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Introduction: 
  

The Covid-19 outbreak has had many impacts on the human rights of all people, leaving many 
groups vulnerable to disease and discrimination. One issue is discrimination against people of Asian 
origin, especially Chinese. Many people, even political figures and states, have been avoiding, 
insulting, and even exerting violence toward people of Asian origin because they blame China and the 
Chinese people for the viral outbreak. People of Asian origin, in all locations around the globe, have 
been facing discrimination since the start of the outbreak. Some people of Asian descent have even 
been stripped of their human rights such as respect, food, and shelter because of this issue. Another 
important issue is the weakening of democracy and the rise of arbitrary detention due to the 
coronavirus outbreak. Over 66 governments have been exploiting the pandemic response to arrest 
human rights defenders, journalists, and broadcasters without a legal basis or even a just trial. Many 
states have also been unjustly detaining refugees who have a right to seek asylum and flee war, as well 
as neglecting the human rights of their prisoners. There has also been major xenophobia and racial 
discrimination against people of color, especially in the United States of America. Studies show that 
the coronavirus is affecting African-Americans and Latinos disproportionately and that 
African-Americans and Latinos are more likely to be hospitalized for coronavirus than white people. 
This is caused by the institutional discrimination people of color face not only in court, but in 
education, healthcare, and housing as well. The African-American and Latino populations in the 
United States of America have been neglected from their rights to sufficient healthcare and safety. 
  
 
Definition of key terms: 
Discrimination is bias, injustice, and prejudices against different groups of people, often on the 
grounds of race, gender, age, disability, or identification. 
 
Xenophobia is the extreme fear, dislike, and in serious cases, violence toward anything or anyone who 
is not from one’s own country. 
 
Arbitrary arrest and detention is when an individual is arrested and detained, by the government, 
without a fair trial or any legal basis. 

 

 



Background Information: 

“Stress, fear, and anxiety are normal reactions to public health crises, such as the current 
coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak.” (CDC, APA, Loyola University, and the University of Michigan. 
Counseling & Psychological Services). These sentiments can fuel shame and separation, for example, 
xenophobia and prejudice, toward a specific gathering of individuals, if done intentionally. During 
these challenging times with the ongoing pandemic, the world needs to work together and unite with 
the intention of finding a solution to this issue that has affected all of our lives. The issue of 
xenophobia, discrimination, and arbitrary detention due to the coronavirus targets one specific origin 
of individuals: Asians.  

The origin of this issue ties back to the start of 2020 when Asians, as well as individuals of 
Asian ancestry, started experiencing attacks, beatings, violent bullying, threats, racist abuse, 
xenophobic approaches, and discrimination. “Racism and physical attacks on Asians and people of 
Asian descent have spread with the Covid-19 pandemic, and government leaders need to act decisively 
to address the trend,” said John Sifton, Asia advocacy director. Ever since the coronavirus outbreak 
people of Asian ancestry are the main targets of disparaging language in many forms which include: 
speeches given by politicians, newspaper and magazine articles, and social media posts. Former US 
President Donald Trump is said to be one of the contributors to the hate speech that has been spread 
against Asians and therefore the issue that will be explored. Donald Trump used the term “Chinese 
virus” and the former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo described the Coronavirus as the “Wuhan 
virus.” Both of these political leaders have somewhat influenced the rise of this issue and has used the 
political influence and power they hold over a specific community to spread xenophobia and 
discrimination against Asians. After receiving an extensive amount of backlash, former US President 
Trump stopped using the term and tweeted that he was in support of “our Asian-American 
community.” However other than a tweet he hasn’t taken action to do anything about the issue. The 
only originator of this issue wasn’t the US. Several groups of political groups in countries such as the 
United Kingdom, Italy, Greece, Spain; France, and Germany have also been a factor in the rise of 
xenophobia towards Asians. But xenophobia isn’t the only issue that has been implemented by these 
political groups. Refugees, foreigners, and prominent individuals have also been a victim to the white 
supremacist, anti-semitic, and xenophobic approach of these parties that have used their power in 
stimulating the formation of a now global issue.  

The Wall Street Journal published an article in February 2020 with the headline “China Is the 
Real Sick Man of Asia.” The title of this article started to stimulate criticism from the Chinese 
government as well as all the individuals from an Asian origin. The phrase is a reference to the Qing 
Dynasty which took place in the early 1900’s. This reference has the aim of humiliating the nation of 
China and didn’t go unnoticed by many Asians. The usage of this phrase in such a greatly read piece 
of newspaper brings light to the anti-Chinese view which has surfaced with the outbreak of the 
coronavirus.  

