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ABSTRACT
To date, 110,000þ people in the United States have died from the COVID-19 pandemic. In
this paper, the authors will discuss COVID-19 relative to Black people and their overrepre-
sentation among those who are infected and died from the disease. Their dying, death, and
grief experiences are explored through a cultural and spiritual lens. The physical distancing,
social isolation, misinformation, and restrictive burials and cremations now elicited by this
unprecedented pandemic have had diminished familial, cultural, emotional, and economic
impacts on the Black community. Implications for public health and Black peoples’ involve-
ment in the political process are also addressed.

For Americans, living through the Coronovirus
(COVID-19) global pandemic is an unprecedented
experience. People have witnessed death from a dis-
ease that occurs rapidly to family, friends, and neigh-
bors and in neighborhoods and communities.
Compounding this experience is the uncertainty that
comes from misinformation, mixed messages, and
contradictions in the public health and safety informa-
tion presented to the populace by the Executive and
other branches of government and the media (Smith
et al., 2020). Medical personnel are short on the sup-
plies and equipment critically needed to effectively
treat those who have been stricken with the infection.
What once appeared to be a sufficient number of doc-
tors, nurses, respiratory therapists and other health
care staff and critical resources to meet the health
care needs of those in this country is now woefully
inadequate (Emanuel et al., 2020). People are dying at
alarming rates. There are now 110,000þ people in the
US who have died from the Coronovirus
(Welna, 2020).

COVID-19 has no respect for race, ethnicity, reli-
gion, age, gender, socio-economic, political status,
nationality, or global residence. Once exposed and
transmitted, COVID-19 is an equal opportunity infec-
tious virus with the potential to expeditiously threaten

the health and life of everyone. However, there are
health disparities and cultural and economic factors
associated with this severe and highly contagious virus
in the United States. The poor, among whom Black1

people are overrepresented, especially endure the bur-
den of the fallout from the pandemic (Thebault et al.,
2020). Black people are dying at disproportionately
higher rates (50–80%) than other racial and ethnic
groups, and many funeral directors have enacted new
policies regarding how the deceased are funeralized
and buried, which has cultural implications for Black
people (Owens, 2020; Yancy, 2020). Many Black peo-
ple are relying on philanthropic and governmental
assistance, perhaps now more than ever, for susten-
ance and other basic essentials, and the spiritual needs
of many within this community go wanting because
not all people have access to streaming devices, as
churches and other institutions of faith have closed
their doors and stream their services instead as a
safety precaution (Wright & Merritt, 2020). In this
paper, we discuss COVID-19 relative to Black people’s
beliefs about dying, death, and grief. We address the
economic impact of COVID-19 on the Black commu-
nity as well as implications for public health and
Black peoples’ involvement in the political process.
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Etiology and epidemiology of COVID-19 and
its impact on Blacks in the United States

COVID-19 is the clinical syndrome term that the gen-
eral public utilizes when referring to the acute respira-
tory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) infection.
The SARS-CoV-2 outbreak expeditiously spread from
China to other continents, and on January 31, 2020,
the World Health Organization (WHO) declared
SARS-CoV-2 an epidemic (Zhou et al., 2020). Two
months later, 12 March 2020, WHO declared the
SARS-CoV-2 outbreak a pandemic (World Health
Organization, 2020). Although COVID-19 is world-
wide, the United States has the highest prevalence,
incidence, and deaths of the deadly pandemic (Roser
et al., 2020). In the United States, the COVID-19
fatality rate is around 2.16% and, similar to the 1918
influenza pandemic, COVID-19 cases are high
amongst Americans over 65 years of age with complex
health conditions (Økland & Mamelund, 2019; Terry,
2020). A geographical analysis of new and confirmed
cases of COVID-19 affirmed that Blacks in the United
States have the highest death rates from the COVID-
19 (CDC 2020).

