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IN COVID STORM, THE KEY PRINCIPLES DRIVEN HOME 
Adherence to them would have mitigated the traumatic fallout of the pandemic in India 

Dead men do tell tales and history bears witness that pandemics leave their imprint among those they leave 

behind. In India, a full reckoning would take place when the pandemic is fully behind us. But even from deep inside the 

storm there are some first principles that have been driven home. Adherence to them would have undoubtedly mitigated 

the ghastly fallout of the virus. 

 

Health care, not coverage 

The first is the debate between universal health care and universal health coverage. That stands settled now, in 

the spirit of the landmark Aneurin Bevan’s-led National Health Service Act in 1946, which revolutionised health care in the 

United Kingdom by delinking it from a person’s income. It became a benchmark for the recognition that it could not be left 

to market forces to deal with public health. 

The most comprehensive document prepared so far in India, by the high-level expert group appointed by the 

Planning Commission, submitted in November 2011, concluded that “progressive strengthening of public facilities” is the 

only way to reach medical services to the population as a whole. While finance was a concern to be dealt with, the 

centrepiece of health care was not insurance. After 2014, insurance has instead been a focus — good health to be 

somehow secured via insurance, as with Ayushman Bharat. But for all the hype, there is no getting away from 

strengthening public health facilities and making that the fundamental way of ensuring a healthy life for its people. India, 

already spending woefully limited amounts on health, for all the hoopla and hype, ended up reducing allocations in the 

February 2021 budget. The results are there to see. 

Kerala, when it started investing heavily in public health care in the 1950s, was told it was too expensive for a 

poor State like it was then. But as it went on to demonstrate, primary health care was labour-intensive, generating its own 

virtuous cycle of trained personnel and a well-looked after populace. It enhanced the people’s ability to produce, to be 

economic assets and enriched the State much more than could be imagined. 

 

Reason, not mumbo-jumbo 

The second principle of so-called ‘New India’, of faith over science and the silencing of rationalists as ‘western’ 
and ‘alien’ to the ‘Indian ethos’, must be kicked very hard if India has to start breathing again. In the past seven years and 

even when the novel coronavirus pandemic was looming, top Ministers, including the Health Minister, were seen flanking 

the sides of a yoga guru proclaiming that he had found a cure for COVID-19. The World Health Organization had to step in 

and make it clear that it had not endorsed it. The Prime Minister has himself privileged myth over reason, most visibly at a 

hospital inauguration in Mumbai, in 2014, where he spoke of “plastic surgery” as an Indian invention, citing Lord Ganesh’s 

trunk. This set India back by centuries. The message downwards was clear; science, rationalism or expertise was 

‘Nehruvian’ and not to be encouraged. 

Public allocations for science have fallen and Indian scientists criticised two speakers at the Indian Science 

Congress “for making bizarre, unscientific claims, including that ancient Hindus invented stem-cell science”. Scientists held 

protests against the unscientific statements in Bengaluru, Kochi, Kolkata and Thiruvananthapuram on January 6, 2019. 

With the Ministry of Ayurveda, Yoga and Naturopathy, Unani, Siddha and Homoeopathy (AYUSH) coming under fire 

frequently for peddling non-cures with the weight of the Government of India behind it, it appears as if science itself was 

perceived as a threat to the ruling party’s ecosystem. 

All through last year, no public health expert — and India has many — was empowered enough to be seen 

advising, directing, taking questions or giving out advice that the public could trust, and on occasion question policy. The 

thali banging, candle lighting, abrupt lockdowns, were all done via public addresses to the nation by the Prime Minister. 

There was no group with respected scientists or public health experts who could challenge government diktats or test 

decisions taken by the Narendra Modi government against scientific principles. The Prime Minister took to declaring 

victory over the pandemic on January 28. The Home Minister authoritatively announced to the media that rallies were not 

causing the surge in the middle of a crowded Bengal campaign. On if the Kumbh Mela should be allowed a year earlier, it 

was the Akhil Bhartiya Akhada Parishad that had the last word, not epidemiologists. It took hundreds of anguished 

scientists to write a letter urging that genomic data be collected and shared, like other civilised democracies, on the virus 

for the protocol to be altered. The wholesale junking of science even deep into the pandemic worsened the situation. 

