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COVID – 19
 SAVE LIVES AND GUARANTEE THE RIGHTS OF THE 
 BLACK POPULATION

There are diverse positions and manifestos proposing solutions and alternatives to con-
front the grave moment that we are experiencing in Brazil and in the world.

One of the most important is the “Emergency platform to fight the Coronavirus pande-
mic and the Brazilian crisis,” created by the People’s Brazil Front and People Without Fear, 
political parties of the democratic and people’s sectors, trade union federations, people’s 
movements and students’ movements; democratic organizations of Brazilian society due to 
their proposals, policies and unitary construction. 

Beyond it being specifically in response to an emergency – the fight against Coronavirus – 
this platform amplifies the debate about the necessity of a project in conditions to promote, 
structural reforms and necessary transformations in society and in the lives of Brazilians.

CONEN, the National Coordination of Black Entities, contributed in the elaboration and 
signed the platform. Nevertheless, with this document, it calls the attention of the signato-
ries of the Platform to who are the most affected in Brazil by coronavirus and what are the 
economic consequences.

For CONEN and the Brazilian Black movement, despite our recent advances and victories, 
that the Bolsonaro government attempts to destroy, we continue to live in a country where 
racial, regional, class, gender and generational inequalities are still immense. Brazil conti-
nues to be a very unequal country!

In all of the areas of social life, Black people continue to be subjected and treated as se-
cond-class citizens. There is also, a great deal of statistics that prove the persistence of this 
inequality. 

This unjust and cruel situation is product of the history of capitalism combined with sla-
very that lasted nearly four centuries in Brazil, and left profound impacts in our social coha-
bitation. This is also a result of the absence of projects and public policies focused on over-
coming this reality.

The recognition that poverty affects disproportionately the Black population, as a con-
sequence of the structural inequality of gender and race in Brazilian society and the lack of 
public power, points to the necessity that the State build public policies directed to the low-
-income population. This must be done with the perspective that there have been differen-
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ces in the opportunities available even within this population, with prejudice against Black 
men and women. 

While for decades the Black Movement has denounced racism and proposed policies to 
overcome it, only a coordinated and continuous policy will be capable of reducing the im-
mense historical and social debt that Brazilian society has with the Black population, subju-
gated to social and economic exclusion.

Black men and women are among the poorest of the poor, which means that the policies 
which are universal in nature that ignore the differences between racial groups have only 
served to perpetuate and reinforce current inequality.

In order to make effective individual and collective rights, political and social rights, cul-
tural and educational rights, among others, the State has to redefine its role in regard to the 
provision of public services, in order to broaden its intervention in the areas of inter-sub-
jective and private relationships, and seek to translate the formal equality into equality of 
conditions, opportunity and treatment.

To deepen this debate in CONEN, in the Black movement and movement of Black wo-
men, in democratic and pro-people parties, trade union federations and in the People’s Bra-
zil Front and People Without Fear, we asked for the contribution of Ana Luiza, an anti-racist 
comrade that has contributed with the political education of CONEN in the State of São 
Paulo.

National Board of CONEN – April 2020
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Ana Luíza Matos de Oliveira¹

There is nothing more false than saying that Brazil is a “racial democracy”. In Brazil, Black 

people are the most represented among those that are most vulnerable in Brazilian society, 

having the largest participation in diverse categories of vulnerable workers that will be na-

med later on in this text. This is the expression of our history of slavery, which is still present. 

Even though slavery ended in Brazil a long time ago, the documentary “Menino 23” (Boy 23) 

shows how Brazil was fertile ground for the dissemination of ideas of eugenics (Nazi and 

integralism) that are focused specifically against Black people.

Since it is a country also profoundly characterized by the patriarchy, the experiences of 

Black men and women workers are also characterized by gender, since in general, the so-

cioeconomic indexes of Black women are worse than that of Black men, for example there 

is a greater percentage of labor informality among Black women and lower salaries as well. 

In a perspective of intersectionality, Black women are “doubly” penalized in a patriarchal 

society with a history of slavery.

