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University in Québec (Canada). She has published in memory studies, the social
history of women in Central and Eastern Europe and didactics of history, and
among them in English: Regaining the Future by Rebuilding the Past?. The
Question of Intergenerational Transfer and Production of Cultural, Economic and
Social Capital by Women in Poland after the Second World War in Marriage &
Family Review, 2021/5; with I. Chmura-Rutkowska, E. Głowacka-Sobiech,
Unworthy of History? On the Absence and Stereotypical Images of Women Sci-
entists in Light of the Historical Narrative in Middle and Secondary School
Textbooks in Studia Edukacyjne, 2019/53; with B. Jonda, C-F. Dobre, A.
Wachowiak, (Re)gaining the Future by (Re)building the Past, Women’s

xxii ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS



Narratives of Life under Communism in Poland, Romania and Former East
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PREFACE

Introduction to the Collection: Understanding the Scope of COVID-19 Effect on
Social and Health Inequalities and on the Environment

The global spread of COVID-19 has had devastating effects on countries
worldwide in terms of population health, economy, politics, and countries’ sus-
tainable development. This particular volume of Research in Political Sociology
provides an opportunity to engage in a critical dialogue on the consequences and
interactions of COVID-19 with social inequalities and environmental sustain-
ability. The volume explores the pandemic’s global devastating effects on coun-
tries’ development, including populations’ health, economy, and politics, and
demonstrates COVID-19’s impact on the environment. This book’s chapters
address how the pandemic amplified the already profound social inequalities in
developed and developing countries and exposed limitations to environmental
protection and vulnerabilities of ecological sustainability and environmental
justice.

In particular, understanding that it is critical to determine the scope, magni-
tude, and scale of the COVID-19 pandemic effects on the most vulnerable
groups, this volume addresses the pandemic’s impact on countries’ development,
exploring the consequences and interactions of COVID-19 with social, economic,
and health inequalities. Simultaneously the book addresses the problem of sus-
tainability engaging in a dialogue of whether the sustainable development and
environmental sustainability were jeopardized or enforced by the pandemic.
Chapters of the volume represent studies conducted across major geographic
regions from North America, and South America, to Europe, Asia, and the
Middle East.

The volume is organized into two sections; the first section describes the effects
of COVID-19 on social inequality, and the second focuses on environmental
sustainability. Subsequently, the first part of the volume addresses the impact of
COVID-19 on countries’ development, exploring the consequences and interac-
tions of COVID-19 with social inequalities concentrating on pandemic’s exposure
of the enduring social-economic and health inequalities existing across the globe.
From Southeast Asia, South American to Europe and North America, the
pandemic overwhelmingly impacted poor communities and disadvantaged
minority populations. This section is organized into two subresearch categories
(1) healthcare inequality and COVID-19, and (2) socio-economic inequality and
COVID-19.

The first three chapters of the volume address interactions of COVID-19 with
the systematic health inequalities. Unequal allocation of resources, inadequate
access to healthcare service, and unfavorable to the poorer population healthcare
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policies have created an unprecedented disparity among rich and poor pop-
ulations’ access the healthcare system across the world. Systematic inequalities in
access to healthcare services are one of the leading factors responsible for the loss
of millions of lives due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Subsequently, a paper by
Aladuwaka, Alagan, and Mishra (Alabama State University, Montgomery, AL)
and Wejnert (University at Buffalo, NY) demonstrates the effects of social
determinants of health on outcomes of COVID-19 in Black Belt communities in
Alabama. This paper uses geo-spatial analysis (Geographic Information Systems)
to examine the association between COVID-19, social determinants of health,
and the systematic health disparity to open a debate on the influence of poverty
and racial inequality on outcomes of COVID-19 in the Black Belt region in
Alabama. The Black Belt region is home to a predominantly African American
population, with limited access to medical care and limited use of preventive
healthcare services. As the authors claim, substantial poverty, limited economic
resources, mistrust of healthcare professionals, and vaccine hesitancy amplified
the severity of COVID-19 effects.

