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Abstract: Inequality is engrained in Indian society, and when natural or man-made disasters strike, fault lines of caste, class, and 
gender are exposed. In the current scenario, disasters such as the outbreak of the current Covid-19 pandemic have exacerbated 
inequality and put the weaker sections of Indian society at extreme risk. In common perception, the pandemic is a caste, class, and 
gender-neutral phenomenon, with people of all socioeconomic backgrounds having equal chances of contracting the virus and 
surviving/suffering from it. Such assumptions, however, are far from accurate, as it is increasingly recognised that lockdown, 
quarantine, and job loss as well as access to health services, are all having unequal effects on different social groups. Even though it 
falls on everyone, pre-existing socio-economic gaps and the resources available to each person have varying effects and responses. 
Social groups that rely on the informal economy for a living, especially Dalits, women, and the poor have been particularly vulnerable 
to the pandemic. Existing socio-economic divides exacerbate vulnerability, while the government's indifference has driven millions to 
the brink of famine and virus infection. What is alarming is the state's response, in which caste, communal, and elite consciousness 
have taken precedence above democratic and constitutional morality. The study attempts to analyse the factors that exacerbate 
impoverishment and virus infection in the weaker sections. It also highlights how the government treated citizens from various social 
categories unequally. 
 
Keywords: Covid-19, Pandemic, Socio-Economic Impact, Discrimination, Rural Women, Caste, Relief Package.   
 
Introduction 

Evidence from the history of disaster and pandemic management points that the adverse impact of disaster is endured by the 
impoverished lower class, especially the lowest in the caste hierarchy the most. The fault lines of caste and gender appear in refined 
forms and worsen the hardships by outright discrimination and exclusion from society and by the state agencies. The fatal and highly 
infectious novel corona virus pandemic sweeps through the country, leaving behind a trail of devastation. To prevent/slow down the 
spread of virus, countries across the globe declared different versions of lockdown. According to Patnaik, the Indian lockdown was 
unique in at least two respects: “first, it was far more draconian than elsewhere; and second, during the lockdown when millions of 
workers were thrown out of employment, the government did not come forward with any programme of universal cash assistance for 
the workers” (Patnaik 2020, p.10). The pandemic induced lockdown left millions of workers without jobs and without any assistance 
from the state.  

 
In the conventional understanding, the pandemic does not discriminate, and is caste and gender neutral. It is an arbitrary stroke 

of nature, and it does not single out the victims by their caste, class or gender. Far from the truth, such understanding considers the 
existing socio-economic disparities and discrimination based on social identities are inconsequential, and have no bearing on the level 
of vulnerability. Disasters do not strike everyone in the same degree, as if they were a random act of nature. Instead, the impact the 
disaster is determined by the vulnerability of those impacted, which varies systematically across economic class, ethnicity, gender, and 
other factors (Neumayer & Plümper 2007). The social impact of pandemic is never entirely determined by nature, instead it is 
influenced by “unequal access to opportunities and unequal exposures to risks which are a consequence of the socio-economic 
system" (Cannon 1994, 14). The socio-economic disparities and the preexisting discriminatory practices have exacerbated during 
pandemic and have rendered the weaker section of the society more vulnerable to the impact of the pandemic. During the pandemic, 
Dalits and women found themselves at the edge of starvation and higher vulnerability to infection of virus, as their lower socio-
economic status exposed them to extreme vulnerability.  The International Alliance for Social Justice (IASJ, 2020), underlined that 
while the virus does not discriminate on the basis of religion, race, ethnicity, political ideology, and any other affiliations, it 
disproportionately affects the poor, vulnerable, and politically and economically marginalised communities.  

 
The pandemic has differential impact on diverse social groups due to the unequal socio-economic status. The experience of 

dealing with Covid-19 pandemic is no different from previous disaster management experiences in Odisha. Invariably, the most 
vulnerable sections of the society-Dalits and women were not only subjected to discrimination in the society, but have little 
opportunity and access to state resources. This was clearly visible during and in the aftermath of Cyclone Fani, where the upper caste 
cyclone shelter seekers prevented Dalit from entering to state run cyclone shelter. During the cyclone, the Dalit shelter seekers were 
not only denied access to public cyclone shelters, but were also evicted from where they had taken refuge. Dalits from Puri villages 
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had no choice but to seek cover under uprooted trees and dilapidated buildings (Editorial, EPW, 2019 p.7). The ideology of caste has 
pervaded into state institutions, as increasingly the upper castes assert their exclusive rights over state institutions and resources.   