For centuries, and even during the 1918 influenza
pandemic, there has been higher prevalence and inci-
dence of morbidities and mortalities among US Blacks
when compared to other racial and ethnic groups
(Gamble, 2010; House, 2002). Health disparities
research affirm that the social structural factors of
high morbidity and mortality rates have been attrib-
uted to the disproportionate burden of racial bias, low
socioeconomic status, comorbidities (two or more
chronic illnesses), and lack of healthcare access that
historically led to low life expectancy and high mortal-
ity rates among Blacks (Millett et al., 2020; Williams
& Sternthal, 2010). Unfortunately, those racial health
disparities and social structural factors in the United
States persist, thus making a medically fragile racial
groups like Blacks explicitly susceptibility to COVID-
19 (Dyer, 2020). Whether they reside in urban, subur-
ban, or rural communities, Blacks are twice as likely
to be hospitalized for COVID-19, and their COVID-
19 deaths are three times than that of other racial and
ethnic groups (Erdman, 2020; Garg et al., 2020).

Prior to COVID-19, the continuous dying, death,
and grief pipeline among Blacks in the United States
due to chronic diseases (e.g., heart disease, cancer,
stroke, diabetes, chronic lower respiratory disease)
were and remain direr (Jones-Eversley & Rice, 2020).
Perhaps now, the alarming rate that Blacks with two
or more chronic diseases who are dying from
COVID-19 will finally shed light and sustainable

solutions to counteract America’s 401 years of racism,
systemic inequities, and dehumanization of Black lives
and bodies (Krishnan et al., 2020; Shervington, 2000).
For many Blacks who died from COVID-19, their
lived experiences were laden with racial discrimination
and structural racism, and now the restrictive public
health and funeral industry’s funeral and burial poli-
cies and protocols robs them the opportunity to tran-
sition from life with their human and cultural dignity
(Krieger, 2016; Owens, 2020).

Dying, death, and grief practices within Black
communities

Dying, death, and grief protocols during epidemic or
pandemic outbreaks disrupt traditional cultural cus-
toms and grief practices. During the 1918 influenza
pandemic, mandatory cremations of bodies were
ordered to prevent the spread of infectious disease
(Bristow, 2012). The Center for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) has not made cremations manda-
tory during COVID-19, and families have options of
burials or cremations. However, social distancing and
funerals protocols vary from state to state (National
Funeral Directors Association, 2020). Particularly
because of the US inhumane history of enslaved
African and African American slaves, Ku Klux Klan
cross burnings, burning down of Black homes,
churches, and businesses, and the racist burning of
Black bodies during the 1919 Red Summer and Jim
Crow eras, research studies have found that, compared
to other racial and ethnic groups, Blacks are less likely
to choose cremations as their funeral preference
(Associated Press, 2019; Brown, 2008; Buchanan &
Gabriel, 2015; McIlwain, 2002; SimmsParris, 1998).
Even though cremations are less expensive ($4000 or
more) than traditional burials ($9500 or more), some
research suggests there are discriminatory funeral
business practices that marketed more expensive
funeral services for Black families (Falvey, 2019;
McDonald, 1973; Saad, 2017).

In our search for words to narrate COVID-19 in
relation to Black people and their communal/collective
way of being, it is important to pause and consider
that COVID-19 is yet another assault on Black people.
This time the assault is natural; however, the disas-
trous and neglectful way in which leaders of the
United States responded to intelligence reports about
the oncoming virus is nothing short of catastrophic in
its impact on populations rendered vulnerable by cen-
turies of systemic anti-Black racism. COVID-19 is not
the first example of US government officials’ failure to
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deploy a measured, timely response to ensure the
well-being of people in this country in general, and
Black people in particular (e.g., Hurricane Katrina and
its impact in New Orleans, Louisiana). Maggie Neil
(2019) offers this reflection on who has the right to
write about the 2005 evacuation of New Orleans and
Hurricane Katrina:

I lived in New Orleans as a young, white girl. My
house was a different yellow house in a different part
of town. Where I lived, people did not wonder if the
government had purposefully blown up levees in
order to protect other, richer neighborhoods, deemed
more valuable.