Continuing the focus on minority populations’ unequal access to health care,
Żaklina Skrenty, from Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań, Poland, explores
existing discrimination against the elderly in the Polish healthcare system and
intensification of the unequal treatment of older patients during the COVID-19
pandemic. As the author argues, protective policies are urgently needed to pre-
vent insufficient access to health care by the elderly population; measures are
especially needed during health crises with more severe consequences to older
populations. The need for policies correcting existing inequalities in the health-
care system also addresses Jagriti Upadhyaya from Sardar Patel University of
Police, Security & Criminal Justice, Jodhpur, India, studying frontline healthcare
workers in India. She demonstrates the irreplaceable role of community health-
care workers, the Accredited Social Health Activists (ASHA), whom the author
considers the invisible frontline warriors of COVID-19. Moreover, Upadhyaya
addresses discrimination against frontline healthcare workers in India, illustrating
the ASHA workers’ pivotal role in securing communities’ access to health care
during the COVID-19 pandemic but being rarely appreciated for their services
and remaining underpaid by the administration of the Indian government.

Another timely research on healthcare policies and practices during
COVID-19 are chapters discussing uneven healthcare and food distribution
policies during the pandemic. In many countries, the lack of uniform healthcare
policies added to the spread of the pandemic and augmented healthcare crisis. It
generated distrust of the government and public confusion concerning public
health safety measures and prevention, including mask-wearing requirements and
availability of personal protective equipment (PPE). In particular, Rossi (Alabama
State University) and Andria Moore (Arizona State University) explore “a
naturalistic observation of mask-wearing behavior” during the COVID-19
2020–2021 pandemic in a southeastern town of the United States. Authors
conclude that the mask-wearing requirement has generated an unprecedented
hesitance among some groups in the U.S., believing that this requirement violates
personal freedoms. Sunita George’s (Western Illinois University, IL) study
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focuses on unequal food distribution policies and food provision during the
pandemic in Chennai, India.

Several chapters of this volume focus on social inequalities that broadened
during COVID-19. The chapter by Jeeva Niriella, from the University of
Colombo, Sri Lanka, discusses the critical issue of gender-based violence and
COVID-19. Niriella’s research mainly focuses on the legislative and judicial
measures for protecting and supporting victims of domestic violence in Sri Lanka
during the COVID-19 situation. Kamalaveni from Bharathiar University in India
explores gender relations and gender inequality within administrative institutions.
Using case studies from private and public institutions in India, Kamalaveni
assesses the perpetuation of gender discriminatory practices among the members
of institutional committees and the dynamics and constitution of internal com-
mittees in government and private offices magnified during the pandemic. Naima
Mohammadi (Padova University, Italy) and Fattah Hatami (University of
Tehran, Iran) discuss the experiences, seclusion, and discrimination of married
Muslim women resorting to online dating sites for psychological support during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, a paper by Malik, Prakash, and Suman
addresses growth of existing social inequalities among disadvantaged pop-
ulations, i.e., the rural, impoverished communities in India showing the “Impact
of Covid-19 on Employment in Himachal Pradesh” addressed a critical aspect of
COVID-19 and economic disparity in India.

The second part of the volume focuses on sustainability, including environ-
mental sustainability and practices of sustainable living as affected by the spread
of COVID-19. A chapter by Camille Wejnert-Depue from John Hopkins Uni-
versity focuses on ecological sustainability exploring two examples of biodiversity
loss (1) the tragedy of the commons and (2) deforestation. The author provides
potential policy solutions to combat the tragedy of the commons and defores-
tation, especially while considering implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on
biodiversity supportive policies and their execution. Following the sustainability
topic, Profs. Jauk, Gill, and Everhardt with graduate student Caruana argued
that the global spread of COVID-19 continues to have devastating effects in all
the world’s societies, and it has also exacerbated existing social inequalities within
the US carceral complex. Authors demonstrate the inequality while providing a
sociological exploration of women’s prison gardens in pandemic times.