 
Various stories, narratives and the existing evidence show that pandemic-induced crisis has exacerbated the pre-existing 

disparities based on social identities. With the resources that are at their disposal, the well-off section prepared and managed to 
enhance their resilience in the instances of future shocks. Moreover, the state and the market have further exacerbated the situation by 
assisting and extending help to certain groups of people while neglecting some other groups from such benefits. It is true that the 
pandemic and its related initiatives have led to widespread job losses, economic hardships and mental health of the people and due to 
lack of data in India, it has been averaged out among the people in general. But in reality, the poor, the women and the Dalits have 
disproportionally suffered the adverse consequences of the pandemic. 

 
The Objectives of the Study 

 To understand the socio-economic and health impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on various social groups. 
 To investigate the factors those, exacerbate impoverishment and virus infection in the weaker sections. 
 To analyse the role of the state in COVID relief and support to various segments of society. 

 
Methodology 

The present study attempts to understand the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on socio-economic life in rural Odisha. The 
ethnographic data is supplemented by information from various sources, including reports, documents, press releases, and stories and 
narratives that have appeared in the mainstream/vernacular and social media. The researcher has been studying socioeconomic issues 
in rural Odisha since his doctoral work (which deals with the differential impact of drought and development on various sections of 
society). The researcher then attempts to understand different facets of rural life in the following research. During the pandemic in 
March 2021, the researcher collected ethnographic data from respondents, including activists, school instructors, hawkers, and small 
traders, through personal interviews, case studies, and group discussions. 
 
Experience of Differential Impacts based on Caste 

To understand the fallout of pandemic on different sections of the society, Deshpande & Ramchandran have examined the 
unemployment rate among the different castes, and found that the percentage of job loss among the lower castes was far higher than 
their upper caste counterparts. As they have argued that between December 2019 and April 2020, the share of employed upper castes 
fell by seven percentage points. In the corresponding period, the Scheduled Castes (SCs) saw a 20-percentage-point drop, almost three 
times as large as the upper castes, and a similar trend was observed among the Scheduled Tribes (STs). As a result, the decline in 
employment for SCs and STs was significantly greater than that of the upper castes (Deshpande & Ramachandran, 2020). The 
aforementioned article also underlines that the educational status has become a significant determinant of the level of 
economic/employment vulnerability. And it is an established fact that Dalit and women figure at the bottom of the educational 
attainment.  

 
The Indian state has declared a gigantic relief package to address the unprecedented economic impact of the Covid-19 

lockdown. According to the Economic Times, India's Covid rescue package, worth 20 lakh crores, is one of the world's largest. Yet, 
millions of Indians endured extreme economic hardship as they remained underfed, undernourished, and left forlorn due to the 
unprecedented lockdown. As a result, each State announced a relief package to assist those who have been affected or are vulnerable. 
The relief packages to different target groups are calculated political moves to consolidate the political base and hence are not without 
political considerations.  The discussion that follows aims to bring attention to a problematic relief package presented by the Odisha 
government, which was inspired by caste ideology rather than constitutional morality. While the lower castes and women bore the 
brunt of the impact of the pandemic, a relief package was announced for upper caste males. 

 
In April, the government of Odisha announced a Rs. 1.06 crore relief package for the 2130 sevayat (priests/ servitors) of the 

Shree Jagannath Temple. According to the statement issued by the administration, each priest is entitled to Rs. 5000 which would be 
transferred to their bank accounts. Jitendra Sahu, the administrator of rituals in the temple, was quoted as saying, "Rs 1.06 crore would 
be given to the 2,130 sevayat (priests or servitors) of the temple. The Shree Jagannath Temple Administration (SJTA) will credit Rs 
5,000 to the bank accounts of each servitor "(Mohanty, 2020). Activists from different fields, priests from not-so-popular temples, and 
the general public expressed their dissatisfaction with the unfair approach of the state. While priests from small temples in remote 
areas suffered the worst consequences, they received no relief from the state. Puri temple is a cash-rich pilgrimage with a lot of assets 
that can last for years without any outside financial assistance. 
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Why did only the servitors of Puri receive the relief package while the pandemic has unleashed unprecedented hardship on a 
sizable Odia population, who has no resources to fall back on? Why did not the priests in the small temples, who rely solely on the 
generosity of the pilgrims and had no visitors during the pandemic? Experience from field suggests that the priests of small temples in 
remote areas are not all Brahmins, and rather come from different castes and tribal groups. These priests of local deities and small 
temples are called pujari/ Jani/Jhakar who perform the temple rituals with local conventions, rather than the Vedic/Sanskritic rituals. 
Moreover, all religious places such as Church, Mosque, Gurudwara and Dharni Khunti (village sacred place) were all closed as a 
result of the pandemic, yet none of them are included in the relief package. 

