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Abstract The paperis based on a diary written by the author during the early months of the pandemic in March
2020. It explores the various ways in which the pandemic turned various areas of her life upside down including
education, political work etc. The paper, written later, is a reflection and an attempt to understand these months
in retrospect. Excerpts from the diary provide examples while the reflections attempt to make social and political
sense of her experiences. Among other things, the author tries to delve into the political situation of her home state,
West Bengal, around these months and locate it in the context of the rise of the global right. It is also a document
that gives an opening to understand the inner lives of young, urban people in India during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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The Beginning
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21" March 2020

The situation so far: Coronavirus first entered my
conscious mind when a friend who has family in
China showed me a video of a car spraying dis-
infectants into the air. The move was orchestrat-
ed by the local authorities somewhere in China,
presumably where his parents were living. The
point he made was that spraying disinfectant in
the air would not stop the spread of the virus, but
it would be spectacular enough for the layperson
to be calmed by it. The scene looked positively
dystopian.

After that, I followed the situation every now
and then and was annoyed by how the response
to the virus was mostly panicked white people. We
made jokes about it in university. We called Euro-
peans funny, sensitive and stupid: jokes that are
only fun when you make them at the expense of
white people (which Europe is dominated by). I do
not exactly remember when the first case of CO-
VID-19-was documented in India. But by the sec-
ond week of March, I was washing my hands thor-
oughly for twenty seconds. However, I was still
not openly talking about COVID-19 to my family
or warning them about handwashing techniques.
My family consists of me and my mom but in the
next apartment live my aunt who is asthmatic and
an uncle who is a senior citizen. (...).

25% March, 2020

From tonight onwards for the next 21 days, this
country goes into lockdown. I read it as a neces-
sary measure. It might actually prevent the spread
of the pandemic in India. But god, the repercus-
sions on my mental health are terrible. And I am
notthe only one. All over social media I see people
write about how horrible they are feeling. More
than one person is talking about how they are
suicidal. To add to this, someone died in China of
a hantavirus infection. I saw one person at least
writing about being confused and freaking out for
a moment over this other virus (hantavirus). My
mother reacted quite virulently when she heard
about the hantavirus case and declared that Chi-
na must be conducting some experiment which
is resulting in the creation of these viruses. I did
not correct her at that point but I will have to tell
her later that the hantavirus has been around for
afew decades now. I think #hantavirus trended on
Twitter too for a while.

Looking back at the beginning of the pandem-
ic brings unpleasant memories: the closure of my
university in Kolkata, where I was a student of the
Department of English Language and Literature
(primarily studying literature), the excessive de-
pendence on family, the feeling of suffocation as
we were all holed up in homes none of us really
liked.
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In the early months of the pandemic and the
lockdown, I had interviewed a few peers, most
of them struggling with mental health issues and
some identifying as part of the LGBTQ+ spectrum.
All of them reported feeling worse at home and
increased suicidal urges. One person told me spe-
cifically that they felt pushed into the closet again.
Not visibly queer and still closeted, I had the ben-
efit of not having to deal with family pressure.
Nonetheless, I felt that the lockdown was push-
ing me further away from those I cared about.
For more than a month, my passport, which I had
updated, was in transit. I have grown up with the
corruption, oppression and squalor of the Global
South but I had never felt more locked into one
corner of the world than what I feltin those days. I
needed the passport to apply to PhD programmes
abroad. A government document stuck between
Kolkata and Delhi held the key to my future.

The Migrant Crisis Unfolds

28" March 2020

There is no good news. The pandemic is spread-
ing to the suburbs, towns and villages now. Cas-
es in which people have taken the illness to these
places are only now emerging. There is no statis-
tics yet of how many infections have been passed
on by these people already. Meanwhile, at Del-
hi’s Anand Vihar today (which is the bus termi-
nus for long distance travel in Delhi), more than
a thousand migrant workers have appeared try-
ing to catch buses to their native places. There
is no space left for social distancing. These peo-
ple cannot afford it. And neither can most of this
country. I shudder to think of what might happen
when these people actually go back to their vil-
lages. Some are walking hundreds of kilometres to
go back to the villages as without their temporary
jobs in Delhi they cannot live in that city. They
have no money.

I only remember the migrant crisis in images.
People crowding at stations and bus stops in hun-
dreds to get out of their urban workplaces, des-
perate to go home. Horror awaited them at home
as local governments subjected them to inhuman
treatment, sanitizing them with road disinfectants
in at least one place, when they returned (INDIA
TODAY 2020). The body of the migrant became
the site for the pandemic, to be used, washed, ex-

tracted labour from, and thrown out as one liked.
Millions walked back home and hundreds died
walking, as public transport was blocked. Heavily
pregnant women were not exceptions. The sum-
mer heat of the Indian climate made things worse.
Some died on the rail tracks where they had been
resting (SCROLL 2021). All these people had at-
tempted to defy the lock and key of government
dictum. They too, much like me and my peers, had
felt locked in. They were afraid and claustropho-
bic like us. But unlike us, being locked in had far
more direct an impact on their incomes.

