care when possible“. Additionally, migrants, specifically those who are
undocumented, have been fearful of getting vaccinated either due to the threat of deportation or simply
being unable to provide residency papers“. The lack of protection and guarantees for migrants by both
government and COVID-19 national policies has made them isolated. Ostracized by society, documented
and undocumented migrants are now faced with an ever-vicious cycle of existence.

Conclusion

During COVID-19, migrant communities were subject to varying forms of racism. Structural, institutional
and interpersonal racism became synergetic and led to a sort of COVID-19 syndemic. Migrants were
ostracized from society but were asked to serve as essential migrant workers. They were targets of assault and
discrimination and presented as scapegoats for public anger by politicians. Not only that, but they were also
denied benefits and healthcare, and COVID-19 relief was made available for their national counterparts.
The continued discrimination and othering of migrants served not only to harm migrant communities but
in fact harmed the global community. Individually, these forms of racism are often combatted through
revisionist, inclusionary and destigmatizing policies. However, during the COVID-19 pandemic, these three
types of racism manifested in a self-sustaining and harmonized form.

Calls for the inclusion of migrants in COVID-19 national policies and planning have been made since the
beginning of the pandemic®’. Scientists, healthcare professionals and academics were virtually unanimous on
the importance of inclusionary practices to encourage undocumented migrants to seek aid and healthcare.
Much like racism, healthcare is built on the interplay between different factors. For a country to be healthy
and immune to COVID-19, herd immunity needs to be achieved. However, much to the dismay of certain
politicians and nationalists, herd immunity includes all individuals residing within a country regardless of
their migrant status. In fact, a primary reason that COVID-19 still exists to date, four years after it first
emerged, is the lack of equitable vaccination and healthcare access between communities. This has hindered
the attainment of herd immunity“.

This article discusses how discrimination and racism at different levels have prolonged the threat of
COVID-19 and may lead to a resurgence, as warned by the WHO®. To eliminate COVID-19, policies
promoting inclusivity, access to healthcare and culturally sensitive vaccine messaging are essential. Although
COVID-19 has caused numerous fatalities, many of them could have been prevented if there were no
institutional, structural or national policy barriers. To avoid repeating the same mistakes during future
pandemics, governments must prioritize the inclusion of migrants regardless of their legal status in all
national policies. It's important that policies aimed at combating pandemics do not discriminate and instead
protect everyone.
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