 

Data integrity, not hesitancy 

Third, comes data integrity, which is shorthand for the credibility of any government, at any time. Data-hesitancy 

has been a feature of this government, whether it was about economic data, on making the GDP look good or on recording 

employment statistics. So changing baselines, withholding periodic labour force surveys or consumption survey data, set 

the path for continued data denial over testing last year and this year, over COVID-19 deaths. Other than the moral and 

human imperative of owing it to each Indian who dies, the basic courtesy of recording her existence and departure, not 

recording deaths faithfully, has deep practical implications. If you do not track it honestly and accurately, you do not 

understand the disease, and if you do not do that then you cannot handle it and lesser still, rescue the futu re by accurate 

predictions. In the case of COVID-19, India’s mortality data are many times lower than what is officially acknowledged, as 
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discussed in detail by the latest assessments of the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, and experts such as Dr. 

Bhramar Mukherjee, Dr. Ashish K. Jha and Dr. Murad Banaji. The discrepancy is above the regular margin of error seen in 

many countries. This is deeply damaging to India’s international standing as a reliable recorder of information. Not 

recording or diligently sharing data has consequences, for India and the world. 

 

Our economics and the poor 

The fourth and final principle that the pandemic has driven home is the importance of centring good economics 

around improving the lives of those worst-off. Recently, India has been anxious about turning into a ‘5 trillion’ economy. 

But there is no Security Council seat or grand entry into the big rich clubs of the world if India ’s overwhelming majority, 

those who live under $1.90 a day, cannot be lifted out of the morass. Numerous surveys and reports have consistently 

hammered at the slide into poverty. The latest report by the Azim Premji University talks of 230 million Indians slipping 

below the breadline during the pandemic. India’s obsession with being Vishwaguru, egged on by misleading analysts 

deriding “Povertarianism”, talking of “freebies” cannot be a replacement to sound welfarism which must prioritise the 

majority of Indians who need a social security net. It is stunning disregard for global experience, whether it is Joe Biden ’s 

big spending, Boris Johnson ending the age of austerity, Germany launching the biggest state spend since the war or 

China’s historic drive to end absolute poverty, and India’s own, when the International Monetary Fund acknowledged the 

fastest decline in poverty globally occurring in India between 2005-06 and 2015-16. Understanding “good economics” as 

what helps its majority, the most poor and vulnerable, must be a principle rather than a matter of embarrassment. 

The virus is no sociologist but it responds to how society and human beings behave with it. Allowing gargles of 

cow urine to double as cures, giving it a free run to travel and diversify amongst large unprotected crowds or in a 

desperation to win elections such as in West Bengal, actively courting and boasting about mass gatherings till just days ago 

were all invitations to disaster, providing the virus with what it wanted — a chance to multiply, diversify, jump hosts and 

regions rapidly, adding as accelerators to the second wave. 

This was contrary to what India did with smallpox and polio, with far fewer resources. There, its adherence to 

basic scientific and rational principles, helped its people, and the world beat back the disease. 

The least good that might be hoped for, at an unimaginably high cost, is for COVID-19 to cure us of the basic distortion 

in our public and political culture which has been on a speed pill for the last seven years. Else, it would be hard to stop 

analysts from terming this the man-made, Indian, or worse still, Modi variant. 

 

 storm (noun) – outburst, outbreak, eruption, surge. 

 hammer/drive something home (phrase) – to make 

someone clearly understand something by 

emphasizing it repeatedly. 

 adherence (noun) – compliance, observance, 

conformity. 

 mitigate (verb) – reduce, lessen, decrease, make less 

severe. 

 traumatic (adjective) – painful, distressing, disturbing. 

 fallout (noun) – adverse results/consequence; after-

effects, repercussions. 

 tell tales (phrase) – to expose another person’s 

faults/misdeeds. 

 bear witness to (phrase) – be evidence of, be proof of, 

confirm, prove. 

 leave behind (phrasal verb) – abandon. 

 reckoning (noun) – estimation, evaluation, appraisal. 

 ghastly (adjective) – terrible, frightful, grim, horrible. 

 universal health care (noun) – It refers to a health care 

system that provides health care and financial 

protection to all citizens of a particular country. It also 

means that all individuals and communities receive the 

health services they need without suffering financial 

hardship. 

 universal health coverage (noun) – It means that all 

individuals and communities receive the health 

services they need without suffering financial hardship. 