 
Puri represents the seat of Brahminical capital of Odisha, and it upholds caste as the divine order that legitimises their 

domination. It occupies one of the top spots in the reported cases of caste atrocities against Dalits; however, it is crucial to note that 
Odisha ranks above the national average in terms of caste atrocities. "Caste discrimination is not a new phenomenon in this place, 
which upper caste elements claim to be the lord’s own place. This area in Puri district is known for its perpetual caste atrocities" 
(Pattnaik 2019, p.14). The Shankaracharya of Puri affirms and urges worshippers to follow the caste order at regular intervals. In 
2014, for example, the Puri Shankaracharya Nischalanand Saraswati was quoted in local media as saying, "Sanatan religion barred 
entry of Dalits in temples" a statement he later denied after a public outcry (Puri Seer, 2014). In 2018, the president of India Ramnath 
Kovind, and his wife were prevented from entering certain places in the temple by the servitors. During cyclone Fani, Dalit shelter 
seekers were discriminated against, humiliated and denied entry to state run cyclone shelters at various places in Puri. "... Hudhud, 
Titli, Phailin and now Fani. At each of these times, they (Dalits) have been made to feel that they were condemned human beings and 
that they could not aspire to be treated equally with dignity even when a deadly disaster was approaching" (Pattnaik 2019, p.14). In 
essence, regardless of the reason presented by the incumbent government, the relief package for Puri temple servitors is a deliberate 
political move. A neutral observer might not see much justification for providing a relief package to select servitors of Odisha's richest 
temple. Furthermore, the state actions are incompatible with India's constitutional values and secular fabric.  

 
At the other end of the caste hierarchy are the Dalits, who suffered the adverse consequences of lockdown heavily. How has 

the state treated the Dalits who have become impoverished due to lockdown? Almost every second village in Odisha has 10 to 15 
Dalit families who make their living playing music, which is known as Ganda Baja/ Domb Baja. Because most of these families are 
landless and lack other skills, playing music is their sole source of income. They play music during various religious and life-cycle 
rituals, as well as other secular events, although marriage rituals and processions account for the major share of their income. These 
Bajnea (musician) family earn 70 to 80 percent of their annual income between the months of March and May. However, this year, the 
entire season of opportunity has been completely washed out due to the prohibition on social gatherings such as marriages and other 
social events. The wedding traditions in Odia culture are not complete until the ceremonies are performed using the Ganda Baja/ 
Domb Baja. During the conversation, some of the Bajnea described their pitiful economic circumstances, lamenting the following: 
"The lockdown rendered us jobless, and we became impoverished as we struggled to make ends meet with borrowed money and 
rations. Clients who had paid us in advance demanded a refund since some have called off social ceremonies, postponed weddings, or 
conducted them in a low-profile manner. More than a year has passed and we still haven't received any assistance from the 
government, nor has the government lifted the ban on social gatherings so that we can resume our normal work. The pandemic has 
brought dhandapani sub bandh karidela (our occupation to a grinding halt)". 

 
It is far from true that the impact of a pandemic is neutral in terms of affecting different social groups. In fact, there is a 

variation in exposure and vulnerability to risks as well as unequal access to resources and opportunities, which has systematically 
rendered them more vulnerable to the impact of disaster. The resourceless Dalits have no cushion to buffer the impact of the 
pandemic, and they are exposed to extreme vulnerability in their quest to live. What is most upsetting is the approach of the state, 
which, instead of protecting the most vulnerable, resources were dedicated to protecting the better off? The preceding discussion 
underlined that the state actively participated in perpetuating the level of vulnerability between different caste groups. The state 
administration was entirely apathetic to the hardship endured by the Domb/Ganda musicians who have been out of work during the 
peak season and the subsequent period due to the pandemic. But the state announced a package for those who are economically secure 
and might have suffered a transient employment set-back. The disparate treatment of different sections of society demonstrates how 
the traditional social order continues to influence administrative decisions, with the upper caste who have suffered marginal 
consequences being given priority over those who suffered the worst consequences of the pandemic. 