In this statement, Neil acknowledges that the world
in which she lived in New Orleans is not the same
world as that of Black people in New Orleans, whose
lived experiences and history predisposed them to
consider the possibility that their government would
purposefully blow up levees in order to protect other,
richer neighborhoods, deemed more valuable. In the
context of COVID-19, consider how Black commun-
ities in New York City, New Orleans, or Chicago
might wonder: How it is that African Americans are
“essential workers” and at the same time expendable?
How is it that the wealthiest country in the world
could not provide personal protective equipment to
keep essential workers safe? How are human beings to
reconcile conflicting directives—don’t wear masks,
wear masks—only later to find online multiple guides
on how to make face masks at home? These questions
beg answers because they are important considerations
for the death rate of Black people due to COVID-19.
Consider the following actual case examples drawn
from a co-author’s extensive social network of current
and former students developed over 30 years of teach-
ing.

Case 1 Respondent: African American, Cis Female,
Middle Income-Social Worker, East Coast, US

March 23, 2020: I am fine for now but I work in a
400-bed shelter for men where one client and two
staff members are sick with the virus. We don’t really
have adequate cleaning staff so it is not like we have
people wiping down everything with bleach. We have
hand sanitizer but none for the clients. We are still
servicing them at our desk. We were supposed to be
getting a work week schedule of 3-days, 12-hour
shifts, staying home 4 days; this hasn’t happened. It’s
just crazy. I have been applying for a fulltime position
on a university’s website because I got to get out of
here before they kill me.

March 26, 2020: What I feared the most has hap-
pened; I am home sick with fever, headache, coughing

and nothing but Tylenol given to me by a local hos-
pital. I was sent home. They would not test me even
though I have been exposed at the shelter with two
confirmed cases among clients, and other coworkers
sick. They told me to go home and stay in for 7 days
and if my symptoms go away I can go back to work.
It’s ironic that I am sitting home watching the news
as people sit in their cars and are being tested right
from the car with or without any symptoms! This is
why I have no trust in the HEALTH care system.
They don’t care about poor Black people. I just know
that I have trust in Allah and that’s how we as a peo-
ple made it through slavery, and I pray for my people
to make it through this as well.

Kiese Laymon (2018) opines that today’s essential
and expendable workers are akin to essential and
expendable workers who were enslaved to build
wealth in the United States. How is it that the
descendants of the essential and expendable slaves live
lives that make them vulnerable because they are
employed in jobs that place them in close proximity
to conditions that expose them to COVID-19? It is
not just the higher rates of death that fuel anger in
respondents like in Case 1, but also cases like this one
where African Americans have been denied health
care because nurses or doctors did not believe their
complaints about their symptoms. Just as maddening
is the assumption that African-Americans bear per-
sonal responsibility for dying in disproportionate
numbers—the underlying health conditions contribu-
ting to African Americans vulnerability to COVID-19.

Notwithstanding this history and a healthy dose of
second guessing the motives of discriminatory govern-
ments, for Black communities across the United
States, death is familiar. In fact, Booker T.
Washington, once intoned, “The trouble with us is
that we are always preparing to die” (Roediger, 1981).
Death is a part of life, one of the movements
ensconced in the lifespan and is generally viewed as
exactly that, a natural aspect of life—a mere transition
from one spiritual realm to the next (Barrett & Heller,
2002). The reality of physical death initiates a strong
communal response in which the burden of caring for
a sick and dying loved one is shared. Typically, in the
Black community there is an outpour of support from
family, friends, and members of the community who
provide assistance with medical visits, meal prepar-
ation, and other daily activities (Moore et al., 2020).
As death becomes imminent, individuals are sur-
rounded and comforted at their bedside by family and
friends (Barrett & Heller, 2002; Moore et al., 2020).
Being able to visit with loved ones can provide
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meaning and a strong sense of relief for loved ones
(Barrett & Heller, 2002). However, new visitation
restrictions as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic
drastically affect how families say their final goodbyes
to loved ones.

Case 2 Respondent: African American/Puerto Rican,
Cis Male, Upper Middle-Income, East Coast, US

Brief Synopsis of Traditional Rituals: As a family,
we were raised in the Pentecostal faith. My brother
converted to Islam about fifteen years ago, so it was
important to provide him with the traditions of his
personal beliefs. As a family, we were able to have a
small funeral with ten family members in attendance.
The Imam from a local Mosque conducted the trad-
itional rituals in preparing the body for burial. Forty
additional people were able to caravan to the grave-
site. I later found out that my experience was contrary
to others. As I began to receive condolence communi-
cations, I soon learned of the violation of loved ones
during their hospital stays and the blatant disregard
or respect of the deceased. I could not imagine a hos-
pital allowing a mortician the authority to remove my
brother’s body and have him cremated. I am grateful
that I did not share in those experiences; I worry
about others who have.