(Courtesy: WHO) 

 National Health Service Act in 1946 (noun) – The Act 

provided for the establishment of a comprehensive 

health service for England and Wales, that was free at 

the point of use and universally available to all. 

 revolutionise (verb) – make far-reaching changes in, 

restructure, reorganize, reform. 

 delink (verb) – separate, segregate, isolate, dissociate. 

 benchmark (noun) – standard, base/basis, point of 

reference. 

 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. 

 comprehensive (adjective) – all-inclusive, broad-based; 

complete, thorough, detailed. 

 so far (phrase) – until now, up to the present, up to 

this point. 

 Planning Commission (noun) – an institution in the 

Government of India established in 1950, which 

formulated India’s Five-Year Plans, among other 

functions to oversee the country’s economic and social 

development. NITI Aayog formed in 2015, replaced 

“The Planning Commission”. 
 NITI Aayog (noun) – The National Institution for 

Transforming India, also called NITI Aayog, was formed 

via a resolution of the Union Cabinet on January 1, 

2015. NITI Aayog is the premier policy ‘Think Tank’ of 

the Government of India, providing both directional 

and policy inputs. (Think tank is a panel of experts who 

provide advice and ideas on political, social or 

economic issues). 

 progressive (adjective) – continuing, continuous, 

increasing, growing, developing, ongoing.  

 centrepiece (noun) – highlight, main feature, centre of 

attention, focal point. 
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 Ayushman Bharat (noun) – Ayushman Bharat is 

National Health Protection Scheme in India, which will 

cover over 10 crore poor and vulnerable families 

(approximately 50 crore beneficiaries) providing 

coverage up to 5 lakh rupees per family per year for 

secondary and tertiary (highly specialized) care 

hospitalization. 

 hype (noun) – publicity, advertising, promotion, 

propaganda. 

 get away from (phrasal verb) – escape, elude/dodge, 

get rid of. 

 woefully (adverb) – very badly; deplorably, 

sadly/regrettably. 

 hoopla (noun) – disturbance, uproar, tumult, ruckus, 

clamour. 

 end up (phrasal verb) – come/appear, find oneself (to 

a particular course of action in the end). 

 go on to (phrasal verb) – continue, carry on, proceed. 

 -intensive (adjective/usually in combination) – (in 

business) concentrating on a particular thing. 

 virtuous cycle/spiral (noun) – when the economy is in 

a virtuous cycle, investment, productivity growth, job 

creation, demand and exports feed into (or 

beneficial/positive effect on) each other and enable 

animal spirits in the economy to thrive/grow. (animal 

spirits refers to the emotions and instincts that guide 

the behaviour of investors and consumers). 

 personnel (noun) – force, staff, employees, workforce. 

 well-looked after (adjective) – well-taken care. 

 populace (noun) – population, inhabitants, 

people/public. 

 much more (phrase) – a lot more. 

 mumbo-jumbo (noun) – nonsense, double-talk, empty 

talk, meaningless talk, gibberish, blabber. 

 silence (verb) – suppress, quell, repress, muffle. 

 rationalist (noun) – someone who views & acts based 

on knowledge & reason rather than on beliefs & 

emotions. 

 alien (noun) – foreigner, foreign national, non-native, 

outsider. 

 ethos (noun) – morality, attitudes, beliefs, principles; 

spirit, character. 

 loom (verb) – emerge, appear, become visible, take a 

threatening shape. 

 flanking (adjective) – being on each side of something; 

edging, bordering. 

 proclaim (verb) – announce, declare, pronounce 

(officially); publicize, make public, make known. 

 step in (phrasal verb) – act, take action, become 

involved, get involved. 

 make clear (phrase) – explain, clarify, elucidate. 

