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Countering social stigma and discrimination during
the COVID-19 pandemic through solidarity

ABSTRACT

A recent article highlighted the difference between the attitude and mental health of domestic and overseas Chinese college students. It

suggests that this difference is due to the social stigma and discrimination inflicted on overseas Chinese students. In this correspondence, the

author proposes solidarity, analogous to the Chinese notion of ren , as a means of countering social stigma and discrimination.
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Researches have suggested that fear of the COVID-19 has
fueled social discrimination and hate crimes toward the Chi-
nese people and those of Asian descent.1 Many who suffer
from social stigma and discrimination are reported to have
experienced mental distress, which has affected their actions
and behaviors.2 In fact, a recent article shows that domes-
tic Chinese college students exhibit positive attitudes and
less anxiety toward the COVID-19 compared with Chinese
college students studying overseas.3 This notable difference
is due mainly to the social injustice and inhumane actions
inflicted toward overseas Chinese students by the country’s
natives. Because of this, the pressing need to counter social
stigma and discrimination should be addressed by the com-
munity in order to safeguard the mental well-being of the
people and to promote positive attitude and behavior during
the pandemic.

This unprecedented event in human history that gave rise
to social injustices toward the Chinese people has also affected
healthcare workers and COVID-19 patients. There have been
media reports describing how they have been assaulted, dis-
criminated and isolated from their communities.4 In address-
ing this social concern, the author proposes solidarity as a
means of countering the effects of social discrimination and
stigma. This health crisis calls into action the social respon-
sibilities of every person to commit to the different mea-
sures initiated by the community. Instead of acting divisively,

everyone should heed to work together, to help one another
and to share a common purpose.

To put into a proper cultural context the idea of solidarity,
the author finds a parallel in Chinese tradition. Confucius
was highly influential to the Chinese way of living. His
concept of ren is understood as an encompassing precept
among the virtues.5 According to Filipino sinologist Alfredo
Co., this moral virtue can be better understood if one
knows the etymology of ren .6 Ren comes from two
Chinese characters that have the literal meaning ‘man and
a second’.6 This Chinese word implies ‘consciousness-of-
human-others’.6 Ren , then, becomes the moral awakening
of an individual to have the responsibility toward other
people, so that they will cultivate themselves and their
relationships.

Similarly, Pope Francis clearly emphasizes the important
role of solidarity as a response to this uncertain time—that
to be in solidarity means to respect the humanity of every
person.7 Practicing solidarity is a shared responsibility of all
to destroy the wall that blocks the spirit of communion.
The first act of solidarity is to recognize the rights of every
human, promoting their well-being and determinately com-
mitting oneself to the common good.8 This sensitivity toward
human rights and respect for human dignity does not only
promote the well-being of the person but can also initiate an
active involvement in response to the health crisis.9 Once the
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state establishes a safe and just community, it will eventually
motivate people to participate in the efforts of the state to end
the pandemic.
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