If we look at the current situation of this issue we can see that there hasn’t been much done in 
order to tackle the issue and it is present with various different examples all around the world. In the 
United Kingdom, Asians have been brutally assaulted as well as been accused of spreading the 
coronavirus. In Texas, a man attacked a Burmese family with a knife, as a result of the influence that 
the former US President Trump has implemented on his supporters. To add on, Asian’s in schools all 
around the United States of America have been experiencing bullying and assault. In Africa, it was 
reported that people were being accused of carrying the coronavirus just because they were foreigners. 



In Brazil, there have been reports of harassment and the shunning of Asians all throughout the country. 
Apart from all the physical reporting that has been mentioned there is also another perspective we 
could look at. Many employers have decided to fire their Asian employees with the excuse that they 
were Asian. The workers who were fired had to find new jobs but many failed to do so since no one 
wanted an Asian working for them. South Korea, Japan, and Indonesia are also some examples of 
countries that have reported the same issue. In addition to this many businesses which were owned by 
people of Asian descent have been closing due to the lack of profit. An example of this is Chinatown 
which is located in San Francisco, USA. People have been refusing to step into that part of the town 
due to fear that it is a harbor for the virus.  

If we were to focus on Italy, the governor of Veneto has told reporters that “unlike Italians, the 
Chinese did not have good standards of hygiene" and "eat mice live." After his words stirred 
controversy around the country resulting in serious backlash, he apologized for his rude remarks. 
Luniara, which is a civil society group based in Italy, has received over 50 reports of assault, and 
verbal harassment towards individuals of an Asian descent.  

Even though it was stated that this xenophobic approach was against Asians or people from an 
Asian origin, they were not the only group experiencing this. In India and Sri Lanka, anti-Muslim 
discrimination groups have been rising for the past few years, and the governments of the two 
countries have done nothing to stop this. As a result of the outbreak of the coronavirus, these 
anti-Muslim groups have started to rebel against Muslims. In Myanmar, a leader which were evidently 
ultra-nationalist has been using the coronavirus outbreak as a way to justify the actions of these 
anti-Muslim groups.  

Below there are statistical graphs and diagrams associated with the issue all adapted from Neil 
G. Ruiz Many Black, Asian Americans Say They Have Experienced Discrimination Amid Coronavirus: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Involved countries and organizations: 

United States of America: The United States is one of the main stimulators of this issue. There has                  
been reports of various types of xenophobic behavior towards Asian’s and people of Asian descent all                
throughout the United States since early 2020. As a result of the growing numbers of victims of this                  
issue, Asian-American groups created a reporting center named STOP AAPI HATE. This center was              
for victims to report any xenophobic or racist behavior they have experienced. In late April this centre                 
received around 1,500 reports from victims of racism, discrimination, xenophobic behavior, physical            
assault, and hate speech. An example was reported by a Chinese-America who was talking on the                
phone in her native language of Mandarin when she was approached by a woman who yelled to her                  
with the words ‘get this corona virus chink away from me.’ The group also received reports where                 
Asian-Americans were harassed on public transport, on the streets, in supermarkets with the             
accusations that they were ‘bringing coronavirus,’ into the United States. There were also many cases               
where transport services such as Uber and Lyft. A website for Asian-American news was a website                
called NextShark used to receive only a few reports before the outbreak of the coronavirus however                
now receives dozens. Even though this issue is getting more and more serious with every passing day                 
federal agencies such as The Federal bureau of Investigation (FBI) have not taken any action to                
address this issue.  

United Kingdom: The United Kingdom has been receiving reports of numerous attacks against             
individuals of an Asian origin. This started with the spread of the coronavirus into the United                
Kingdom. The contents of these reports contained physical as well as verbal assault. According to the                
data that they discovered with Freedom of Information, Sky News has stated that UK police have been                 
contacted with at least 267 hate crimes towards Asians from January to March 2020. Many police                
forces didn’t report back with numbers to Sky News which makes us question whether or not these                 
police forces are collecting the data needed and whether or not they are doing anything at all to stop                   
the numbers from rising. An anti-racism group located in the UK has reported that it has received                 
numerous reports of “racism, discrimination, and verbal abuse, arising from perceptions that they are              
members of the Chinese community.” As a response to these allegations, Nationally, the senior-most              
UK police officer responsible for hate crime has openly confirmed that police services track anti-Asian               
hate crime and take those offences seriously. However, despite the Covid-19 outbreak, police officials              
concentrated on violence largely declining in a new release of crime figures, without mentioning the               
increase of anti-Asian hate crime or suggesting action they are taking to stop it. 