Brief Synopsis of What Took Place: When I got
the call from the physician caring for my brother, she
could barely maintain her emotions. Understanding
my brother’s imminent demise, the most challenging
part of the process was not being able to identify a
member of the family to sit with him while he transi-
tioned. I did not want my brother to die alone. I did
not want him to think that we did not care for him
or that he was not loved. He was our youngest sibling,
and we had a responsibility to him. The hospital
granted immediate end of life compassion, and we
were able to have my niece sit vigil, as he transitioned.
My niece was able to Zoom conference the family
allowing us the dignity to say our goodbyes, but it
was devastating. I am not sure my brother was even
aware of our presence, but I am at peace because he
was not alone. After the burial, I was able to begin
the healing process. I still get choked up at times, but
I realize how much my brother was suffering as he
was dealing with comorbidity issues.

The effects of COVID-19 are disproportionately felt
by Black communities, not only because of COVID-19
interacting with existing heath disparities wrought by
decades of systemic racism, but because social distanc-
ing efforts disrupt traditional grieving practices that
would, under normal circumstances, bring immense
comfort to the dying individual and family.

Traditionally, in the final hours of life, dying Black
persons are immediately circled by family and close
friends at their bedside who may say prayers with
them, hold their hand, sing songs, and whisper words
of comfort (Moore et al., 2020). In Case 2, the family
was granted permission to have a family member sit
with their dying relative. Zoom meetings made it pos-
sible for family members to virtually be at the bedside.
Black people rely on a strong sense of community to
ease the burden of death and loss, however “in a pain-
ful irony, the very thing we need in moments of fear
and anxiety could also kill us” (Burke, 2020). Due to
the highly contagious nature of COVID-19 disease,
social distancing is widely accepted as a best practice
to “flatten the curve” (i.e., slow the spread of the dis-
ease; Covello & Hyer, 2020). Notwithstanding this
reality, 40 cars caravanned to the burial site of the
deceased. The family, kin, and friends found ways to
adhere to social distancing and at the same time
honor the dead.

The CDC has advised that people stricken with the
virus remain quarantined and isolated alone (in
the hospital or their homes) to prevent the spread of
the virus to others (CDC, 2020). In compliance with
CDC recommendations, many hospitals, nursing
homes, and end of life care facilities have employed
strict visitor restrictions that prohibit family members
and friends from visiting patients (Burke, 2020).

Case 3 Respondent: African American, Cis Female,
Low Income, East Coast, US

Brief Synopsis of Traditional Rituals My step-
father will be laid to rest in Chicago next to his
mother, and it hurts my heart that I will not be able
to attend. I simply cannot afford to travel at this time.
It is crucial that I mention that we adopted each
other. I met my step-father 15 years ago, when he was
employed as a delivery driver. To supplement his
income, my dad would provide a delivery service
from Costco’s to community members. After using his
service a few times, I began to call him Dad, and he
responded by claiming me as his daughter. While we
did not have a legally recognized bond, we unofficially
adopted each other. My step-father arrived in New
York in the 1950s and did not have a relationship
with his biological children. My step-father has two
sisters; one resides in Chicago; the other lives in
Nevada. I am not sure how his sister was able to
claim the body as his children began to insert them-
selves into the process shortly before his death. I have
come to learn his sister is the executrix of his estate. I
was permitted to enter his apartment at the request of
his sister and building management, as I was a
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familiar face who regularly visited, they complied with
her wishes; his sister simply wanted possession of his
bible. Unfortunately, I was confronted by his children;
the police were called; however, I was able to exit the
apartment before anything escalated. I was devastated
by the experience, but his sister has promised that we
will plan a memorial in New York next summer to
honor him.

