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DIFFERENTIAL IMPACT OF COVID-19 AND THE LOCKDOWN
The resultant distress in India has exacerbated pre-existing
structures of disadvantage based on social identity
In his book, The Great Leveler, Walter Scheidel, the Austrian economic historian, argues that
throughout human history, there have been four types of catastrophic events that have led to
greater economic equality: pandemic, war, revolution and state collapse. Currently, the world is
going through one of them: a massive COVID-19 pandemic. In Scheidel’s analysis, the decline in
inequality is a result of excess mortality that raises the price of labour. While the validity of Scheidel’s
argument for the current pandemic can only be assessed after it is over, the pandemic has been
described as a leveller more loosely, both because the disease can strike anyone, and also because
the resultant lockdowns have led to widespread job losses and economic hardships across the range
of the income and occupational distribution.

The marginalised at risk:
Focusing on the looser description of the pandemic as a leveller, preliminary data and early
indirect evidence from several parts of the world indicate that the incidence of the disease is not
class-neutral: poorer and economically vulnerable populations are more likely to contract the virus
as well as to die from it. To the extent, economic class and social identity (e.g. race, ethnicity or
caste) overlap, this suggests that socially marginalised groups would be at higher risk of mortality
due to COVID-19.
The risks extend beyond mortality as the economic consequences of the current pandemic
are likely to be most concentrated among the low wage earners, and less educated workers,
segments of the labour force where racial and ethnic minorities are over-represented. Early evidence
from the United Kingdom and the United States reveals that racial and ethnic minorities are indeed
the ones most likely at the risk of unemployment.
What does the evidence from India reveal? Disaggregated data on COVID-19 incidence and
mortality are not available for India. Thus, we cannot comment on whether certain caste groups are
more vulnerable to the virus than others.

The Indian shutdown:
A key element of the pandemic control strategy everywhere has been to shut down
economic and social activity, and to impose social distancing with varying degrees of strictness.
India’s lockdown, imposed in the last week of March 2020, was among the most stringent. The first
month of the severe lockdown, April 2020, witnessed a sharp rise in unemployment.
Was this sudden unemployment caste-neutral, despite the fact that it was caste-blind?
We examine shifts in employment and unemployment rates using data from the Centre for
Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE)’s Consumer Pyramids Household Survey (CPHS) database. It is a
longitudinal data set covering 174,405 households (roughly 10,900 households per week, and 43,600
per month). Each household is followed three times per year. We use unit-level data from six waves
of CPHS: Wave 14 (May-August 2018), Wave 15 (September-December 2018), Wave 16 (JanuaryApril 2019), Wave 17 (May-August 2019), Wave 18 (September-December 2019), and Wave 19
(January-April 2020).
We find that the proportion of employed upper castes dropped from 39% to 32% between
December 2019 and April 2020, a fall of seven percentage points. The corresponding fall for
Scheduled Castes (SCs) was from 44% to 24%, i.e. a fall of 20 percentage points, almost three times
as large. For intermediate castes, Other Backward Classes and Scheduled Tribes (STs) the fall was
from 42% to 34%, 40% to 26% and 48% to 33%. Thus, the fall in employment for SCs and STs was far
greater in magnitude than that for upper castes.
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Education as factor:
The global evidence suggests that job losses associated with COVID-19 are much more
concentrated among individuals with low levels of education and those with vulnerable jobs with no
tenure or security. We find that individuals with more secure jobs, i.e. not daily wagers, and those
with more than 12 years of education, were much less likely to be unemployed in April 2020 than
those with less than 12 years of education and with daily wage jobs, relative to their pre-pandemic
employment status. Thus, education did turn out to be a protective factor in the first wave of
immediate post-lockdown job losses.
Our earlier work reveals that caste gaps at higher levels of education have either remained
static or widened over the last three decades.
The current pandemic is further likely to exacerbate these educational differences. Data
from another nationally representative survey, the India Human Development Survey for 2011-12
(IHDS-II) show that 51% of SC households have adult women who have zero years of education, i.e.
are illiterate, and 27% have an illiterate adult male member. These proportions are in stark contrast
to Upper Caste (UC) households, where the corresponding proportions are 11% and 24%,
respectively. Thus, in the face of current school closures, parents of SC children would be much less
equipped to assist their children with any form of home learning, compared to parents of UC
children. This would be the case both because of educational differences among parents as well as
due to other significant differences in material conditions living.

Issue of technology:
There are many dimensions that reveal continued disparity between caste groups, which
would affect the ability of Dalit and Adivasi families to access online education. For example, the
proportion of households with access to the Internet is 20% and 10% for UC and SC households,
respectively. Only 49% of SCs have bank savings, as compared to 62% of UC households. Thus,
differential access to information technology, as well as disparities in the ability to invest in
technology will be critical in shaping access to online education, if the pandemic forces schools to
close for a substantial period of time.
Early impacts of the pandemic-induced lockdown indicate that the resultant economic
distress is exacerbating pre-existing structures of disadvantage based on social identity, and
investments in education and health that close gaps between social groups would be essential to
build resilience in the face of future shocks.

