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COVID-19

ONS - Ethnic contrasts in deaths involving the coronavirus 

(COVID-19), England: 10 Jan 2020 to Mar 2021

“Racism kills, and this is 
a public health crisis we 
can no longer ignore.”



What is racism?

Racism

An organised system that affords power and privilege according to an established hierarchy based on 
racial categories. Racism operates to protect the rights, power, and livelihoods of those at the top of 
the hierarchy.

Xenophobia

The fear or hatred of, or discrimination against, those who are considered to be foreigners. 

Discrimination

Differential treatments or outcomes that are unfavourable towards a group or an individual based on 
some aspect of their actual or perceived identity. 



Racial categorisation

Johann Friedrich Blumenbach,1795

• Caucasian white

• Mongolian yellow-brown

• Malayan black-brown

• Ethiopian black

• American copper-red

Carolus Linnaeus, 1735 

• Americanus: reddish, choleric, obstinate, 
merry, regulated by customs 

• Asiaticus: sallow, melancholy, haughty, 
ruled by opinions

• Africanus: phlegmatic, relaxed; women 
without shame, crafty, indolent, negligent; 
governed by caprice

• Europaenus: white, sanguine, muscular, 
inventive, governed by laws 



Eugenics

“Eugenics deal with what is more valuable than money or lands, namely the heritage of a 

high character, capable brains, fine physique, and vigour… It aims at the evolution and 

preservation of high races of men.” Francis Galton

Divided into 2 groups: those who are worthy to give life, and those who are not

“Around the world, eugenics of one form or another is implicated in: compulsory sterilization; 

legislation on mental deficiency; immigration law and racist policies; the notion of natural 

intelligence; normalisation of segregation by race, ability and class.”  

UCL Inquiry into the History of Eugenics



“Tuskegee Study of Untreated Syphilis in the Negro 
Male” – 1932-1972

• 600 black men – 399 with syphilis, 201 without

• Without patients’ informed consent

• They received free medical exams, free meals, burial insurance

• Not treated for syphilis, even when penicillin became the recommended drug of 
choice (1947)

• 40 wives contracted syphilis and 19 children were born with congenital syphilis

• Prompted a change in research ethics laws



Structural discrimination

The macro level processes and systems that maintain and perpetuate racial inequity

Separation 

Humans see themselves as being different from others

Hierarchical power 

Stratification of society according to categories 

People at the top have privilege, capabilities, and capital 

• Colonisation

• Law and governance 



Power and politics

Donald Trump: “Make America Great Again”

“When the looting starts, the shooting starts” 

Narenda Modi: The ‘Saffronisation’ of India

Jair Bolsonaro: “Indians are …increasingly becoming human beings 
just like us.” 

Boris Johnson: “Take back control”

Populist politics blame and scapegoat others





Health impacts







Conceptual model

Bronfenbrenner's Bioecological Model



Intersectionality

• History & coloniality: shapes 
contemporary experiences 

• Separation & hierarchy: across 
lines of identity/privilege

• Institutionalisation in systems: 
racism embedded in laws, 
practices, health systems

• Visibility: visible factors

• Violence: direct, cultural, 
structural



Action to prevent adverse health outcomes from racism

Action must be 

multisectoral, 

society-wide
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