 endorse (verb) – uphold, support, ratify, approve, 

justify. 

 privilege (verb) – give a privilege/advantage. 

 myth (noun) – mistaken belief, misconception, fallacy, 

false notion, misbelief, fairy story, fairy tale. 

 speak of (phrasal verb) – mention, talk about, discuss, 

refer to. 

 inauguration (noun) – the formal admission of 

someone to the office; introduction, formation, 

beginning (of something). 

 set back (phrasal verb) – delay, hold back, slow down, 

decelerate. 

 rationalism (noun) – a principle which supports a way 

of thinking/living with opinions and knowledge than 

(religious) beliefs and emotions. 

 expertise (noun) – knowledge, command, mastery, 

prowess, skilfulness. 

 Nehruvian (adjective) – relating to the (political) 

ideologies/policies of Jawaharlal Nehru. 

 bizarre (adjective) – strange, unusual, 

unconventional/eccentric, ridiculous. 

 stem-cell (noun) – cells with the potential to divide 

into more stem cells or can become any type of cell in 

the body. 

 AYUSH (noun) – Ayurveda, Yoga & Naturopathy, 

Unani, Siddha and Homoeopathy; The Ministry of 

AYUSH is purposed with developing education, 

research and propagation of indigenous alternative 

medicine systems in India. 

 come under (phrasal verb) – be subjected to. 

 fire (noun) – criticism, censure, condemnation. 

 peddle (verb) – advocate, promote, recommend, 

champion. 

 weight (noun) – influence, leverage, sway, muscle, 

power, authority. 

 perceive (verb) – view, regard, consider. 

 ecosystem (noun) – complex situation/environment. 

 empower (verb) – authorize, entitle, permit, allow. 

 abrupt (adjective) – sudden, immediate, unexpected. 

 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. 

 address (noun) – speech, talk, discourse. 

 diktat (noun) – order, regulation, decree. 

 take to (phrasal verb) – begin, start, resort to, turn to. 

 authoritatively (adverb) – with authority; reliably, 

dependably, legitimately. 

 rally (noun) – gathering, march/procession, meeting. 

 surge (noun) – sudden increase or rise of something. 

 campaign (noun) – canvassing, electioneering, an act 

of soliciting (asking for/requesting) votes; an organized 

effort that seeks to influence the decision-making 

progress within a specific group. 

 the last word (phrase) – final decision, final statement, 

conclusive comment/remark, final say. 

 epidemiologist (noun) – an expert in the study of how 

disease spreads and can be controlled. 

 anguished (adjective) – agonized, tormented, 

heartbroken, suffering. 

 genomic (adjective) – relating to the gene (genetic 

material) of a living thing. 

 civilized (adjective) – cultured, developed, well-

mannered. 

 wholesale (adjective) – complete, total, outright, 

extensive/widespread. 

 junking (noun) – discarding, scrapping, abandoning, 

jettisoning. 

 protocol (noun) – procedure, convention; habit, 

pattern, method, system. 

 data integrity (noun) – accuracy of data. 
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 hesitancy (noun) – reluctance, unwillingness, 

disinclination. 

 shorthand (noun) – a short and simple way of 

expressing something. 

 credibility (noun) – trustworthiness, reliability, 

dependability, integrity. 

 Gross domestic product (GDP) (noun) – a measure of 

economic activity in a country. It is the total value of a 

country’s annual output of goods and services. 

 baseline (noun) – a starting point (used for 

comparisons). 

 withhold (verb) – refuse to give, fail to disclose, hold 

back. 

 periodic (adjective) – regular, recurrent, repeated, 

cyclical. 

 imperative (noun) – necessary condition, precondition, 

essential requirement. 

 owe (verb) – be indebted to someone. 

 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 

ramification, repercussion. 

 rescue (verb) – save. 

 mortality (noun) – (in a particular time/for a cause) the 

rate/number of death. 

 acknowledge (verb) – admit, accept, recognize, realize. 

 Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) 

(noun) – The Institute for Health Metrics and 

Evaluation (IHME) is an independent global health 

research center at the University of Washington. 

 discrepancy (noun) – difference, variance, 

contradiction, incompatibility. 

 diligently (adverb) – carefully, attentively, thoroughly. 

 worst-off (adjective) – poorest, underprivileged, 

disadvantaged. 

 overwhelming (adjective) – very large, huge, 

enormous. 

 morass (noun) – confusion, chaos/muddle, 

entanglement/mix-up. 

 consistently (adverb) – always, each time, invariably. 

 hammer (verb) – criticize, censure, attack, condemn, 

castigate. 

 slide (noun) – decline, fall, drop, descend (in quality to 

a lower level).  

 breadline (noun) – a line of people expecting free 

food. 

 obsession (noun) – the particular condition of having 

unwanted and repeated thoughts, feelings, ideas &, 

etc., about someone or something (all the time); 

fixation, preoccupation, concern, mania/craze/phobia. 

 Vishwaguru (noun) – a reformer and teacher/master 

to the entire world. 

 egg on (phrasal verb) – urge or encourage someone to 

do something that is usually not good/wise; incite, 

instigate, provoke, goad, nudge, exhort. 

 misleading (adjective) – deceptive, confusing, pseudo. 

 deride (verb) – ridicule, mock, make fun of, insult. 

 Povertarianism (noun) – It proposes an idea that the 

(Congress) party is not interested in ushering real 

economic freedom because that would negate (make 

ineffective) large parts of its welfarist/populist appeal. 

 freebie (noun) – a thing that is provided without 

charge; giveaway, handout. 

 sound (verb) – look like, seem, appear. 

 welfarism (noun) – the principles/policies of a welfare 

state. 

 prioritise (verb) – make a point of, highlight, call 

attention to (something as very important). 

 social security (scheme/benefit) (noun) – (In India) 

social security schemes/benefits cover these (Pension, 

Health Insurance, and Medical Benefit, Disability 

Benefit, Maternity Benefit, Gratuity) social insurances. 

Employers in the organized sector are entitled to 

coverage under these social security schemes. A large 

number of Indian workers in the unorganized/informal 

sector may not have an opportunity to participate in 

each of these schemes. 

 safety net (noun) – something which gives protection 

against misfortune or difficulty. 

 stunning (adjective) – impressive, remarkable, 

outstanding, incredible. 

 disregard (noun) – negligence, indifference, non-

observance, inattention. 

 age (noun) – era, epoch, period. 

 austerity (noun) – It is an economic policy that aims to 

reduce government budget deficits through reductions 

in government spending, increases in tax revenues, or 

both (in the wake of the financial crisis). It simply 

means “cost-cutting” or “deficit-cutting” by a 

government. 

 absolute poverty (noun) – Absolute poverty is when 

household (family) income is below a certain level, 

which makes it impossible for the person or family to 

meet basic needs of life including food, shelter, safe 

drinking water, education, healthcare, etc. 

 vulnerable (adjective) – relating to a weak/neglected 

person who is in need of special 

care/support/protection; ill-protected, easily affected 

by, prone to, at risk of. 

 embarrassment (noun) – shame, humiliation, 

indignity, ignominy, loss of pride, loss of face. 

 sociologist (noun) – a person who does the scientific 

study of society, including patterns of social 

relationships, social interaction, and culture. 

 give a free run (phrase) – make someone/something 

to move uninterruptedly. 

 desperation (noun) – hopelessness, despair, distress; 

riskiness. 

 court (verb) – risk, invite, attract; woo, pursue. 

 boast (verb) – brag, self-praise, congratulate oneself, 

self-satisfy, exaggerate, overstate. 

 contrary to (phrase) – conflicting with, opposed to. 

 far fewer (phrase) – much less (with a large 

difference). 

 rational (adjective) – logical, well reasoned, sensible, 

coherent, wise. 

 beat back (phrasal verb) – repel, fight off, repulse, 

force back. 

 distortion (noun) – misrepresentation. 

 speed pill (noun) – highly addictive drug; a drug used 

to feel more alert and focused, and in some cases, to 

feel high. 

 variant (noun) – different or form or version or mutant 

of something (virus). 

 

http://www.vanik.org/

