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AN INVISIBLE HUMANITARIAN CRISIS IN INDIA 
The state and the rich and middle classes remain indifferent as millions  

slip into chronic hunger and intense poverty 

India’s labouring poor have largely disappeared even from the inner pages of newspapers 

and from television screens. It is as though, after the country has gradually unlocked and most 

migrants have returned home, the wrenching distress of mass hunger and sudden unemployment 

that racked their lives has somehow passed. The reality is entirely the reverse. The devastating 

impact of the unprecedented closure of the entire economy, which was already in recession, will 

endure for a long time. However, the immense suffering of the poor has been rendered invisible by 

the collective indifference of the state and the rich and middle classes. 

 

Slipping deeper into want: 

On the banks of the Yamuna, adjacent to the largest cremation ground in Delhi, is an 

embankment called Yamuna Pushta, home to 4,000 homeless men. In normal times, they survived by 

doing casual wage work, mostly in eateries or construction. Work was uncertain and always 

underpaid; still they managed to keep raw hunger at bay by eating food provided by religious food 

charities in gurdwaras, temples and dargahs. I met them recently. Their destitution and desperation 

were palpable. There is still no work, and shrines have still not adequately revived their food 

charities. The Delhi government has mostly ended its free cooked food distribution programme. At 

the peak of the programme, about 10 lakh people were being fed in over 1,000 centres. I was critical 

then of the indignity of forcing people to line up for hours each day for a ladle of food. But although 

it could have been organised with more compassion and respect, that was still a crucial public lifeline 

for people thrust suddenly into mass hunger. With that lifeline snapped, there is nothing except for 

some small private charities to shield them from the blistering winds of hunger. 

My comrades, including those working with homeless people in other cities, activists of the 

right to food campaign countrywide, and volunteers for food relief of the Karwan-e-Mohabbat, all 

report conditions of even more worrying precarity and deprivation from around the country. There 

are communities in the countryside — in forests, deserts, hills, river islands and Dalit ghettos — who 

even in normal times survived on the edge of hunger. They used to depend on remittances from 

migrants for their survival; today they have to feed the migrants who returned. Casual daily wage 

workers, weavers, artisans, home-based workers, rickshaw-pullers and street vendors have always 

lived precarious lives too. But they have slipped much deeper into want. And there are millions of 

new entrants into the ranks of the hungry, including laid-off employees of small enterprises and 

eateries, domestic workers, sex workers, workers in the gig economy, and even teachers in low-

income private schools and those taking private tuitions. 

All of these workers, and tens of millions more, are bracing themselves for the ways that the 

dispossessed have learnt, from time immemorial, and that are hardwired into their DNA, to live with 

chronic hunger. The first is to eliminate nutritious but unaffordable portions of one’s diet, including 

dal, milk, vegetables, fruit, eggs and meat. Many families report that they are eating only coarse rice 

and roti with salt. The next step is to reduce food intake, cutting down on both the quantity eaten 

during each meal and the number of meals, teaching one’s body to endure with less and less. As 

households slide further down this steep slope, there are increasing numbers of nights when they 

have to sleep hungry. Children who could earlier depend on the school or preschool centre for at 

least one nutritious meal are now being sent out to work, including scrabbling through waste for 

anything which can be eaten or sold. 

 

Public policy failures: 

A number of global reports warn that hundreds of millions of people are being thrust into 

extreme poverty and hunger because of the economic impacts of the lockdown and the raging 

pandemic. A United Nations University paper (Precarity and the pandemic, June 2020) estimates that 
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400 million new workers are at risk of slipping into extreme poverty, of less than $1.90 a day. What is 

even more worrying is that “the location of global poverty is likely to shift towards middle-income 

countries and South Asia and East Asia.” The impact could intensify because of “pre-existing 

conditions of fragmented or insufficient social protection systems” and could last for “years to 

come”. The UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Philip Alston, similarly 

estimated in a study published in early July that more than 250 million people are at risk of acute 

hunger. This impact, he believes, “will be long-lasting”. He is critical of governments which “rather 

than acknowledging how badly the efforts to ‘end poverty’ have been faring, and how relentlessly 

the pandemic has exposed that fact... are doubling down on existing approaches that are clearly 

failing”. His angst about public policy failures to deal with the scale and depth of the humanitarian 

crisis is entirely justified. First, at senior levels of the Indian government, there is little 

acknowledgement of the depth of the crisis of hunger and the annihilation of livelihoods. To revive 

the economy and, in particular, MSMEs — the sector employing the most people outside agriculture 

