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Introduction

We all have been affected by the current COVID-19 pandemic. However, the impact of the pandemic and
its consequences are felt differently depending on our status as individuals and as members of society.
While some try to adapt to working online, homeschooling their children and ordering food via Instacart,
others have no choice but to be exposed to the virus while keeping society functioning. Our different social
identities and the social groups we belong to determine our inclusion within society and, by extension, our
vulnerability to epidemics.

COVID-1g is killing people on a large scale. As of October 10, 2020, more than 7.7 million people across
every state in the United States and its four territories had tested positive for COVID-19. According to the
New York Times database, at least 213,876 people with the virus have died in the United States.! However,
these alarming numbers give us only half of the picture; a closer look at data by different social identities
(such as class, gender, age, race, and medical history) shows that minorities have been disproportionally
affected by the pandemic. These minorities in the United States are not having their right to health fulfilled.

According to the World Health Organization’s report Closing the Gap in a Generation: Health Equity
through Action on the Social Determinants of Health, “poor and unequal living conditions are the conse-
quences of deeper structural conditions that together fashion the way societies are organized—poor social
policies and programs, unfair economic arrangements, and bad politics.” This toxic combination of factors
as they play out during this time of crisis, and as early news on the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic point-
ed out, is disproportionately affecting African American communities in the United States. [ recognize
that the pandemic has had and is having devastating effects on other minorities as well, but space does not
permit this essay to explore the impact on other minority groups.

Employing a human rights lens in this analysis helps us translate needs and social problems into
rights, focusing our attention on the broader sociopolitical structural context as the cause of the social
problems. Human rights highlight the inherent dignity and worth of all people, who are the primary
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of the root causes of racial health inequities.” To
date, many of the studies conducted to investigate
the effect of racism on health have focused mainly
on interpersonal racial and ethnic discrimination,
with comparatively less emphasis on investigating
the health outcomes of structural racism.” The
latter involves interconnected institutions whose
linkages are historically rooted and culturally rein-
forced. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic,
acts of discrimination are taking place in a variety
of contexts (for example, social, political, and his-
torical). In some ways, the pandemic has exposed
existing racism and discrimination.

Poverty (low-wage jobs, insurance coverage,
homelessness, and jails and prisons)

Data drawn from the 2018 Current Population
Survey to assess the characteristics of low-income
families by race and ethnicity shows that of the
7.5 million low-income families with children in
the United States, 20.8% were black or African
American (while their percentage of the population
in 2018 was only 13.4%).>° Low-income racial and
ethnic minorities tend to live in densely populat-
ed areas and multigenerational households. These
living conditions make it difficult for low-income
families to take necessary precautions for their
safety and the safety of their loved ones on a regular
basis.* This fact becomes even more crucial during
a pandemic.

Low-wage jobs. The types of work where people in
some racial and ethnic groups are overrepresented
can also contribute to their risk of getting sick with
COVID-19. Nearly 40% of African American work-
ers, more than seven million, are low-wage workers
and have jobs that deny them even a single paid sick
day. Workers without paid sick leave might be more
likely to continue to work even when they are sick.**
This can increase workers’ exposure to other work-
ers who may be infected with the COVID-19 virus.

Similarly, the Centers for Disease Control has
noted that many African Americans who hold low-
wage but essential jobs (such as food service, public
transit, and health care) are required to continue to
interact with the public, despite outbreaks in their

communities, which exposes them to higher risks
of COVID-19 infection. According to the Centers
for Disease Control, nearly a quarter of employed
Hispanic and black or African American workers
are employed in service industry jobs, compared
to 16% of non-Hispanic whites. Blacks or African
Americans make up 12% of all employed workers
but account for 30% of licensed practical and
licensed vocational nurses, who face significant
exposure to the coronavirus.”

In 2018, 45% of low-wage workers relied on an
employer for health insurance. This situation forces
low-wage workers to continue to go to work even
when they are not feeling well. Some employers
allow their workers to be absent only when they
test positive for COVID-19. Given the way the virus
spreads, by the time a person knows they are infect-
ed, they have likely already infected many others in
close contact with them both at home and at work.**

Homelessness. Staying home is not an option for
the homeless. African Americans, despite mak-
ing up just 13% of the US population, account for
about 40% of the nation’s homeless population,
according to the Annual Homeless Assessment
Report to Congress.* Given that people experienc-
ing homelessness often live in close quarters, have
compromised immune systems, and are aging,
they are exceptionally vulnerable to communicable
diseases—including the coronavirus that causes
COVID-19.

Jails and prisons. Nearly 2.2 million people are in
US jails and prisons, the highest rate in the world.
According to the US Bureau of Justice, in 2018, the
imprisonment rate among black men was 5.8 times
that of white men, while the imprisonment rate
among black women was 1.8 times the rate among
white women.*® This overrepresentation of Afri-
can Americans in US jails and prisons is another
indicator of the social and economic inequality
affecting this population.

According to the Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights” General Comment 14,
“states are under the obligation to respect the right
to health by, inter alia, refraining from denying or
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