In this context of structural inequality, the arrival of an economic crisis like the public heal-

th crisis – that has been referred to as “coronacrisis” – exacerbates the characteristics of 

exclusion of Brazilian society: if in moments of “calm” Black women and men are already 

more vulnerable in terms of guarantees to employment, income, and access to social rights, 

in moments of crisis –without effective measures being taken – Black men and women will 

be the most negatively impacted.

To begin, the graphs from the Synthesis of Social Indicators of the Brazilian Institute of 

Geography and Statistics (SIS-IGBE) of 2019 illustrate the inequality in the labor market with 

regards to race. First off, a division of Brazilian society in terms of income, as shown in graph 

1 that 13.5% of all Black men and women in Brazil are among the 10% poorest in the country, 

while 5.5% of all white men and women in Brazil are among the 10% poorest in the country. 

When measuring the 10% wealthiest, this proportion is inverted: 16.4% of white people are 

THE COLOR/RACE OF THE WORKERS MOST AFFECTED BY 
THE CORONACRISIS

1 Economista, Doutora em Desenvolvimento Econômico (Unicamp). Professora-visitante da FLACSO Brasil e co-editora do blog 
brasildebate.com.br 
2 Mello et ali (2020) https://www.eco.unicamp.br/images/arquivos/nota_cecon_oronacrise_natureza_impactos_e_medidas_de_en-
frentamento.pdf
3 IBGE (2019) Síntese de Indicadores Sociais https://biblioteca.ibge.gov.br/visualizacao/livros/liv101678.pdf
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in this group, while only 5% of Black people are in this group. Which is to say, Black Brazilians 

are more represented in the poorest rung of society than the wealthiest rung.

Graph 1 – Distribution of population by color or race, according to tenths

 of household income per capita –Brazil, 2018

In graph 2 it shows a bigger white presence in public administration and technology/fi-

nance, two groups of activities known for better pay and conditions of work. Black people 

are much more represented in the sectors of agriculture and cattle farming, construction, 

commerce, transportation, accommodation/food and domestic services. There is no doubt, 

on first glance, that the sectors where there is a Black majority are among those that will 

be most impacted with coronavirus – commerce and service, included in this paid domestic 

work. And without falling in the hateful demonization of public servants, it is important to 

point out that those in public administration have their income relatively more protected in 

this moment of crisis and as graph 2 shows, the majority in this sector is white.
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Graph 2 – Working population by color or race, according to
 groups of activity –Brazil, 2018

Graph 3, of the same publication, compares the average real income of the main job of 

Brazilian workers by sex and color/race. Notice, as we mentioned before, the persistence of 

inequality of income with regards to these two questions.

Graph 3 – Average real income of the main job of working 
people by sex and color/race – Brazil, 2018
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Graph 4 shows that racial inequality persists when we increase schooling. Worse still: when 

the level of schooling is increased the inequality does too. In other words, a white worker who 

has not completed basic primary education has a higher hourly wage than a Black worker 

with the same level of schooling, but this difference by race is even greater if we compare 

workers that have completed higher education. If in the first case the white worker has 1.29 

times greater income than the Black worker. In the second case the white worker has 1.44 

times greater income than the Black worker. The graph does not show this information, but 

the same thing happens with the gender difference: as the level of schooling of men and 

women increases, the salary difference is greater, which is the phenomenon feminists refer 

to as “the glass ceiling,” which means that there arrives a moment in the careers of women 

wherein they cannot advance any further, whether it’s because of prejudice, or because of 

socially imposed domestic obligations. In this case, we can also talk about a “glass ceiling” 

for Black people. And this phenomenon shows that also, despite being extremely important 

to increase the schooling of the Black population, only increasing schooling will not resolve 

the inequalities in the job market.