Russian Federation: The state-owned transport company Mosgortrans began ordering public transport           
drivers in Moscow to report Chinese passengers to the police on around February 20, after Russia                
banned Chinese people from entering the country. Many passengers considered to be Asian were              
intercepted by workers and questioned for identification and their metro pass number to trace their               
movements. On February 24, the Chinese embassy sent a letter to the government of Moscow urging                
them to take measures to bring an end to the racist activity. Police searched several places during the                  
last week of February, long before Moscow was put under lockout, to locate Chinese people and drive                 
them into quarantine, unaware of their travel records. Human Rights Watch was told by the Russian                
organisation SOVA, which tracks xenophobia and bigotry, that since February there have been             
intensified attacks against Asians. In relation to Covid-19, it also documented a "wave of insulting and                
racist commentary directed at Chinese people and Central Asian natives on social media." On March               



29, a media article by Lenta detailed multiple accounts, including instances of people screaming on the                
subway or in public at Asians or Central Asians, alleging that "the Chinese brought coronavirus to this                 
country." Incidents of racist behavior against Asian-looking individuals in Nizhnevartovsk,          
Ekaterinburg, Tatarstan, and Makhachkala, among other locations, were also recorded during March. 

Australia: After the outbreak of Covid-19, a spate of instances of racial violence and assaults and                
vandalism against individuals of Asian origin have been recorded in Australia. For instance, in late               
March in Sydney, there were stories of cases in which "Death to dog eaters," was painted in front of                   
the house of an Asian man and of people yelling racial abuse at two women, calling them "Asian                  
dogs." Also in late March, near Melbourne, the suburban home of a Chinese-Australian family was               
attacked three times in the span of a week by racial vandalism: on March 20, the family discovered the                   
words "COVID-19 China Die" spray painted on their garage door. An unnamed man hurled a big rock                 
through one of their windows late the next night. The door of their garage was spray-painted again on                  
March 29, this time with the words "leave and die." Two women in a party assaulted two Chinese                  
female students at Melbourne University on April 15, screaming derogatory comments such as, "Go              
back to China." During the first two weeks of April nationally, a study focused on Covid-19-related                
bias towards Asians and Asian-Australians reported 178 events. The survey has received about 12              
reports a day since April 2, ranging from ethnic remarks to physical attack, by the community                
organization Asian Australian Alliance. The bulk of recorded racial attacks, 62%, were against             
women. An increase in concerns about racial violence was also confirmed by Australia's Human              
Rights Commission. A "prejudice census" was developed by the Australian National University to             
help gather information about the surge in events related to Covid-19. Prime Minister Scott Morrison               
has criticised racial attacks associated with Covid-19, urging Australians to clearly "stop it." The              
increase of racial attacks has also been widely condemned by Alan Tudge, Australia's acting Minister               
for Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, and a member of the Labour Parliament, Andrew Giles, and               
other opposition leaders have called on the government to restart a nationwide movement against              
racism. 

India: In conjunction with the spread of Covid-19, hate speech against Muslims, already a significant               
and rising issue since the election of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in 2015, has                 
increased. Social media and WhatsApp groups were overwhelmed in April with demands for Muslim              
social and economic boycotts, including by members of the BJP. There have also been many physical                
assaults on Muslims, including the distribution of relief material by volunteers, despite falsehoods             
accusing them of intentionally spreading the virus. Hate speech against Muslims seems to have              
evolved after Indian authorities reported that after attending a mass religious congregation in Delhi,              
organized by the international Islamic missionary movement Tablighi Jamaat, a significant number of             
Muslims had tested positive for Covid-19. By branding the Jamaat meeting a 'Talibani crime' and               
'CoronaTerrorism,' BJP officials fanned the flames. Some BJP-supportive news media have used            
words such as #CoronaJihad, prompting the hashtag to go viral on social media. The crisis became so                 
bad that a note of warning was released by the World Health Organisation (WHO), stating that "it is                  
very important that we do not profile cases based on racial, religious, and ethnic lines." Prime Minister                 
Narendra Modi did not specifically denounce hate speech against Muslims, but tweeted "COVID19             
before striking does not see race, faith, color, caste, faith, language, or borders." Our reaction and                
action should attach primacy to peace and brotherhood afterward. Together, we are in this.' However,               



at national and local levels, the Indian authorities have not taken sufficient measures to curb the highly                 
toxic environment or, where necessary, to initiate adequate inquiries into attacks. 