Brief Synopsis of What Took Place: My step-
father suffered a stroke in March right before the
shutdown. Unfortunately, I was able only to receive
limited information. I became aware that he was
treated as if he had COVID19 but was not tested. My
step-father was in a public hospital, and no one could
visit. His sister and I were incredibly nervous about
his treatment, and I realized that we had a nurse who
was a family friend. Although she worked at another
hospital, she posed as a hospital staff member and
went into the hospital to see him. Her initial report
about his condition was horrible; he was soiled. The
nurse was able to get him some immediate assistance,
without drawing too much attention to herself, and I
was able to speak with him. The second day the nurse
began to ask questions, and the staff realized she was
not a member of the hospital team; she was then
escorted out of the hospital. The hospital then con-
tacted his daughter, who resides in Maryland. At this
time, the sister in Chicago was no longer able to
receive information or updates regarding her brothers’
condition. Once my step-father expired, the body sat
for two days because the children intervened, and it
was a mess. I just do not understand how they could
have treated him so poorly in life and death.

Case 3 makes visible an unintended consequence of
social distancing measures; families are unable to
comfort their sick loved ones, and families are also
unable to participate in health care choices for their
loved ones. Though some hospitals and facilities have
implemented innovative ways for families to connect
with COVID-19 victims, such as video chat, face time,
and phone calls (Levitz & Berger, 2020), this unfortu-
nately is not the case for most. The grim reality is
that many COVID-19 victims are dying alone (Berger,
2020). Not being physically present with sick and
dying persons during their final moments of life can
be deeply painful (Barrett & Heller, 2002). Such
restrictions may cause Black families to experience
tremendous guilt and/or feel that their loved one was
abandoned and forgotten about. While we must take
heed to new public health measures to mitigate the
rapid and virulent spread of COVID-19, we must also
consider the devastating impacts of this global

pandemic on the communal way of being and accept-
ance of death, particularly for Black people and com-
munities nationwide.

Case 4 Respondent: African American, Cis Female,
Upper Middle Income, West Coast, US

Brief Synopsis of Traditional Rituals: In some
ways, we are not particularly religious as a family, and
the thing that has produced the most sadness is my
husband’s inability to create a memorial. I have taken
on the responsibility of creating the programs, and as
we speak, his ashes will be arriving in about an hour.
We selected an urn that has a Dallas Cowboys symbol;
we believe he would have appreciated this. The transi-
tion of my father-in-law has been interesting in how
it has brought some members of the family closer
together. My husband and his first wife (the mother
of his children) met in high school, and her relation-
ship with her father-in-law was solid. My father-in-
law’s transition has allowed for some healing in their
relationship and given space for her to participate
actively. The memorial will probably be held Saturday,
May 30, 2020 and will fall in-between our Anniversary
and Father’s Day. My husband is still carrying sadness
about his mother, who died before Christmas a few
years ago and to have his father die two days before
his birthday is a bitter pill. I, as his wife, am pushing
this for the family, and their need to mourn trying to
be mindful of my husband and his feelings. We have
thirty slides, and we allowed everyone to pick their
favorite photo. I can say that a positive aspect of this
form of acknowledgment is you don’t have everyone
flying in from all over the country, and some of his
peers have never flown, so it makes it easier for them.
A few people have provided things for them to con-
tribute, but I do not know how my father-in-law’s
new life will translate across a screen. My concern is
that the life my husband and I provided for my
father-in-law, his new life, may trigger his friends and
loved ones in New York City. His friends and loved
ones could only imagine what our privilege
afforded him.

Brief Synopsis of What Took Place: For me, spe-
cifically, my distress began before the transition. My
inability to simply discuss the prognosis and then
speak about referrals for consults to provide my
father-in-law with the best care possible created a level
of anxiety I have never experienced. The separation
physically and the inability to actively supervise his
care and make appropriate decisions bothered me
simply because I have a fundamental distrust of the
medical community. I wanted to have access to some-
one to ensure my father-in-law’s care was the best he
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could receive. I wanted to know that even with all his
underlying conditions, the best possible care was
being provided, and my husband and I could not do
that. This saddened me more than anything else. My
father-in-law had late-stage Alzheimer’s, which influ-
enced the decision to bring him to California to live
with us. The difficulty now for my husband is that he
was not able to communicate or process his feelings
as the adult child, now caring for a parent who did
not even recognize him, and this made visitation diffi-
cult for my husband. As a Generation Xer, I have
found myself in conversation with many of my peers
regarding the care and well-being of our parents. How
do we care for this person who we may have unre-
solved feelings for but have a responsibility to? We
have Depression Era or Boomer parents who made it
very clear that they do not care about your feelings
but equate food, a home, and clothing as love. Our
struggle with mourning has only just begun, it is
extraordinarily complex and compounded
by COVID19.