— the Finance Minister relies mostly on credit rather than on fiscal transfers, unmindful that when 

both demand and production have crashed, credit will have few takers and can accomplish little. 

Second, governments also sought to revive the broken economy by excluding workers from 

regimes of labour rights protections, ostensibly for attracting capital investment. Instead of atoning 

for the immense distress of unprotected workers and mitigating future suffering by building sturdy 

legal walls for their protections, many State governments used the pandemic to further weaken the 

scant protections which the law currently provides informal workers. Some governments attempted 

to extend the workday to 12 hours, to suspend the protections of various labour laws for three years, 

and regulate the movement of workers across State borders. 

 

Abandoned by the state: 

Even prior to the pandemic, India slipped to the 102nd position in the Global Hunger Report 

of 2019 that ranked 117 countries. It had fallen behind its neighbours Nepal, Pakistan and 

Bangladesh. The economy was also stuttering, with unemployment at a 45-year high. In the midst of 

this smouldering crisis, the most stringent lockdown in the world was imposed, nearly halting both 

demand and supply overnight. As the COVID-19 infection spreads to States with the most broken 

public health systems, such as Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, and with the homeless and the poor being 

excluded from highly privatised health facilities in cities, the problems of the poor will further 

exacerbate. As the virus ravages bodies enfeebled by hunger and distress, they remain abandoned 

by the state, with no reliable access to care. 

Through all of this, the political establishment, the media and the middle class remain 

culpably indifferent, preoccupied instead with buying legislators and toppling governments; 

purchasing military aircraft; jailing dissenters; and divisive agendas like the triumphalist construction 

of a Ram temple at the site of a demolished medieval mosque. With millions slipping invisibly into 

chronic hunger and intense poverty, India is hurtling silently into its gravest humanitarian crisis in 

over half a century. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 

 humanitarian crisis (noun) – it is also called 

as humanitarian disaster; a situation with 

high levels of human suffering in which basic 

human welfare is in danger on a large scale. 

 indifferent (adjective) – unconcerned,  

careless,  uncaring, uninvolved, casual. 

 slip into (phrasal verb) – gradually start to be 

in a bad state or situation; decline, 

deteriorate, get worse gradually. 

 chronic hunger (noun) – the insufficient 

intake  of energy (calories) and proteins. 

 unlock (verb) – free (from restrictions); undo. 

 migrant (noun) – a person who moves from 

one region to another – either within a 

country or across national borders in order to 

find work or better living conditions. 

 wrenching (adjective) – painful,  distressing,  

agonizing. 

 distress (noun) – anguish, suffering, agony, 

affliction, torment. 

 rack (verb) – torment, afflict, torture, 

agonize. 
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 the reverse (noun) – opposite, contrary, 

antithesis. 

 devastating (adjective) – distressing, 

shocking,  terrible. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 

experienced  before. 

 recession (noun) – economic decline, 

downturn, slump. 

 endure (verb) – last, remain, stay. 

 render (verb) – make, cause to be, cause to 

become. 

 indifference (noun) – unconcern, apathy, 

carelessness, disregard. 

 want (noun) – privation, deprivation, 

poverty, impoverishment, destitution. 

 embankment (noun) – an artificial bank 

raised above the immediately surrounding 

land to redirect or prevent flooding by 

a river, lake or sea. 

 raw (adjective) – strong, intense, acute.  

 keep at bay (phrase) – prevent someone/ 

something from coming nearer. 

 destitution (noun) – poverty, 

impoverishment,  hardship, privation. 

