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In March 2021 it will be a year since the first nationwide lockdown to curb the spread of COVID-19 

was announced. With just four hours’ notice, a country of over one billion people were asked to 

stay indoors. In his address to the nation on 25th March 2020, Prime Minister Narendra Modi said,  

Draw a Laxman Rekha outside your house door and do not step outside of it. Stay where you 

are. This will be the decisive battle against coronavirus… for the safety of your family this is 

the only way that we have. I am confident that every Indian will not only combat this difficult 

situation but will emerge victorious.1  

The initial 21-day lockdown lasted till July, and within days, it became evident that India had 

plunged into its biggest humanitarian crisis since Partition. The Prime Minister’s remarks to stay 

indoors came in stark contrast to the lived realities of millions in our country. An unprecedented 

crisis of health, hunger, job-loss, economic slowdown, reverse migration, precarity and misery 

unfolded (Mander, 2020). For India’s most marginalised and vulnerable populations, the lockdown 

and the following months proved to be far from ‘victorious’.   

This chapter intends to bring to light the experiences and stories from a wide section of India’s 

working poor during these trying times. Data for this chapter has been taken from extensive 

interviews conducted by researchers at the Centre for Equity Studies’ Sankaran Unit for Research 

on Exclusion and Inequality.2 From June through November 2020, researchers conducted in-depth 

interviews, telephonically and in-person, with people from various occupational groups in India 

including domestic workers, construction workers, fish-workers, farmers, agricultural workers and 

street vendors. This chapter draws from all these studies, as well as secondary sources, to 

highlight the lived realities of India’s working poor through this period. This chapter is intended to 

serve as a tapestry of how different people from around the country, majority of whom are 

informal workers, experienced, coped, resisted and survived through this crisis.  

The pandemic and the lockdown served as a microscope that exposed an already broken system. 

The various systems of exclusion and marginalisation played out in the lives of people in different  

 

                                                                  
1  The Hindu (25th March 2020) “PM's address to the nation updates: lockdown extended to entire country for next 21 
days, says Modi”. Available at: https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/prime-minister-narendra-modi-live-updates-
march-24-2020/article31153585.ece. Accessed: 12th Jan 2021. 
2  The authors wish to acknowledge the significant contributions of Dr. Anirban Bhattacharya, Dr. Balu Sunilraj, Jenny 
Sulfath, Madhurima Majumder, Dr. Sajid Ali, Shirin Choudry, Dr. Banojyotsna Lahiri and Sagar Kumbhare. 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/prime-minister-narendra-modi-live-updates-march-24-2020/article31153585.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/prime-minister-narendra-modi-live-updates-march-24-2020/article31153585.ece
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ways before the COVID-19 pandemic hit. A number of studies (Centre for Equity Studies, 2020; 

SWAN, 2020; Ajeevika Bureau, 2020) have exposed that the sheer magnitude of lives lost and 

disrupted weighed disproportionately more on the already vulnerable.   

 

We only have our Work: Job loss and precarity 

“We might be poor people without a lot of knowledge but we are not beggars. We don't have 

anything but we have our bodies. That was enough. We always knew that if we work hard, 

we will have food in our bellies, come what may. But the lockdown broke our faith. How can 

they make working illegal?” 

These were the lines of Jahanara. She was palpably angry at being reduced to being absolutely 

dependent on the government aids to feed her family. Jahanara works as a domestic worker in 

Delhi. She came from a small village in North Bengal. She left her home, came to a place where no 

one spoke her language. Through hard work and grit she built her life and turned the unfamiliar 

cities into her home. She worked two jobs and managed to take care of her family of five. But the 

lockdown and the pandemic disrupted her whole life. She lost her job, her savings and as a result 

became food insecure.  

The scale of job loss during this time was disastrous. Across the country, millions of people lost 

work and therefore their only means of survival. According to the data provided by Centre for 

Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE)3, by April 2020, around 122 million jobs were lost in India with 

small traders and wage-labourers forming the biggest contingent accounting for around 75 per 

cent of job loss. It is impossible to capture the scale of suffering and the long-term impact this will 

have on the lives of millions. For many who depend on daily-wage earnings for their sustenance, 

the almost four-month long shutdown proved to be catastrophic. 

 

 

                                                                  
3 CMIE (5th May 2020) ‘The Job Bloodbath of April 2020’. Available at: 
https://www.cmie.com/kommon/bin/sr.php?kall=warticle&dt=2020-05-05%2008:22:21&msec=776. Accessed: 13th 
January 2021. 

https://www.cmie.com/kommon/bin/sr.php?kall=warticle&dt=2020-05-05%2008:22:21&msec=776
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“During the pandemic, my family faced an acute financial crisis, making me run here and 

there for work. After not seeing any chance to move to Maharashtra (where I was working as 

a street vendor selling clothes), I ventured into many fields to sustain my family. I tried 

working in the fields where the wages went low due to an abundance of hands looking for 

any kind of work in the rural economy. Then, I went to the nearby fields to collect herbs, 

which someone told me, would fetch some money by selling it in the market. However, this 

did not work as we were not allowed by the landowners to enter their fields.”  