In Case 4, the son is unable to process his feelings
before the father’s death due to the father’s
Alzheimer’s disease. The respondent lays out the
issues that come up for an adult child caring for a
parent who did not even recognize him, and the spe-
cial concerns around caring for Depression Era or
Boomer parents who equated food, a home, and
clothing with love. Counselors, social workers, and
therapists must be mindful of the words of Keenanga
Yamahtta Taylor (2020):

After World War II, city-dwelling African-Americans
saw the contradictions in a society that put a man on
the moon, while allowing rats to maul Black children
in their cribs at night. The federal government
underwrote the substandard housing that African-
Americans were consigned to because of residential
segregation. Everywhere African-Americans looked,
the state was not only impervious to their suffering
but an accessory to the crime.

Depression Era, Boomer, Generation Xers, and
Millennials who are African American share
this history.

The economic impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on Black people

There can be no serious discussion about the current
economic status of Black people without situating
their plight within the context of purposeful structural
racism. To do otherwise would place the onus of the
wealth and income gap that exists between Black peo-
ple and other racial groups on them. There are

approximately 43 million African Americans in the
United States, which constitutes roughly 13% of the
population (US Census Bureau 2017). Prior to being
brought to the US under the system of chattel slavery,
for the explicit purpose of being forced to provide
free labor for the economic development of this coun-
try, they came from a continent that has vast deposits
of precious minerals such as diamonds, gold, and tan-
talum. For instance, in 2015, a 1111 carat diamond
was found in the country of Botswana, the world’s
largest producer of diamonds; Libya produced 978
million barrels of oil per day totaling $14 billion in
revenue in 2017; and South Africa, the world’s largest
producer of gold and platinum, has a diamond indus-
try that is the fourth-largest in the world and also
produces 10% of the world’s gold (BBC News, 2015;
Lewis, 2018). Contrary to the notion that Africans
were and are illiterate, Black Americans came from a
continent that has 54 different countries, approxi-
mately 2000 distinct ethnic groups and tribes, and an
estimated 2000 native languages (Sawe, 2018). In
order to justify the exploitation of Africa and Africans
by Europe, European historians have depicted Africa
as a deep, dark, savage continent so that “not only
America, but also much of the rest of the world,
regards Africa as the primal continent: the most back-
ward, the least developed, by almost every modern
measure” (Hacker, 1992, p. 33); this perception still
exists (Keuleers, 2015; Shepard, 2008). Structural bar-
riers to the success of Black people have been insti-
tuted in every area of human activity and have
negatively impacted everything from their rates of
high infant mortality to the health care that Black
people receive during their end of life.

In 2018, 11.8% of the US population, or38.1 million
people, lived in poverty (Semega et al., 2019). During
that same year, African Americans had a poverty rate
of 20.8% (almost twice that of the national average)
compared to whites (10.1%), Asians (10.1%), and
Hispanics (17.6%; Poverty USA, 2020). The economic
health of the Black community has historically lagged
behind that of whites because of structural inequality
in the form of castigatory laws that have resulted in
the mass incarceration of Black males, income equal-
ity, problems within the labor market, households
headed by single-mothers, low educational attainment,
and unemployment; these issues have and continue to
disproportionately affect Black people (Parker, 2016).
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, between
April 25 and May of 2020, nearly one-in-four US
workers, or 38.1 million people, became unemployed
as local, state, and federal governments mandated that
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all businesses that were “non-essential” (e.g., theaters,
gyms and recreation centers, salons and spas, casinos
and racetracks, and shopping malls) temporarily
closed in an effort to curb the spread of the disease
(Cox, 2020, Kochhar & Barroso, 2020).