 
The traditional caste-based power structure, entitlement ideology and practice, and the everyday inter-caste dynamics 

underline the fact of the presence of caste. These elements of caste have infiltrated the state and market systems, influencing state 
decision-making. Hence, instead of aiding and assisting the most vulnerable sections of society during the pandemic, the state deems it 
appropriate to provide relief packages to those who are more secure in terms of resources and virus infection. 
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Gender based Differential Experience 
The COVID-19 induced socio-economic distress has altered employment status and relations for millions of people across 

the globe. The impact of pandemic and its vulnerability is subject to resources at one’s disposal, and the capacity to cope and respond 
to the crisis. Emerging evidence demonstrates that women, especially those who are employed at the bottom of pay-grade in the 
informal sector, are disproportionately affected by this change. Women in general and women of weaker sections in particular, are 
victims of multiple systemic disadvantages, which exacerbated during the pandemic. Rural women, especially the female wage 
workers, endured greater socio-economic difficulties as their livelihood opportunities were abruptly halted by the lockdown. There is 
nothing natural in the gendered impact of pandemic, but the social norms and behaviour put them at greater risks due to unequal 
gender preference that is inbuilt in the social structure and culture.  Discrimination based on caste and gender has worsened the 
pandemic experience of Dalit women, who disproportionately endured the economic hardship. The code of conduct to enable 
lockdowns, such as physical and social distancing, have perpetuated the preexisting prejudice against Dalits, who are considered 
polluted, and in the present context, the carriers of the virus. The virus, which created and continue to create confusion about its 
features and methods of spread, have further stigmatized the Dalits and ruined the employment opportunities of the Dalit women. The 
housemaids, vegetable vendors, women working in sanitation sectors, all have experienced adverse consequences of pandemic. 

 
The lockdown has severely impaired the economic opportunities and social life of the self-employed and female wage 

workers in rural areas. The rural women from weaker sections derive their means of support from multiple sources, and most of their 
occupations change with the change of seasons. During the peak agriculture season, especially from July to November, these women 
perform various agriculture activities, such as cleaning fields, planting seeds, transplanting paddy and subsequent harvesting activities. 
However, after the agriculture season, a sizable section of these women moves to non-farm sectors to eke out their living, and a large 
section of them rely on weekly markets-locally known as “haat”. They sell vegetables, fruits, fish (dry and fresh), chaula (rice), 
prepare and sell chai, samosa, pakoda, jalebi (snacks) to sell to the haat visitors. This period of the year is the most fruitful season for 
these women who earn cash and spend, and keep a share of it for their future expenses. They buy clothes, jewelries, gifts for friends 
and relatives, and have the liberation to move about places. The researcher recalls various narratives, joyfully shared by some of these 
women during the doctoral field study where they underline that this time of the year is the best time for them, as they have ‘hate tike 
paisa pater thisi’ (have little money in our hands). While travelling back and forth to market, these women from different castes and 
tribes walk together and share their sukh-dukh (joy and sorrow) and empathize with each other, realizing the striking commonality 
they share, irrespective of their caste or ethnic affiliations. Many of them become friends at times, share headloads of each other on 
their way to haat or back home, and even lend each other money, during adversity. 

 
The closure of the haat due to Covid-19 induced pandemic has brought the lives and the meaning making process of these 

women to a complete standstill. Their sources of earning some cash have been closed down, and the transitory freedom from 
household responsibilities has all but vanished as a result of the lockdown. The cumulative effect of the lockdown on these women has 
been extreme, as they have lost their works, spent more time at home, and been subjected to domestic abuse. There is no sign of 
optimism on the horizon for them, even after more than a year since the lockdown and the initiation of their misery. 

 
At Quarantine Centre 

While humanity joins forces to combat one of the deadliest contagious viruses-novel corona, Indian society is fighting one of 
the oldest various- the caste system, which has pervaded all institutions in Indian society. Even in the quarantine centres, Dalit women 
were discriminated against whether in was in allocating places to the inmates, accessing drinking water and toilets (if available) or in 
serving food. 

 
During the pandemic, women were commonly hired to cook and serve food for the inmates in quarantine centers, giving 

them an opportunity to earn wages during their time of hardship. However, in addition to the novel corona, the caste virus started 
surfacing in many of these centres, as the upper caste refused to eat food cooked by Dalit women. Initially, it started with some 
excuses, but shortly after, similar narratives emerged from multiple quarantine centres, as the inmates and the cooks were subjected to 
social boycotts. In a number of instances, these Dalit cooks were immediately replaced with upper-caste cooks, citing various 
justifications. In quarantine centres, caste assertion and entitlement by upper caste have deprived Dalit women wage possibilities and 
harmed their sense of self-worth. 

 
In fact, reports of refusal to consume food cooked by Dalits in quarantine centres have appeared from various states of India. 