Nasim recounts his experience of attempting to find alternative livelihoods during this crisis. 

Millions of street vendors engaged in selling non-essential commodities, like him, were pushed to 

search for other work. On the other hand, there was an influx of street vendors selling vegetables, 

which was deemed an ‘essential commodity’ by the government and therefore allowed to 

continue, making the work less profitable.  

“We do not have anything else besides this work. We work every day for twelve hours and this 

is why we are able to drink and eat.” 

Kajal has been working as a construction worker in the East Kidwai Nagar development complex in 

South Delhi for the past five years. Without land or a home in Araria district in Bihar where she 

comes from, she lives in the makeshift labour colony next to the work site with her family 

throughout the year. For millions like her, the loss of incomes rendered them dangerously food 

insecure and entirely dependent on the ration or cooked meals being distributed by government 

or civil society initiatives.  

 

We work so we can eat: hunger and food insecurity 

Ritu4, who spent the lockdown along with her family in a construction workers labour colony said,  

“When the lockdown started, they started distributing food but the rice was semi cooked, roti 

was fried and the curry was not good, very difficult to consume.” 

                                                                  
4 Name Changed 



SWI 2021 Background Paper - 02 | Voices from the Margins  
 

4 
 

Across cities, people stood in long exhausting lines to receive the cooked meals. The food 

provided was basic and did not account for the vast and varied food habits of those who migrate 

from all over the country to work. Without any other option, people would line up in the sweltering 

summer heat to eat, but it was clear that their dignity was ripped away in this process. This was 

exacerbated by police brutality against the country’s most poor and vulnerable in the guise of 

maintaining discipline. Many people we spoke to, confessed that fearing police canes they often 

did not leave their settlements even to collect food packets. The fear of police drove many to sleep 

on empty stomachs.  

In the case of domestic workers, we found that workers who were new to the city or were living 

alone had little to no idea about the ration kits that were being distributed. Women in Gurgaon, 

Delhi reported that to receive the ration kit that included a few kilos of grain and a small ration of 

oil, they had to be registered on a roll maintained at the local police station. For those living in 

rented rooms this meant that their landlord had to enlist their names. Mamata requested her 

house owner to register her but was told to stand in the queue in a local school which was 

distributing cooked food. Being a single woman, she found it extremely inconvenient and was 

forced to have one meal a day. Masooda, mother of a nursing baby and a toddler also had similar 

experience. Being dependent on the whims of the house owner to decide who is worthy of 

receiving ration among those who stay in rented accommodation made the emergency 

distribution scheme ineffective.  

While a large-scale hunger crisis was unfolding, small and marginal farmers and fish-workers, who 

tirelessly work to sustain us, were facing issues of their own. Nanasahed Ghanvi, a small farmer 

from Akola, Maharashtra noted that the price of onion, which is a major crop of cultivation, fell 

from ₹25 per kg to ₹11+ per kg, significantly impacting his income.  Apart from this, he had a newly 

started nursery of fruits which he operated on .25 acres which provided access for customers to 

buy fruits straight from the field. The lockdown led to an immediate stop in the arrival of 

customers impacting the functioning of the nursery. He was forced to dispose of a large number of 

watermelons which he distributed among the villagers free of cost. Suresh Nawale from the same 

village was facing losses even before the lockdown which worsened during this crisis. Since the 

storage time for ripe tomatoes is limited, he had to dispose of hundreds of kilos.  
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For agricultural workers who depend on employment from MNREGA5, the situation was worse. 

Sanjeev Gambhir from Jalna District in Maharashtra did not find any employment during 

lockdown, neither in his village nor under any schemes of the government. He said, he could only 

sustain because he was able to avail food grains through the Public Distribution System (PDS).  

“We got a little rice, but we are five people in the household. We had to calculate our meals 

every day and ate much less to keep the little ration going.” 

For Valerian, a fish worker from Anjuthengu, Thiruvananthapuram who owned his own small boat, 

fishing was not just a means of earning a livelihood but also of feeding his family. During 

lockdown, when fishing was prohibited, some fish-workers, including Valerian, attempted to take 

their boats out to feed themselves and their hungry families. In yet another example of police 

brutality against the country’s most vulnerable, severe measures were taken by the authorities to 

curb this, fines were levied and cases were registered against those who violated the rules. The 

lack of access to cold storage and closure of local markets meant that even the small amount of 

fish that was being caught was not sold and had to be discarded.  