Graph 4 – Average real earnings/per hour of the principal job of working people, 
by color/race, according to level of schooling – Brazil, 2018

4 Teixeira, M. O. (2013) “O mercado de trabalho reitera relações desiguais que se constroem no âmbito das relações econômicas e 
sociais”. In: Fundação Perseu Abramo, Fundação Friedrich Ebert (orgs.) Classes? Que classes? Ciclo de debates sobre classes sociais. 
1a.ed.São Paulo: Editora Fundação Perseu Abramo e Fundação Friedrich Ebert
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Graph 5 of this publication shows the different rates of unemployment for year 2018 ac-

cording to level of schooling and color/race. You can see that Black men and women are 

the majority among unemployed in all of the different levels of schooling; or that the rates 

of unemployment are greater than those of white people in all of the cases analyzed in the 

graph. The unemployed, a category that was already very vulnerable, are harshly affected 

by the coronacrisis and, Black people are overly represented in this sector.

Graph 5 – Unemployment rate by color or race according to 
levels of schooling (%) – Brazil, 2018

The data from an earlier SIS-IBGE shows that, with regards to informality, the majority of 
informal workers are also Black people, as shown in graph 6.

Graph 6 – Proportion of people of 16 years and older working
 in the reference week in informal workers by Color or race – Brazil, 2004 to 2014

5 http://biblioteca.ibge.gov.br/visualizacao/livros/liv95011.pdf
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When speaking about the pension system, especially the General Regime of Social Se-

curity, it is important to highlight that Black people occupy the majority of the work posts 

without contribution to social security, which is reflected in the access to the system when 

they grow older or in the case of some problem that arises in the midst of their work life. 

This is another fragile aspect that is expressed in the labor market and has impacts in the 

trajectories of Black men and women, leaving them most vulnerable in this context of crisis.

Among domestic workers, note that in 2015, Black women made up 59.7% of domes-

tic workers in Brazil, affirming this idea of double discrimination that we mentioned before 

(Table 1). The category of domestic workers is one of the most vulnerable to coronavirus, 

whether it be because rich Brazilian elites are unable to do their domestic work even if they 

are infected with the virus and put the workers at risk (what brought one of the first CO-

VID-19 deaths in Brazil to be a domestic worker), or because, with the quarantine many daily 

workers do not earn their wages.

Table 1 – Population working in Domestic Labor by Sex, according
 to Color/race and place of residence, 2015

Cor/Raça Região e Localiza-
ção do Domicílio

Total Homens Mulhe-
res

2015 2015 2015

Total

Brasil 6.275.592 519.992 5.755.600
Norte 432.935 46.751 386.184
Nordeste 1.501.825 95.713 1.406.112
Sudeste 2.927.257 259.338 2.667.919
Sul 854.612 69.882 784.730
Centro-Oeste 558.963 48.308 510.655
Urbano 5.568.313 366.239 5.202.074
Rural 707.279 153.753 553.526

6 https://g1.globo.com/rj/sul-do-rio-costa-verde/noticia/2020/03/17/idosa-de-63-anos-morre-por-suspeita-coronavirus-em-mi-
guel-pereira-diz-secretaria-municipal.ghtml
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Branca

Brasil 2.215.723 207.434 2.008.289
Norte 73.856 7.054 66.802
Nordeste 275.276 14.483 260.793
Sudeste 1.129.562 123.851 1.005.711
Sul 576.592 49.154 527.438
Centro-Oeste 160.437 12.892 147.545
Urbano 1.986.791 146.417 1.840.374
Rural 228.932 61.017 167.915

Negra

Brasil 4.059.869 312.558 3.747.311
Norte 359.079 39.697 319.382
Nordeste 1.226.549 81.230 1.145.319
Sudeste 1.797.695 135.487 1.662.208
Sul 278.020 20.728 257.292
Centro-Oeste 398.526 35.416 363.110
Urbano 3.581.522 219.822 3.361.700
Rural 478.347 92.736 385.611

Fonte: IBGE/PNAD7

About the ownership of companies, the research done by Sebrae (2016) shows that in 

2014 there were more companies whose owners were Black than white (Graph 7). Black peo-

ple surpassed White people in 2012 (see graph 8).