A chapter by Ligaya Lindio McGovern from Indiana University (USA)
examines the interconnection between environmental sustainability and sustain-
able development. She argues that countries’ sustainable development must
include human rights observed by political regimes, including economic, social,
cultural, and political rights and environmental rights. Nevertheless, as the
author argues, in the Philippines, the experience of indigenous communities with
corporate mining shows a tremendous disjuncture between environmental sus-
tainability and human rights and sustainable development. The indigenous
people’s fundamental, inalienable rights are set aside, violated as if they do not
matter. Such violations put barriers to realizing the U.N. 2030 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), and these barriers are particularly highlighted
during the COVID-19 pandemic. While COVID-19 provides a risk to people’s
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health, militarization, and suppression of dissent movement defending rights of
indigenous populations compound the risk to health with an extreme violation of
indigenous populations’ right to life.

The sustainable development issue is addressed in a paper by James Linn from
the U.S., Jorge Chuaqui University of Valparaiso, Chile, and Aristoteles Alencar
from the Federal University of Amazonas, Brazil, exploring Chile’s political and
economic sustainable development during COVID-19. In particular, the authors
provide a comprehensive description and in-depth analysis of Chile’s COVID-19
pandemic and political crisis, considering a structural analysis of the Chilean
economy and discussing how Chileans in different social strata are coping with
both COVID-19 and the social revolution. Similar in character is a paper by
Izabela Skorzynska, from Adam Mickiewicz University, in Poland, reflecting on
whether today’s consumer attitudes promoted and practiced as the pursuit of
sustainable development have their genealogy in the everyday life of Polish
women. Skorzynska argues that women’s past practices of sawing wardrobe,
canning, and economic frugality that constituted a segment of living conditions
during communism can teach a lesson on using modest resources frugally and
inventively, to ensure sustainable development living. The author asserts that old
everyday practices of saving resources through ingenious, creative use are
returning to favor in a time of sustainable development. With the awareness of
contemporary civilization threats, their usefulness may once again turn out to be
helpful for humanity.

Overall, this volume contributes to studies on this extraordinary moment in
human history using a global perspective. Such analyses are vital to under-
standing countries’ progress during and after the pandemic to build a future
where opportunities and advancement rise for all and environmental sustain-
ability flourishes.

Seela Aladuwaka
Barbara Wejnert

Ram Alagan
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SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF
HEALTH DISPARITIES AND
COVID-19 IN BLACK BELT
COMMUNITIES IN ALABAMA:
GEOSPATIAL ANALYSES

Seela Aladuwaka, Barbara Wejnert, Ram Alagan

and Manoj Mishra

ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted every community across the globe, but
the global COVID-19 data show that the United States remains the most
affected country where well over 666,000 people died, and approximately
40 million citizens became ill due to the virus’ spread by mid-2021 (CDC,
2021). It is also noteworthy that extreme racial disparities in rates of COVID-
19 cases and deaths are high in the United States, specifically among African
American population. This situation is particularly evident among African
American population in Alabama’s Black Belt. Subsequently, COVID-19,
racial disparities, and health inequalities have become central to the national
and regional conversation. This chapter examines the associations between
COVID-19, social determinants of health, and the systematic health disparity
in African American population in Alabama’s Black Belt region using
Geographic Information Systems and the concept of uneven spatial develop-
ment. Understanding the relationship between COVID-19 and these disparities
within a spatial context vital to developing pathways to overcome the pan-
demic’s effects and combat the systemic discrimination in this region. The
derived policy recommendation could apply to other regions experiencing
social inequality and health disparity.
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INTRODUCTION
The COVID-19 global pandemic has exceeded 228 million cases and is
approaching 4.7 million deaths worldwide (worldometers.info, 2021). Not only
has the global pandemic affected every aspect of human existence but also altered
and transformed human relationships, economy, and politics around the globe,
the tragic cost to human lives and diminished health conditions for millions
foreshadow weakness in global public health. The enormous societal and eco-
nomic costs underline the magnitude of current and future challenges.

Undoubtedly the pandemic has left scars worldwide; however, the United
States remains the most impacted country, reaching over 45 million cases and
721,000 COVID-19 related deaths in October 2021 (CDC, 2021; worldome-
ters.info, 2021). In the United States, it is also noticeable that racial disparities in
rates of COVID-19 cases and deaths are substantial. Several scholars and poli-
cymakers underscore that African Americans are most affected compared to
other ethnic and racial groups. This group includes African Americans living in
southern states, especially in the Black Belt region.