 

What about our children: education and health  

The pandemic has affected the families of street vendors in various ways. Nasim from 

Muzaffarnagar, has two sons, Shoyeb and Sohail. Shoyeb, the elder son has just completed his 

intermediate schooling and the younger one Sohail is still in his intermediate class. With pain and 

sadness in his voice he says, 

“My son was very good in his studies. But my financial condition doesn’t allow me to fund his 

studies any longer. I am deeply pained to see him roam around selling clothes. But I had no 

other option left, as my debt has increased manifold during the lockdown. Once the family 

condition improves, I will ask him to enrol for further studies.”  

 

                                                                  
5 Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 
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Like in every other aspect of their lives, domestic workers felt the disruption here too, as 

everything was shifted online. Most of them had to stop their children’s education because they 

did not own a smartphone for their children to be able to attend online classes or submit their 

homework. They were waiting for schools to open so that their children could resume studying. 

For those who could afford a smartphone for online classes, there was the added expense of 

regular internet recharge for the phone too. Education was an important investment for them as 

they mainly didn’t want their children to continue in the same line of work.  

Similarly, in Delhi’s East Kidwai Nagar labour colony that is home to thousands of construction 

workers, the lockdown meant an almost complete stoppage in children’s education. Most workers 

we spoke to did not have smartphones on which children could attend classes. Furthermore, 

electricity in the colony only runs from 6 PM to 6 AM. Stuck in the makeshift tin structures with no 

light and limited ability to charge phones, even for the few who did have smartphones, buying 

costly internet packages added an extra burden.  

The pandemic laid bare the many problems in the health system and inaccessibility of quality 

healthcare for most working-class persons in India. Many suffered as regular health services were 

put to halt and most efforts of the national and state-level government health services were 

diverted towards combating the coronavirus. Moreover, the virus had taken over all public 

discourse and efforts towards quality healthcare was not even one of the primary concerns for a 

large majority of informal workers with regard to their own or their family’s health. Their access to 

paid work had been interrupted so they could no longer afford proper nutritious food. Those with 

existing and chronic health issues struggled to access their regular medicines and proper care for 

the same.  

Rahima and Sindhu, domestic workers from Jaipur both had prescriptions for high blood pressure 

medicines which they could not access for two months because of the lockdown. Rahima also had 

knee joint pain and suffered severe dizziness and fainting one day because she did not have the 

medicines for her ailments. 
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“My husband and I are only able to earn 9500 rupees together now. We have a baby, one year 

old...she is frail and weak. Her medicines only cost us 1000 rupees a month. Tell us, how else 

would we manage? So, we had to take out a loan on top of this.” 

 - Parvesh 

Sufiyan, a street vendor from Maharashtra’s family faced multiple crises due to the lack of 

affordable healthcare.  

“My father was not very old. He was just completing 60 years.  He got a paralysis attack while 

he was dealing with a customer during the vending in a nearby village in Maharashtra. We 

took him to a government hospital there, but his situation did not improve. Soon the 

lockdown was imposed and we got stuck there. Somehow, we borrowed 70 thousand rupees 

to hire a cab to reach home. And as soon as we reached home, in a week my father died. We 

could not provide him better hospital facilities. He died of negligence and unavailability of 

better hospital facilities. After a month my younger son fell ill. He was having a very high 

fever for more than a week. We took him to the nearby private hospital. He remained 

admitted for more than a week. The hospital charged a lot of money. We somehow borrowed 

twenty thousand to pay the hospital bills.” 

Facing multiple crises from all sides has caused immense strain on the mental health of millions 

with a long-term impact that is yet unknown.  

“I find it difficult to sleep these days, thinking about the future.” 

Suresh Nawale a small farmer from Akola, Maharashtra was already facing immense distress from 

loans prior to the pandemic. Lockdown meant that his access to further credit also stopped. 

Overall, this situation has caused immense mental trouble for him. According to Shivaji Nawale, 

there has been an overall increase in mental distress for the population of the village due to the 

inability to meet each other and economic setbacks. He pointed out that for the coming season, 

he would face multiple difficulties. This has to do with finding transport to sell products, finding a 

reasonable price, and most importantly markets for his products. According to Nilesh Talekar, the 

mental distress led to problems inside the family and increase in domestic violence too. 
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We have also suffered: Communalisation of the crisis 

For India’s largest religious minority, the pandemic took on a different colour. By April, there was a 

growing conspiracy demonising of India’s Muslim community, who were being accused of 

conducting a malevolent campaign to spread Covid-19 to the Hindu majority. Over the months, 

Muslims saw their businesses boycotted, volunteers distributing rations called ‘coronavirus 

terrorists’, and others accused of spitting in food and infecting water supplies with the virus. 

Posters appeared barring Muslims from entering certain neighbourhoods in states as far apart as 

Delhi, Karnataka, Telangana and Madhya Pradesh6. 