Meanings of Difficult Words:
 differential (adjective)
–
different,
dissimilar, contrasting.
 lockdown (noun) – an emergency protocol
implemented by the authorities that
prevents people from leaving from a
place; An
extended
state
of
confinement/encirclement/isolation of a
person by the authority.
 resultant (adjective) – occurring as a result
of (something just mentioned).
 distress (noun)
– hardship,
adversity,
misfortune, difficulty, trouble.

 exacerbate (verb) – intensify, increase,
heighten, aggravate, worsen.
 social identity (noun) – an individual’s
social identity indicates who they are in
terms of the groups to which they belong.
Social identity groups are usually defined
by some physical, social, and mental
characteristics of individuals. Examples of
social identities are race/ethnicity, gender,
social class/socioeconomic status, sexual
orientation,
(dis)abilities,
and
religion/religious beliefs.
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 pre-existing (adjective) – previous, earlier/
prior foregoing/preceding.
 throughout (adjective) – all through.
 catastrophic (adjective) – destructive,
ruinous, disastrous.
 lead to (verb) – cause, give rise to, result in,
bring on.
 economic equality (noun) – In simple
terms, economic equality is about a level
playing field where everyone has the same
access to the same wealth.
 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread
of a new disease; The illness spreads
around the world and typically affects a
large number of people across a wide area.
 state collapse (noun) – the complete
failure of a mode of government within a
sovereign state; breakdown, downfall.
 go through (phrasal verb) – undergo,
experience, face/endure (a difficulty).
 inequality (noun) – Inequality is simply
defined as “the state of not being equal,
especially
in
status,
rights
and
opportunities;
imbalance, unevenness,
disproportion, disparity.
 mortality (noun) – (in a particular time/for
a cause) the rate/number of death.
 assess (verb) – appraise, evaluate, analyse.
 leveller (noun) – a thing that makes all
people seem equal; equalizer.
 strike (verb) – (of a disaster) affect, afflict,
attack, come upon.
 hardship (noun)
– financial
distress,
suffering, affliction,
trouble, torment,
misfortune.
 occupational distribution (noun) – it refers
to the distribution/proportion of total
working population employed in different
areas of the economy.
 marginalised (adjective) – relating to the
people who are treated as insignificant,
treated as unimportant, neglected.

 description (noun)
–
explanation,
illustration, representation, interpretation.
 incidence (noun) – it refers to the number
of new cases that develop in a given period
of time whereas prevalence refers to the
number of cases of a disease that are
present in a particular population at a given
time.
 class-neutral (adjective) – relating to
something common to all (irrespective of
their status/level/order in the society).
 vulnerable (adjective) – relating to a weak/
neglected person who is in need of special
care/support; unsafe, unprotected, at risk.
 contract (verb) – become infected with,
develop, catch (a disease).
 as well as (phrase) – and in addition; and
also.
 extent (noun) – level, scope, degree.
 ethnicity (noun) – a category of people
who identify with each other based on
common language, ancestral, social,
cultural, or national experiences.
 overlap (verb) – to have something in
common.
 consequence (noun)
–
outcome,
ramification, repercussion.
 concentrated (adjective)
– intensive,
intense, vigorous.
 segment (noun)
– sector,
section,
subdivision.
 ethnic (adjective) – relating to a population
subgroup (cultural, national, traditional/
folk) with a common national or cultural
tradition.
 over-represented (adjective) – forming a
disproportionately
large
percentage;
represented disproportionately.
 disaggregated (adjective) – disaggregated
data is a data that has been broken down
by detailed sub-categories, for example by
marginalised group, gender, region or level
of education; separated, divided.
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 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually.
 shutdown (noun) – closure of a (complete)
system; closing down, winding up.
 shut down (phrasal verb) – discontinue,
cease activity, close.
 social/physical distancing (noun) – a term
means actively avoiding crowded public
places, is a key element in decreasing the
rapid spread of COVID-19. This is an effort
intended to limit exposure by reducing
face-to-face contact and preventing spread
among people in community settings.
 stringent (adjective) – strict/stern, severe,
tough/rigorous.
 witness (verb) – see, observe, view, notice.
 caste-blind (adjective) – relating to
something that is unconcerned about
caste.
 longitudinal
study (noun)
– in
a
longitudinal study is a type of
research design in which researchers
collect data and conduct several
observations
of
the
same
subjects/individuals over a period of time,
sometimes lasting many years whereas in a
cross sectional study researchers collect
data from many different individuals at a
single point in time.
 household (noun) – family, house.
 fall (noun) – decrease, decline, drop,
slump.
 percentage point (noun) – the difference
between two percentages is termed
as percentage point. (for example:
“Interest Rates Jump From 10% to 12%”. In
this case, the interest rate increased by “2
percentage points” or you can say that the
interest rate is increased by 20%).

 magnitude (noun)
–
value,
index,
number; quantity, size.
 tenure (noun) – guaranteed permanent
employment.
 relative (adjective) – in comparison with.
 turn out (phrasal verb) – transpire,
emerge; happen.
 protective factors (noun) – protective
factors are conditions or attributes in
individuals, families, communities, or the
larger society that mitigate or eliminate risk
in families and communities, thereby
increasing the health and well-being of
children and families.
 decade (noun) – a period of ten years.
 difference (noun) – dissimilarity, contrast,
distinction.
 illiterate (adjective)
– uneducated,
unlearned, unlettered.
 stark (adjective) – clear, distinct, evident,
obvious; utter, complete, absolute, total.
 in contrast to (phrase) – in opposition to,
be very different from.
 in the face of (phrase) – despite,
notwithstanding,
regardless
of; when
confronted with.
 dimension (noun) – aspect, feature, side,
element.
 invest in (verb) – confer on, grant to, vest
in, entrust to (a right or power).
 substantial (adjective)
– considerable,
significant, large.
 pandemic-induced (adjective) – caused/
produced by the pandemic.
 resilience (noun) – strength, toughness;
the capacity to recover quickly from
difficulties.
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