Graph 7 – Number of owners of Black businesses, white businesses, 
and “others” in Brazil (in millions)

7 http://www.ipea.gov.br/retrato/indicadores_trabalho_domestico_remunerado.html
8 http://observatorio.sebraego.com.br/midias/downloads/08032017145129.pdf
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Graph 8 – Distribution of business ownership in Brazil by 
race/color (%) – 2001-2014

However, in segmenting the businesses between employers and self-em-

ployed (Table 2, of the same publication) you can see that Black people are 

the majority among self-employed and whites are the majority of employers.

Table 2 – Number of owners of businesses by position in the 
labor market and race/color - 2014

Fonte: Sebrae (2016)

This issue brings us specifically to the category of Individual Micro-entrepreneu-

rs (MEIs). In this category, 46% declared they are white, 42% Black-mixed race, 9% 
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Black (so 51% Black), 2% Asian and 1% Indigenous in 2015. It is important to remem-

ber that this category was created to take people with an annual income of up to 

R$81,000 (value from 2020) out of informality, through a subsidized contribution to 

social security and the reduction of taxes. This category in general is made up of peo-

ple with low levels of schooling and in 2019 Brazil surpassed 8.1 million MEIs. The 

most common categories of MEIs are hairdressers/manicurists, clothing/accessory re-

tail workers, and brick workers. There are indicators to show that many MEIs are peo-

ple who work through apps, which brings us to the next point: the absence of analy-

sis in this text about people who work through apps (like Uber, rappi, ifood, among 

others). There is a lack of national data especially with regards to race about these pre-

carious workers in Brazil and who are even more exposed in this period of pandemic.

In terms of the beneficiaries of the Bolsa Família Program (PBF), Black people are the ma-

jority. Bartholo (2016) points out that of the 12,677,749 beneficiaries in May 2016, 9,438,131 

were Black. There is a study that looks at the total number of people belonging to families 

that benefit from PBF (“people registered and benefitting”) or registered in the Unified 

Register and it shows that for the year 2013 Black people are the majority in these groups 

(Table 3). It is important to highlight, on this point, that the PBF, that strongly benefits the 

black population, had its coverage drop during 2019, with the brutal increase of the wait-

list to the program. The announcements about the government’s expansion of the pro-

gram, whose demand will be increased in this period with the increase in unemployment, 

does not even manage to meet the demand of the current waiting list for the program.

9 https://www.sebrae.com.br/Sebrae/Portal%20Sebrae/Anexos/Perfil%20do%20MEI%202015.pdf
10 https://g1.globo.com/economia/noticia/2019/04/03/pais-ja-tem-81-milhoes-de-microempreendedores-formais-veja-atividades-
-em-alta-entre-meis.ghtml
11 https://www.ipc-undp.org/pub/port/PRB55PT_Bolsa_Familia_e_relacoes_de_genero.pdf
12 https://www.mds.gov.br/webarquivos/publicacao/cadastro_unico/perfil_cadastrounico2013.pdf
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Table 3 – Race/color of the registered people and beneficiaries, by section of 

family income per capita – number of people and percentage

To speak about a specific sector that suffers with the crisis, the culture sector, there was 

an increase of Black participation in the sector in the last couple of years, but white people 

are still the majority. In 2018, Black people represented 45.7% of the workers in the cultural 

sector (Graph 9).

Graph 9 – Distribution of people 14 years and older, working in the week of reference, 
total and in the cultural sector, by color/race – Brazil 2014/2018

13 https://fpabramo.org.br/2020/02/21/caos-no-bolsa-familia-amplia-crise-social/
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With regards to favelas, they could be places of rapid spread of COVID-19, since the living 

conditions, sanitation and hygiene are precarious (lack of water, where soap and water or 

hand sanitizer are rare luxury products), added to the fact that many of those who live there 

have precarious tasks in the labor market and are even more vulnerable in moments of crisis. 

Which is to say, the coronacrisis exacerbates the structural problems of Brazil in the area of 

housing, sanitation and inequality, making life even harder especially for the poorest. A look 

at the race of inhabitants of favelas – according to Renato Meirelles and Celso Athayde – 

shows that 72% of inhabitants declared that they are Black.