The Black Belt region is located in the southeastern part of the United States,
and it extends from Virginia on the Atlantic coast to the state of Texas in the mid-
south part of the country. The name Black Belt refers to the black, rich soil in this
region, historically known for its economic dependency on agricultural produc-
tion and long history of enslaved labor of black people who used to work on the
southern plantations. It is also a region of low social and economic development,
high poverty level, and profound health inequalities. This region is home to a
large African American population.

In Alabama, the Black Belt region passes through the south-central part of the
state in the east-west direction. As in other Black Belt counties, most of Alabama’s
Black Belt countries residents are African Americans; for example, in Green
County, 81% of the population are African Americans, in Summer County 71%, in
Wilcox 72%, and in Lowndes 75%. A large part of Alabama’s Black Belt residents
lives in rural communities (41%). Alabama’s Black Belt region is unique by its
cultural, socioeconomic, historical, and political characteristics, with vibrant and
deep intersecting social and cultural heritage layers. Nevertheless, it is also a region
marked by a high concentration of poverty, substantial discrepancies in economic
opportunities, racial inequality, and health disparities. This region also excep-
tionally high in cardiovascular diseases, obesity, cancer, diabetes, and other chronic
diseases. Many scholars claim that the root causes of these health issues are mainly
systematic racial discrepancies in economic, social opportunities, and health pro-
tection (e.g., Lopez, Hart, & Katz, 2021). The current COVID-19 pandemic
worsened these health disparities.

The severe effects of COVID-19 on African American communities in Ala-
bama’s Black Belt region indicate the pandemic’s interactions with socioeco-
nomic inequalities, the process called the effect of Social Determinants of Health

4 SEELA ALADUWAKA ET AL.



(SDH) on health disparity. According to the World Health Organization
(2021, p. 1), SDH are “the non-medical factors that influence health outcomes.”
These include “the conditions in which people are born, grow, work, live, and
age, and the wider set of forces and systems shaping the conditions of daily life.”
According to the US Department of Health and Human Services (2020a), several
indicators measure aspects of SDH, including economic stability, education,
general wellbeing, access to healthcare, housing quality, food quality, and the
conditions of the surrounding natural environment. The American College of
Cardiology Magazine (2020) explains that the SDH influences the level of mor-
tality, morbidity, life expectancy, health care expenditures, socioeconomic status,
and functional limitations of the community. Socioeconomic status is perhaps the
central concept that determines the velocity and strength of effects of social
determinants on people’s health (Stringhini et al., 2017). The socioeconomic
status is controlled by income distribution, financial and other resources, and
economic and professional opportunities. The SDH, therefore, are not uniformly
distributed across states or countries; instead, they are dispersed unequally,
leading to the unequal spatial development of communities where underrepre-
sented minority communities encounter hardships without essential economic,
social, and health support systems.

Indeed, in the United States, the pandemic and its recovery further highlight
disproportionate impacts of COVID-19 on historically marginalized commu-
nities, including African Americans. In Alabama’s Black Belt counties, African
Americans experience significantly higher infection rates, hospitalization, and
deaths than the more privileged, usually white population (Lopez et al., 2021).
Even though the explanations of root causes of health disparities rarely address
economic and racial inequalities and uneven geographical (spatial) development
of a region, the outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic illustrate the magnitude of
SDH’s destructive effect on African American communities, including in the
Black Belt region of Alabama (Maness et al., 2021). The high level of poverty,
low standards of living, deprived socioeconomic conditions, shortage of eco-
nomic opportunities, limited economic resources, and the limited number of
health care facilities led to a higher number of COVID-19 cases and deaths in
Alabama’s Black Belt communities. Unsurprisingly, scholars argue that an
“increase [in] the possible exposure to, and higher death rates from, COVID-19
among African American people across the United States” attest to the effects of
systemic racism (Maness et al., 2021, p. 18). Such statements are consistent with
the US Department of Health and Human Services (2020b, p. 28) definition of
health disparity as “a particular type of health difference that is closely linked with
social, economic, and environmental disadvantage.” Health disparities, therefore,
adversely impact people of color in the United States. They have systematically
experienced obstacles in obtaining high-quality health care support because of
their racial or ethnic characteristics, religion, socioeconomic status, geographic
location, and other socioeconomic causes linked historically to discrimination and
exclusion.