Street vendors, many of whom are Muslim, reported that they were not allowed to enter certain 

residential localities or villages to sell their goods. With great disappointment, they reported that 

these were areas they had been selling their goods in for years, and suddenly they were barred 

from entry while their Hindu counterparts weren’t.  

 

We are all alone: State Support during the pandemic 

If there was ever an expectation that the government, despite all its past failures, would take some 

drastic measures in support of the county’s most vulnerable, marginalised and excluded, its 

handling of the pandemic has removed it. Beginning with the imposition of the strictest lockdown 

in the world with only four hours’ notice to a population where the majority already lacks access 

to housing, sanitation, health, and sustainable livelihoods, rather than facilitating better services 

the government seemed to be doing everything in its power to push the already vulnerable further 

to the edge. Of all the interviews conducted during this period, with workers from various 

occupational groups across the country, none had received adequate support from the state. 

When speaking with small and marginal farmers in Rohtak, Haryana, each interviewee confirmed 

that governmental intervention, instead of increasing in this crisis period, diminished on all fronts. 

There was no special effort taken by the government to address lockdown related difficulties that 

particularly affected agriculture in the peak harvest season. In fact, the situation was so bad that 

Sunil, a farmer from Rohtak, squarely felt that the government was exaggerating the virus 

                                                                  
6 The Guardian (13th April 2020) ‘Coronavirus conspiracy theories targeting Muslims spread in India’. Available at: 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/13/coronavirus-conspiracy-theories-targeting-muslims-spread-in-india. 
Accessed: 15th January 2021. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/13/coronavirus-conspiracy-theories-targeting-muslims-spread-in-india
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situation, in order to impose an emergency in the country to pass the notorious Farm Laws that 

will facilitate corporate takeover and ensure the monopoly of few corporate houses over 

agricultural produce. Other interviewees also echoed similar apprehension and anxieties about 

the farm laws.  

For workers to access government schemes for ration or cash assistance, they needed to present a 

number of verification documents. The fact that a majority of informal workers are migrants was 

not taken into account. In many cases, documents were not available with them but in the villages 

they came from, in others they were not renewed or up-to-date. The verification processes could 

not be completed as their Aadhar card was not linked to their mobiles to receive the One Time 

Password (OTP). At a time when the country was undergoing a crisis of mass hunger and 

unemployment, it would seem prudent for the government to reduce the pre-existing bureaucratic 

barriers to access welfare schemes. However, millions of workers were left on their own without 

those essential support. 

Puja, a construction worker said, 

“When work resumed, company people assured that we would get money. Mr. Modi would 

deposit 5000 rupees into our accounts. But we did not receive any money. Amongst us, some 

are from UP, some from Bihar and others from Bengal. They lied to us so that we do not walk 

back home. The company needed the labourers for their work, so they did not want to lose 

the labourers.” 

The sorrow and disappointment at being abandoned yet again by the government was evident. 

Having faced an almost complete exclusion from any form of support from the state for decades, 

workers seemed to not be surprised and being let down yet again. 

In the absence of effective governmental support, Unions, labour NGO’s and civil societies become 

active in raising funds and distributing relief during the lockdown. Both in Rajasthan and Delhi, 

some of our respondents who are domestic workers were entirely dependent on these resources 

until they could find a job. In some cases, the Unions also helped them to demand payment of 

their salary with their employers as many refused to pay salary for March. Unions and Civil Society 

organisations took the place of the government in aid of workers.  
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In many places the Union had to negotiate with the governmental agencies to distribute ration. 

For instance, everyone with a ration card was supposed to get 5 kg rice/person. In Rajasthan the 

ration shops needed a local Ration card or Aadhar card or Bhamasha card for verification. 

Rajasthan Mahila Kamgar Union intervened and after much dialogue with the District Supply 

Officer and District Collector, managed to come to an agreement where ration shops in the Jaipur 

district would give 5 kg of free ration to anyone with a valid ration card or Aadhar card and not just 

the cards issued within Rajasthan. There was a notice that circulated updating the shopkeepers of 

this change. But often the ration dealers have received these circulars or could not get the OTP 

necessary to make the transaction. 

 

Conclusion 

 
“It is only the poor who have faced all this difficulty. We will never get any peace.” 

Laments Ritu, who has spent the better part of her life building the cities we inhabit. The stories of 

workers reveal the myriad ways in which the lockdown and pandemic has impacted their lives. 

The effects of this crisis will be felt by millions of the most vulnerable for generations to come. The 

apathy of the government towards its most excluded citizens became abundantly clear. As 

workers attempt to rebuild their lives, it is our hope that this chapter serves as a reminder that 

that class, caste, gender, informality and privilege have shaped how each Indian experiences the 

pandemic. 
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