 desperation (noun) – hopelessness, despair/ 

distress, worry, discouragement. 

 palpable (adjective) – noticeable, 

appreciable,  discernible. 

 revive (verb) – restore, relaunch, renew, 

bring back. 

 indignity (noun) – humiliation,  insult, 

 offence. 

 ladle (noun) – a cup-shaped bowl with a 

handle. 

 compassion (noun) – concern, consideration, 

humanity. 

 lifeline (noun) – support, helping hand, 

sustenance. 

 thrust (verb) – force, push, propel, impel. 

 snap (verb) – break, split, separate, come 

apart (suddenly & completely). 

 shield (verb) – protect, keep safe, cover, 

secure. 

 blistering (adjective) – very fast. 

 wind (noun) – used in relation to an 

looming/threatening situation. 

 comrade (noun) – associate,  partner,  

colleague. 

 precarity (noun) – the state of being 

uncertain/insecure/unsafe. 

 household (noun) – family, house. 

 deprivation (noun) – poverty, 

impoverishment,  hardship, destitution. 

 ghetto (noun) – separate group or area; 

community, association. 

 remittance (noun) – money sent home by 

migrants. 

 (foreign exchange) remittance (noun) –
money  transfers (called remittance) from a 

foreign worker employed outside the country 

to family, friends or relatives residing in 

home countries. In many countries, 

remittance accounts for a significant portion 

of a nation’s gross domestic product or GDP. 

 precarious (adjective) – uncertain/unsure, 

insecure, dangerous/risky. 

 entrant (noun) – new member, newcomer. 

 laid-off (adjective) – relating to employees/ 

workers who have lost or left their jobs 

because their employer has closed or moved, 

there was insufficient work for them to do, or 

their position or shift was abolished. 

 ranks (noun) – the people belonging to a 

group. 

 gig economy (noun) – a labour market 

characterised by the prevalence of short-

term contracts or freelance work, as opposed 

to permanent jobs. 

 brace for (verb) – prepare oneself for 

something difficult/unpleasant that is 

imminent. 

 dispossessed (adjective) – deprived (of 

property),  impoverished, homeless. 

 immemorial (adjective) – ancient, long-

standing, very old. 

 hardwire (verb) – make something 

as standard, basic/fundamental, essential, 

constitutional. 

 DNA (noun) – (figuratively) basic or 

fundamental traits, qualities, or 

characteristics of a person. 

 nutritious (adjective) – wholesome, healthy, 

 nourishing. 

 coarse (adjective) – inferior quality. 

 cut down (phrasal verb) – reduce, decrease, 

lessen. 

 steep (adjective) – sharp, sudden, rapid. 

 scrabble (verb) – search around with one’s 

fingers to find something. 

 raging (adjective) – severe, very bad; 

intensifying, escalating. 

http://www.vanik.org/
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/reverse
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/devastating
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/unprecedented
https://www.lexico.com/definition/recession
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/endure
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/render
https://www.lexico.com/definition/indifference
https://www.lexico.com/definition/want
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/embankment
https://www.lexico.com/definition/raw
https://www.lexico.com/definition/bay
https://www.lexico.com/definition/destitution
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/desperation
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/palpable
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/revive
https://www.lexico.com/definition/indignity
https://www.lexico.com/definition/ladle
https://www.lexico.com/definition/compassion
https://www.lexico.com/definition/lifeline
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/thrust
https://www.lexico.com/definition/snap
https://www.lexico.com/definition/shield
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/blistering
https://www.lexico.com/definition/wind
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/comrade
https://www.lexico.com/definition/precarity
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/thesaurus/household
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/deprivation
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ghetto
https://www.lexico.com/definition/remittance
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/precarious?q=precarious+
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/entrant
https://www.lexico.com/definition/rank
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/gig_economy
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/brace
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/dispossess
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/immemorial
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/american_english/hardwired?q=Hard-wired
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/dna
https://www.lexico.com/en/synonym/nutritious
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/coarse
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/cut
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/thesaurus/steep
https://www.lexico.com/definition/scrabble
https://www.lexico.com/definition/raging