When looking at quilombolas and ribeirinhos (quilombolas are people who live in quilom-

bos which are historic runaway slave communities and ribeirinhos are traditional communi-

ties that live by rivers), it is important to point out that this population suffers from extreme 

vulnerability from a social-economic standpoint. It is important to stress that, in the midst of 

the pandemic, the Bolsonaro government seeks to remove quilombolas (those that in a bru-

tally racist way he compared to cattle) in Maranhão, in the Alcântara region. I was not able 

to find research on the number of ribeirinhos and quilombolas in Brazil today/recent history, 

but the latest data about quilombos shows that 3,524 are recognized as such in Brazil, put-

ting the total number at 5 thousand.

Looking at the population of people on the streets, clearly vulnerable for being exposed, 

having fragile health and not being able to “quarantine,” there is not much data available on 

a national level. A publication of the Ministry of Health from 2014 highlighted that 72.8% of 

children and adolescents living in a state of homelessness are Black. A report from 2008 of 

the now-deceased Ministry of Social Development and Combat against Hunger shows that 

67% of the people in a state of homelessness are Black. In this document, it alerts to the fact 

that only 47% of the population in a state of homelessness were in the Unified Register of 

Social Programs.

Finally, in the prison system, that may be the most gravely affected by the virus (which 

14 https://biblioteca.ibge.gov.br/visualizacao/livros/liv101687.pdf
15 https://noticias.uol.com.br/saude/ultimas-noticias/redacao/2020/03/22/corona-chega-as-favelas-prefeitura-do-rio-confirma-ca-
so-na-cidade-de-deus.htm
16 http://www.virgula.com.br/comportamento/novo-livro-revela-que-72-dos-que-moram-em-favelas-sao-negros-95-se-dizem-fe-
lizes/
17 https://noticias.uol.com.br/colunas/rubens-valente/2020/03/28/governo-bolsonaro-alcantara-quilombolas.htm?utm_sour-
ce=akna&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=30032020-Newsletter-ClimaInfo
18 http://www.palmares.gov.br/?p=3041
19 http://bvsms.saude.gov.br/bvs/publicacoes/saude_populacao_situacao_rua.pdf
20 https://www12.senado.leg.br/noticias/especiais/especial-cidadania/especial-cidadania-populacao-em-situacao-de-rua
21 http://www.iddd.org.br/index.php/iddd-pede-ao-stf-reducao-da-populacao-carceraria-em-razao-da-pandemia/
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brought the Institute for Defense of the Right to Defense – IDDD to plead for the reduction 

of the incarcerated population in the face of the pandemic), the overwhelming majority of 

this population is Black men and women: among prisoners, 61.7% are Black. White people 

make up 37.22% of the prison population.

The social policies that could support this population are suffering from grave lack of 

funding, especially after the approval of the Constitutional Amendment 95/2016. With this 

amendment, Brazil enters coronacrisis with fewer instruments to curb the effects of the cri-

sis, with the SUS (National Health System) under-funded (Guidolin, 2019) and with the po-

pulation more vulnerable. It is important to stress that the economic reforms adopted since 

2016 after the program of austerity that made the country spend less on the most vulnerable 

– and here in the text it is clear what is the color/race of these people. The same with the la-

bor reform, whose defenders claimed that it would generate 6 million formal jobs, but it has 

done nothing to reduce informality that has only increased since it came into force.

The situation now, in the face of the inaction of the federal government as related to the 

workers – and the Black population especially – gets much worse in this context.

23 GUIDOLIN, Ana Paula. Crise, austeridade e o financiamento da saúde no Brasil. Trabalho de Conclusão de Curso. Instituto de 
Economia, Unicamp. Campinas, SP: 2019.

NOTE FROM THE NATIONAL BOARD OF CONEN

It is important to highlight the inexistence of information in the traditional Brazilian 

press and in international news, about who are the groups and the population affected 

by COVID-19 in countries like the United States, France, Italy, Spain and the United 

Kingdom, countries with higher numbers of cases in this public health crisis.

This press also does not discuss the reality and the data of COVID-19 in countries on 

the African continent, and of Latin America and the Caribbean.

It ignores the health policies in countries like Cuba and Venezuela that inhibit the ex-

pansion of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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