Sri Lanka: In the background of the pandemic, many government officials have stigmatized public              
remarks about Sri Lanka's minority Muslim population, as hate speech has been recorded across the               
country. This entails arguments that, along with demands for boycotts of Muslim corporations,             
Muslims are responsible for purposely spreading the pandemic. On April 12, Muslim groups wrote to               
the government to draw attention to a rise in Sri Lankan hate speech. On March 27, the Sri Lankan                   
government released a law that everyone who dies from complications of Covid-19 must be cremated,               
which is contrary to Islamic religious tradition. The WHO has confirmed that cremation should be "a                
matter of cultural choice and resources available," and that the dissemination of Covid-19 does not               
need to be stopped. On 8 April, four UN special rapporteurs released a correspondence arguing that                
the law was a violation of religious freedom and also calling attention to anti-Muslim hate speech and                 
the stigmatization of Muslims who tested positive for Covid-19. 

 
Timeline of events: 
 
December 31st, 2019: WHO’s Country Office in the People’s Republic of China picked up a media 
statement by the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission from their website on cases of ‘viral 
pneumonia’ in Wuhan, People’s Republic of China. 
 
January 11th, 2020: Chinese media reported the first death from novel coronavirus. Covid-19 started 
to become known as names such as “chinese virus” that are xenophobic to Asian people. 
 
January 30th, 2020: WHO declared the novel coronavirus outbreak a pandemic. 
 
May 28th, 2020: Protests against the killing of George Floyd started in New York City, starting a 
strong Black Lives Matter movement to strengthen human rights activism during the pandemic. 
 
July 24th, 2020: UNHCR calls on states to free refugees and asylum-seekers who have been arbitrarily 
arrested. 
 
October 2nd, 2020: (Former) American president Donald Trump tested positive for the coronavirus. 
 
December 31st, 2020: United Nations General Assembly passes a resolution on the elimination of 
racism, xenophobia, and racial intolerance, mentioning the effects of the pandemic on these issues. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Previous attempts to solve the issue: 

Since the issue of xenophobia as a result of the coronavirus is a very recent issue there hasn't                  
been much done in order to solve it. However the following points have been taken from IOM (UN                  
Migration)’s official website and provide a glimpse into the future of solving this issue: 
 
“To ensure migrants won’t be threatened by xenophobia and discrimination, IOM calls for:  

- Public communications based on facts and scientific data so as not to contribute to xenophobia 
or racial discrimination. Political leaders, the media, community and religious leaders, and civil 
society groups all have roles to play in this regard. Individuals can only make sound choices if 
they have accurate information about how the disease is spread. 

- Awareness-raising campaigns and policies that foster social cohesion. Everyone is entitled to 
be treated with dignity and respect. Non-nationals who are under a State’s jurisdiction, 
including those stranded due to border closures, are entitled to see their rights respected and be 
allowed access to necessary services without fear of reprisal. 

- Measures to prevent and address discrimination and stigmatization in States’ COVID-19 
response plans, must include efforts to prevent violence and hate crimes against migrants and 
other groups based on nationality or ethnicity. Those responsible for such crimes must be held 
accountable.  

- Policies regarding the entry and stay of foreign nationals meet international obligations and are 
not based on intolerance and fear.” (Combating Xenophobia is Key to an Effective COVID-19 
Recovery) 

 

Possible solutions: 
- The development of domestic laws that directly address xenophobic violence on the same level 

as other types of bias-moticavted violence. 
- An international group could be created with branches in many countries which work to stop 

the issue at hand. 
- There could be a platform where victims of xenophobic violence can share their experiences 

anonymously as a way to raise awarness and show people that this isn’t acceptable. 
- Open a sub-unit in the police force that address the issue of xenophobic violence. 
- Educate others on the scientific background of the coronavirus and how someone's cultural 

identity doesn’t have an effect on the spread of the virus as well as the formation. 
- Schools can further enhance their curriculum to include classes that teach students kindness 

from a young age so they won’t grow up with the thought that someone of a different cultural 
background is superior/inferior to them.  

- Open a sub-unit in law enforcement that investigates and eliminates cases of arbitrary arrest 
and detention. 

 
Useful links: 

https://time.com/5858649/racism-coronavirus/ 
https://www.npr.org/2020/03/02/811363404/when-xenophobia-spreads-like-a-virus 

https://time.com/5858649/racism-coronavirus/
https://www.npr.org/2020/03/02/811363404/when-xenophobia-spreads-like-a-virus


https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/japan-coronavirus-discrimination/2020/09/13/e8
2e5aa4-eea0-11ea-bd08-1b10132b458f_story.html 

https://www.iom.int/news/combatting-xenophobia-key-effective-covid-19-recovery  
https://policehumanrightsresources.org/category/2020-date-date-covid19-related-issues  
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