Indeed, Alabama’s Black Belt region has some of the highest health disparities
in the nation that result from a long-standing low social and economic
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development and limited economic and social resources, magnified by prolonged
racial discrimination. Specific discrepancies in available resources and opportu-
nities include deficiency of proper public transportation, low number of owner-
ships of private cars that could transport family members to medical facilities,
limited educational opportunities, a limited number of medical personnel per
population’s size, and limited number of health centers and hospitals across Black
Belt counties. Studies have shown that the unequal distribution of resources and
limited access to health care facilities have lasting effects on the community’s
health, especially those living in poor social and economic conditions (Rollston &
Galea, 2020). The health care inequality, low access to nutritious food, unem-
ployment, low access to transportation, and poor living conditions augment the
impact of SDH on outcomes of COVID-19 across Black Belt communities.

Additionally, the deep division in public attitudes between pro and anti-
vaccination stems from mistrust of government, misleading social media infor-
mation, and countrywide political divisions, further enlarges the profound
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on minority communities in Alabama,
regardless of readily available COVID-19 vaccines. According to the Alabama’s
COVID-19 Dashboard Hub (2021), although 6.3 million Alabama received
COVID-19 vaccine doses, only 4.2 million in Alabama have been fully vaccinated
(Alabama Department of Public Health, 2021). Hence, despite the significant
advancements in health care in the United States, the disparity in vaccination rate
augments the uneven effects of COVID across Alabama’s population (Alabama
College of Osteopathic Medicine, 2020; Alabama Department of Public Health,
2021).

Moreover, most of the minority communities impacted by COVID-19 are
front-line service workers, also called essential workers, with limited opportu-
nities to work remotely, e.g., employed in sales, restaurants, transportation,
grocery shops, and other in-person customer services. Thus political, cultural,
historical, and economic factors and personal hesitance to vaccination have
played a significant role in high COVID-19 infection rate and in making a
recovery unwieldy across counties of Alabama (Alabama College of Osteopathic
Medicine, 2020; Alabama Department of Public Health, 2021). Unsurprisingly,
health disparities are brought to the center of public and policy discussions
nationally and in Alabama, and it is expected that recovery from COVID-19 in
the Black Belt region would be more challenging than in other Alabama’s
regions. The Black Belt communities need a sustainable solution, argue health
experts from CDC (2021) and the Alabama Department of Public Health (2020),
to protect minority populations from health catastrophe.

The rural-urban division marked by uneven spatial development and unequal
distribution of health care facilities and medical centers enlarges the existing
disparities. The majority of rural communities in Alabama Black Belt counties
where predominantly African Americans live are located far from health care
centers. Rural populations, therefore, experience higher levels of severe illness
and death during the COVID-19 pandemic in part due to insufficient access to
primary health care facilities – a tragic outcome of residency in less affluent areas.
Also, hospitals are being closed at alarming rates across the Black Belt region.
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Archibald (2019) observed that out of over 12 hospitals closed in Alabama since
2000, the majority were in rural communities. Therefore, the concept of uneven
spatial development offers an additional critical lens to examine the systemic
health discrepancies in the Black Belt region that led to uneven outcomes of
COVID-19 across the Alabama state.

On a microscale, the discrepancies mirror an uneven pattern of spatial
development (Slater, 1975) across the United States, where the Southern regions
remain far behind the Northern or West coast states in terms of development of
socioeconomic and industrial infrastructures, economic opportunities, and med-
ical infrastructures, all of which determine regions response to the health crisis,
including the recent pandemic (Manduca, 2021). The pandemic’s wake reveals
how deeply ingrained socioeconomic and historical obstacles to healthy wellbeing
are in the Black Belt region. Thus, it is vital to recognize the historical, racial,
cultural, and social conditions that shape the spatial development of this region.
The spatial development lenses help contextualize development trends among
various communities and pinpoint the weakest links in social, economic, and
medical infrastructures.