 

4 

   

DAILY VOCAB DIGESTIVE 402 (01.09.2020) 

 Plot-1441, Opp. IOCL Petrol Pump, CRP Square, Bhubaneswar-751015 

Ph. : 8093556677, 9040456677, Web : www.vanik.org, E-mail : vanikbbsr@gmail.com 
 

 

 fragmented (adjective) – divided, splintered, 

split, separated, disintegrated. 

 rapporteur (noun) – a person who is officially 

appointed by an organization to investigate a 

problem or provide reports on the 

happenings of its meetings. 

 long-lasting (adjective) – enduring, long-

standing; deep-rooted, permanent. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 

 acknowledge (verb) – admit, accept, realize. 

 fare (verb) – do, manage, cope, proceed/ 

progress, get on, get along. 

 relentlessly (adverb) – continuously, 

persistently, firmly/determinedly, continuous

ly in an intense way. 

 expose (verb) – reveal, uncover, lay bare. 

 double down (phrasal verb) – to be more 

firm & resolute on something (decided) even 

if that might be a risky choice. 

 angst (noun) – anxiety, apprehension, 

distress, disquiet, worry. 

 annihilation (noun) – destruction, 

 elimination,  eradication, wiping out. 

 livelihood (noun) – means of making a living 

with the basic necessities (food, water, 

shelter and clothing); means of support, 

subsistence, source of income. 

 rely on (phrasal verb) – depend on; resort to,  

have recourse to. 

 fiscal (adjective) – financial. 

 unmindful (adjective) – regardless of, taking 

no notice of. 

 crash (verb) – drop, decrease, decline in 

value (suddenly). 

 seek (verb) – try, attempt, work towards. 

 regime (noun) – system, arrangement, 

scheme. 

 ostensibly (adverb) – apparently, seemingly, 

allegedly, supposedly. 

 immense (adjective) – huge, extremely large. 

 atone for (verb) – make up for, make 

amends, redress. 

 mitigate (verb) – reduce, lessen, decrease, 

make less severe. 

 sturdy (adjective) – robust, strong, tough. 

 scant (adjective) – little, minimal, hardly any, 

negligible/meagre. 

 informal worker (noun) – workers in an 

informal sector of an economy (that is 

neither taxed, nor monitored by any form of 

government). 

 regulate (verb) – standardize, set right, 

check. 

 slip (verb) – decline, drop, worsen, fall. 

 stutter (verb) – stumble, falter, 

flounder, pause, halt. 

 in the midst of (phrase) – in the middle of. 

 smouldering (adjective) – simmering, fuming, 

brewing. 

 stringent (adjective) – strict/stern, severe, 

tough/rigorous. 

 public health (noun) – the branch of 

medicine handling public health; public 

health is also the science of protecting and 

improving the health of people and their 

communities through education, policy 

making and research for disease and injury 

prevention. 

 exacerbate verb) – intensify, increase, 

heighten,  aggravate, worsen. 

 ravage (verb) – devastate, ruin, damage, 

wreak havoc. 

 enfeeble (verb) – weaken, debilitate, 

 cripple, disable. 

 establishment (noun) – organization, bureau, 

agency. 

 culpably (adverb) – in a way to be 

blameworthy, guilty, at fault. 

 preoccupied (adjective) – distracted, 

abstracted, absorbed. 

 topple (verb) – unsettle, unseat, bring 

down (from a position/power). 

 dissenter (noun) – objector, protester, 

 rejectionist. 

 divisive (adjective) – alienating, estranging, 

isolating; hostile, disharmonious, discordant. 

 triumphalist (adjective) – relating to an 

attitude or a belief that a particular doctrine, 

religion, culture, social system is superior to 

and should triumph all over others. 

 medieval (adjective) – primitive, ancient, 

undeveloped, uncivilized, rough/cruel. 

 hurtle (verb) – move speedily & 

uncontrollably. 

 gravest superlative adjective of grave  

(adjective) – terrible, awful, alarming, 

gloomy. 
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