Hard hit by these closures were Black people who
historically have been employed in hourly low wage
jobs such as transportation, retail trade, personal and
laundry services, child day care services, housekeeping,
and food services. As more Americans worked from
home to observe social distancing in an effort to lessen
the spread of the Coronavirus, Black people were less
likely to be able to do so. They are among the only 1%
of service-sector workers who are able to have their
home serve as a “flexible workplace” using digital
resources to complete their work assignments
(Desilver, 2020). African Americans account for nearly
30% of bus drivers and nearly 20% of all food service
workers, janitors, cashiers, and stockers and they are
working as frontline nursing home workers, caregivers,
and food processing workers (Stabenow & Schumer,
2020). Findings are that high-wage workers have access
to vital work assistances like paid sick days and paid
family and medical leave far more often than low-wage
workers. African Americans are among the 93% of
low-wage workers (in the bottom quarter of wage earn-
ers) who have no access to paid family leave (Gupta
et al., 2019).

Of the nearly 40 million people who became
unemployed as of April 2020, 44% of Black
Americans compared to 38% of white Americans indi-
cated that either they or someone in their household
had suffered a job or wage loss as a result of the
Coronavirus outbreak (Lopez et al., 2020). Black peo-
ple also have the lowest level of wealth and disposable
income as compared to whites. In 2015, the collective
median wealth of individuals, such as cash, retirement
funds, investments, and real estate for single Black
women was $200 and the median wealth for single
Black men was $300, compared with $15,640 for sin-
gle white women and $28,900 for single white men
(Chang, 2015). This means that, when they lose their
jobs, the majority of Black people (73%) do not have
emergency funds as a safety net until they can find
gainful employment (Lopez et al., 2020). Hence, they
are at a higher risk of eviction or foreclosure which
can lead to homelessness and reliance on private and
government assistance. As a result of COVID-19, food
insecurity has become a burden for 22.5% of African
American households compared to the national aver-
age of 12.3% of US households who do not have
access to adequate amounts of healthy food on a

consistent basis (US Department of Agriculture,
2019). According to Feeding America (2020), 1 in 3
African Americans rely on US food banks and pan-
tries for food assistance. They are therefore not able
to stock up on basic food essentials and non-food
items such as toiletries and especially household clean-
ing products that would be critical for sanitizing their
homes against the Coronavirus.

Black people have also been negatively impacted in
the area of education by COVID-19. Worldwide, by
April of 2020, 192 countries had closed all schools and
universities, which accounted for over 90% of the
world’s students, or roughly 1.6 billion people
(Psacharopoulos et al., 2020). In 2020, more than half
of US schools and secondary institutions closed because
of COVID-19, which affected more than 56.6 million
public and private elementary, middle, and high
schools school students. Of those students, roughly
13% were Black youth in grades K-12. In the fall of
2019, roughly 19.9 million students attended colleges
and universities of whom approximately 13% were
Black (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.).

When academic institutions closed their doors many
school administrators and staff attempted to provide
for students educational needs via online formats.
However, this may have caused considerable learning
deficit for many students who, due to poverty, parent
unemployment, their own unemployment (as in the
case of those attending post-secondary institutions), or
those attending schools without the resources to pro-
vide them with the needed technological assistance, did
not have the technical devices (e.g., personal com-
puters, laptops, Iphones,), or broadband capability to
do homework remotely (Reich, 2020). Especially
affected were poor students because it has been found
that low levels of broadband use are correlated with
poverty (Fishbane & Tomer, 2020). Tarasawa (2020)
asserts that trauma events, unemployment, food inse-
curity, homelessness, and the infirmity or demise of a
loved one could negatively impact the academic per-
formance of vulnerable populations. These factors have
singularly or in concert affected many Black students
throughout this country as a result of the current pan-
demic. The overall effect of COVID-19 on the aca-
demic achievement of Black students is an area for
future post-COVID-19 research.