This chapter aims to examine the relationship between COVID-19, effects of
SDH on health disparities, and spatial development of communities in Alabama’s
Black Belt region, arguing for the detrimental role of SDH in recovery from the
outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic. Understanding the relationship between
COVID-19 and effects of SDH and spatial development on health disparities
present a critical step in helping to strive to end the existing effects of COVID-19
and persistent health problems (including the high rate of cancer, diabetes, car-
diovascular diseases, obesity, and other chronic illnesses) in African American
communities in Alabama. Understanding these relationships is also vital to
developing future pathways to overcome the long-term pandemic’s effects and
combat the systemic discrimination that persists in this region. This chapter
employs Geographic Information System (GIS) and the concept of uneven spatial
development to assess the effects of social determinants (SDH) on the outcomes
of COVID-19.

DATA AND METHODS
Geographic Information System and Population Health Data

The GIS has become a state-of-the-art technology in understanding health care,
social inequality, and health policy problems during the last four decades.1

According to the ESRI (2021), the GIS improves the acquisition of timely,
accurate, and relevant information, which is necessary for effective and high-
quality health care services. It includes geospatial technology applications for
strategic planning, protection, access, location, and community relations. These
are all critical aspects that health care improvement depends on. For example, the
GIS enhances locating health care facilities, estimates demand for a new service,
provides information about distances between communities’ households and
health care facilities, and maps the availability of health services. It is currently
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one of the most effective technologies that use health care, community data, and
health care infrastructure data to assist the decision-making process regarding
public health. According to the World Health Organization of Regional Office
for the Eastern Mediterranean (2007), health mapping supports and indicates the
plans, procedures, and mechanisms needed to integrate spatiality as the common
determinant that integrates health and community data. The organization also
underlines that combining data sets reveals insightful causal links between the
distribution of diseases and accessibility of health care services.

The GIS refers to the concept of geographic location. The severity of health
issues and the ability to combat illnesses drastically differ between countries and
regions within any country. As research shows, whether a region is urban or
rural, humid, or arid, the spatial location changes the illness patterns, life
expectancy, mortality rate, and population’s wellbeing. The GIS can utilize
various information and display the interconnectivity of the population’s health,
health care systems, and unequal distribution of socioeconomic and financial
resources, accurately projecting the challenges and opportunities for sustainable
health care actions.

Khashoggi and Murad (2020) underline that research has been conducted for
decades to comprehend this spatial relationship between health care systems and
geographical location, which has led to identifying healthcare policies and
development planning. Since GIS can produce location-based decision-making
models, addressing such issues has become a much more accessible and easier
task in the epidemiological examination. According to Sara and McLafferty
(2003), the GIS, by capturing, managing, analyzing, and displaying data, pro-
vides a solid foundation of spatial analysis explaining the changing spatial
organization of health care support that informs decision-making concerning
health provision. Health data maps and GIS information are essential resources
for health care policy planning and service delivery, particularly at the local level
(Hanjagi, Srihari, & Rayamane, 2006).

The spatial analysis nature of the GIS thus opened opportunities for the
enhancement of medical research with significant public health consequences.
The GIS employed in epidemiological research allows finding successful and most
sustainable solutions to the existing health problems. Noticeably, an exploration
of the relationship between social conditions and COVID-19 data in a spatial
context is vital to a broader understanding of the ongoing health care challenges
during the pandemic, mainly because effects of COVID-19 on the population’s
health vary across the geospatial location. Showing distance and direction of
cases of illnesses and death in a given community is imperative to the assessments
of sufficient provision of health care support at the time of pandemic and a
critical source for mobilizing community action to improve the health of resi-
dents. The use of GIS helps understand the spatial distribution of health dis-
parities and provides answers to why, where, how, and when health disparity
occurs. As discussed in the prior section of this chapter, the spatial distribution of
sufficient health care support lacks in the Black Belt region of Alabama, adding
to already significant health disparities generated by the Social Determinants of
Health (SDH).
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