"Brahmins in Hazaribag quarantine centre refuse food cooked by members of the SC community…the district officials later decided to 
give the five dry rations and asked them to prepare their own food" (Sen, 2020). Such incidents were reported from across the country, 
including in Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and other states. The typical response to caste discrimination was to either replace the 
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cooks or, in certain instances, willfully submit to the casteist demands by denying Dalit’s access to bathrooms, toilets, and water 
sources. The administration was an accomplice in practicing and perpetuating caste by conceding to such casteist demands in the state-
run quarantine centres. 

 
Instead of punishing casteist elements who openly defy the code of conduct in the quarantine centre and deliberately put into 

practice a system that was abolished (article 17) and outlawed by the Indian constitution, the administration commonly caved in to 
such demands and attempted to hush up the issues. The SC/ST Prevention of Atrocities Act (PoA) of 1989, for example, contains 
provisions for harsh penalties for practicing untouchability. However, when it comes to caste, the upper caste administrators share 
attitudinal affinity and ideological congeniality with the casteist elements. So, the administrative approach is anything but a genuine 
commitment to the constitution of India or fair implementation of the rule of law. 

 
Incidences of sexual abuse and violence against Dalit women have been reported from a number of quarantine centres. The 

local administration promptly hushed up such incidences since such advances were made on vulnerable Dalit women. One such 
outrageous incident was reported from Dunguripali Block in Sonepur District, Odisha, where the Sarpanch in-charge of the centre 
made repeated sexual advances on an inmate Dalit girl. In her desperate attempt, the girl uploaded a video on social media detailing 
her ordeal in the quarantine centre and pleaded for help from the public. A few local Dalit activists picked up the issue, and protested 
before the local administration, but with little success. Meanwhile, the video went viral, and the issue was reported in the vernacular 
press and social media, causing the protest to gather momentum as a few more organisations joined in. As one prominent Odia daily 
put it in its headline: "Odisha: Sarpanch held for rape bid on woman inmate at quarantine centre" (Sambad: 10/06/2020), the 
perpetrator was eventually apprehended in the state capital. 

 
Caste and democracy are irreconcilable, and caste norms are incompatible with constitutional values and the rule of law. The 

caste ideology has infiltrated state institutions and is affecting decision-making and law enforcement. Because of their commitment to 
their own caste, Ambedkar has cautioned about the degeneration of Indian civil servants who pervert law and justice to serve the 
interests of their own caste instead of carrying out their constitutional duties (Ambedkar, writings/speeches Vol. IV, 2014). He argued 
further that the efficiency of the government largely depends upon the instrumentalities civil service who are in-charge of 
administering the laws, and therefore “It all depends upon the social milieu in which civil servants are nurtured. If the social milieu is 
undemocratic the Government is bound to be undemocratic” (ibid, p.282). 

 
Conclusion 

The impact of disasters is never entirely determined by natural factors, and is contingent upon study, anticipation, 
preparation, and resistance. It is true that the pandemic did not discriminate, but the structural inequality and cultural norms 
exacerbated the vulnerability of Dalit women, making them disproportionately suffer the ill-effects of the pandemic. While the 
underlying assumption of policy initiatives indicates the fact that the pandemic has impacted all sections indiscriminately, the 
narratives that have emerged from different parts of India underline the fact that there exists a variation in vulnerability. Evidence 
from around the world suggests that people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to get the virus and die from it. 
SCs/STs, and women's experiences show that they are more vulnerable to economic insecurity and mortality and disproportionately 
affected by pandemics. 

 
The unprecedented impact of the pandemic has ruined the lives and livelihoods of millions of Indians. The impact has been 

different for different segments of Indian society, SCs/STs, who are clustered at the bottom of the informal economy, have suffered 
adversely from job loss and economic hardship. While caste remains a social reality that influences upper caste attitudes and behavior, 
it has also pervaded state institutions and systematically influences decision making. Giving in to the casteist demands of the upper 
caste at the quarantine centre or delivering a relief package to upper caste prists all undermines the secular and democratic principles 
of our constitution. At the peak of a pandemic, the most vulnerable section deserves the state's resources and attention. Rather than the 
level of vulnerability being the reason to commit state resources, caste and communal consciousness superseded the moral and ethical 
principles of the state. 

 
 The incidents of caste discrimination during the pandemic expose the casteist and elitist nature of the state and society. 
Discrimination on the basis of caste, class, and gender, as well as entitlement based on ascribed status, has become the new normal in 
state-run facilities. The state's responsibility to protect the most vulnerable sections of society during the pandemic fell far short of 
expectations, with public institutions ignoring and abandoning them. 
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