Implications of COVID-19 for the political
activity of Black people

In 1868, the Fourteenth Amendment of the United
States Constitution conferred the rights of citizenship

DEATH STUDIES 7



to African Americans (Library of Congress, n.d.).
Although during this time African American had citi-
zenship, they still faced barriers and obstacles when it
came to being able to vote. State polling offices
throughout the country methodically denied Black
people their right to vote. To resolve this issue, the
Fifteenth Amendment was approved by Congress in
1870 which states: “The right of citizens of the United
States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the
United States or by any state on account of race, color,
or previous conditions of servitude” (Constitutional
Rights Foundation, n.d.; Library of Congress, n.d.).
Nevertheless, states began to develop different
approaches to evade constitutional law and prevent
African Americans from exercising their right to vote.
Notwithstanding the 14th and 15th amendments guar-
anteeing the civil rights of Black Americans their right
to vote, this right was systematically stripped away
from them by white supremacist state governments
(Constitutional Rights Foundation, n.d.; Library of
Congress, n.d.). It took to 1965, when President
Lyndon B. Johnson signed into law The Voting Rights
Act. President Johnson asserted that “it is not just
Negroes, but it’s really all of us who must overcome
the crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice”
(Constitutional Rights Foundation, n.d.).
Consequently, The Voting Rights Act of 1965 cur-
tailed the unethical and immoral practices that previ-
ously deprived African Americans of their voting
opportunity. However, as found by Carol Anderson
(2018), several states (i.e., Florida, North Carolina,
Indiana, Georgia) have been guilty of targeting
African Americans, seeking to prevent and block
them from voting: “The main reason to disenfranchise
voters is to actively take Black people out of the polit-
ical equation because of racism, and … because Black
people voted the wrong way” (Penn Today, n.d.).

On 27 February 2020, a senior official employed by
the CDC, warned that the COVID-19 disease was
unavoidable and would reach the United States and
could be severe (Collinson, 2020). On 29 February
2020, President Trump said, “Whatever the circum-
stance is, we’re prepared” (Bump, 2020). However,
there was no plan in place that the president could
articulate to the country and, in part, because there
was no plan, there are now over 110,000þ people in
the United States who have lost their lives from
COVID-19 (Welna, 2020). President Trump misled
the public about the severity of the COVID-19 out-
break and continued to make misguided judgments,
which led to a lack of preparedness throughout the
nation during the pandemic (Paz, 2020). Voting

remains critical for Black communities for several rea-
sons. African Americans must vote to begin address-
ing systematic barriers that are meant to keep Black
communities marginalized and oppressed. Now, more
than ever, it is imperative that the Black community
unite and vote to combat racial inequities such as has
been highlighted by COVID-19.

Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic has disproportionately
affected the US Black population. The economic
impact on Black people in this country as a result of
COVID-19 will no doubt be generational. Post
COVID-19 research is needed to study the impact on
Black families as a result of the death of heads of
households. Many businesses that typically rely on
low wage workers, such as those in food services and
the leisure industry, have been forced to close, never
to reopen. What this means long-term for the coun-
try, and the Black community specifically, is yet to be
determined. The Coronavirus pandemic has also
brought to light the racism that Black people have his-
torically experienced, and continue to experience, in
the United States. It is imperative for Black people to
vote at, local, state, and national levels, for people
who will who have their best interest in mind. The
quality and longevity of their lives literally depends on
the social policies that are developed and implemented
by those who they vote into office.

Due to the beliefs and rituals that are cultural bed-
rocks as related to death, dying, and funeral practices
embraced by many members of the Black community;
suffering the COVID-19 viral infection and potentially
dying alone, is an excruciating experience for both
patients and their families. Policies that have been
implemented aimed at lessening the spread of the
infection no longer allow Black patients to benefit
from the social support that comes from receiving
human touch, being sung to, and prayed for at bed-
side and given other expressions of love that they
would otherwise receive from loved ones. Many die
alone because medical personnel are overwhelmed
with the demands that come from taking care of
COVID-19 patients and because they do not always
have the time to sit with those individuals to provide
them comfort. Perhaps just as sobering as the decea-
sed’s passing is, as a result of the need for social dis-
tancing, that the deceased person’s family must often
resolve themselves to not having the encouragement
that comes from community gatherings such as wakes
and memorials to remember those who have
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transitioned. Death, even when it is anticipated and
sometimes desired, is a difficult event.

Note
1. The terms Black people, Blacks and African American

are used interchangeably to denote people of
African ancestry.
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