Students, Fellows and Scholarships

It would be wrong to suggest that all my peers
were well off, however. Research project fellows
in our university have not been paid their salaries
in ages. As a result, almost all the research proj-
ects have been stalled. A dear friend used to work
in one such project, it was her only source of in-
come and she has an education loan to pay off. Her
family is not well to do. She ultimately dropped the
project work and took on work in an NGO. How-
ever, people found ways in the university to sup-
port such people. In my friend’s case, her first un-
paid salary was paid directly out of the pocket of
a professor who was handling the project. It kept
her afloat for a month and allowed her to look for
work. Yet, a whole generation of underprivileged
students were pushed into working as their schol-
arships slowly started dwindling. As late as No-
vember 2020, students were not being paid their
scholarships. This is attested by the suicide of a
student in Lady Shree Ram College for Women
on 3" November 2020 (JHA 2020). Such stories
abound. My own scholarship payment, which
consists of a comfortable sum from the University
Grants Commission and is one of the more secure
scholarships available, was extremely irregular.
Scholarship payments by the state government to
non-NET scholars in MPhil and PhD courses, were
erratic as well. These processes have likely pushed
alarge number of underprivileged students out of
academia and university itself. We do not have the
exact numbers.
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Interpersonal Relationships, Activism and
Social Media

In the realm of relationships, the lockdown made
things worse for plenty. Women reported being
stuck with physically abusive husbands. In my vi-
cinity, one marriage fell apart too, as what used to
be a closed doors extra-marital affair of one part-
ner became known to the other partner due to the
lockdown. In some cases, people went back to the
painful relationships they had abandoned in order
to avoid loneliness. Even the standard cishet stu-
dents who had abandoned family life in favour of
hostels or living in with partners found that with
the hostels closed and work drying up, they had to
return to their homes. The mental health of stu-
dents was disturbed and that reflected in their re-
sults. To add to this, with nothing else to do, politi-
cally minded youngsters took to fighting on social
media. Soon, it stopped being a struggle against
oppressive state mechanisms and became more
of a toxic war of mud-slinging between various
left factions. The worst hits were of course, tak-
en by the women and the smaller groups. Every
day during the lockdown, there was a new “tea”,
a new person getting cancelled or bullied. Stuck
at home, without work or classes, sections of stu-
dents dedicated long hours to trolling one anoth-
er. However, there were some legitimate attempts
at humour by a broad opposition. For example, a
group called “Local Train Kinte Chai” (“Want to
Buy a Local Train”) spontaneously emerged on
Facebook around July 2020 and gathered thou-
sands of members. The group intended to mock
the Modi government for privatizing the railways,
a cheap service which was the backbone of the
public transport system in India.

The arguments between left groups which were
involved in serious offline work also spilled over
to social media (this is not new, young left activists
have always brought their grievances about other
groups on social media for the last half a decade
at least). However, generally, there was shift away
from protesting and towards community build-
ing work. The university based leftist science re-
searchers took to using their knowledge to man-
ufacture sanitizer and distribute it for free. A JU
Commune was set up. The commune managed
to provide food to economically deprived people
once a day during the pandemic and managed to
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do great work in a lot of slum areas. The commune
is still running and JU Commune still participates
in political programmes as “JU Commune”. Most
people cooking for the commune were male stu-
dents. This is not to say that patriarchy in univer-
sity left circles has been dismantled. We have seen
that men do take up public cooking roles (chef
etc.) but private home based and unpaid cooking
is always relegated to women. However, in this
case, the men were unpaid and volunteers.

There was private grievances from at least one
other leftist activist who communicated to me
over the phone about how certain young men,
in their zeal for serving people were not follow-
ing adequate isolation measures once they recov-
ered from COVID-19. As a young left feminist who
has dealt with such men in the past, I find this be-
lievable. There is a sense of the real enemy being
somewhere else and a machismo involved in trivi-
alizing health. There is also a tongue in cheek joy
in defying government protocol, which is almost
schoolboyish in nature. When you consider that
most of these men are in their early twenties, or
late twenties without regular paid work and often
living with parents, that last bit about childishly
defying authority without considering long term
harm starts to make more sense.

Online, the far more interesting developments
happened in the MeToo movement. Students may
have been stuck at home, but they still did expose
abusive people on social media. I would have said
that rounds of MeToos were a phenomenon in uni-
versity activist or students’ circles online after the
lockdown which started on 24" March, 2020 but
unfortunately, they are not. Generally, in the polit-
ically conscious circles of Kolkata students, MeToo
allegations come in spates. The pattern was not
broken during the lockdown with dozens of alle-
gations appearing on Facebook.

Perhaps the most stunning of these revelations
was the “Boys Locker Room” incident in Delhi. A
group of young boys, mostly from Delhi ran an In-
stagram chat which was a repository of compro-
mising pictures of their female peers. Following
the revelations of this case, a similar Google Drive
controversy unfolded in Kolkata where a group of
university going men were accused of keeping a
similar repository of their girlfriends and exes in
a Drive to be shared amongst themselves. The al-
legations could not be taken up legally as none of
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the women who had been involved with any of the
men wanted to lodge a formal police complaint.
But it led to considerable controversy, resulted
in a fair number of online panels and media at-
tention. Many of the people associated with the
Google Drive incident in Kolkata ended up being
from my university and unsurprisingly enough
most of them were from significantly affluent fam-
ilies (one was from a political family). Under nor-
mal circumstances, this would lead to a demon-
stration and General Body meetings of students
in the university. None of that was possible in the
early days of the pandemic. Instead, people post-
ed on social media.

Social media did not so much as replace of-
fline protest spaces. The social media space was
already developed and hence people kept turn-
ing to that space. Stringent rules were placed on
demonstrations in the early part of the lockdown
which virtually killed off the anti-NRC and anti-
CAA protests. It was only after a degree of unlock-
ing did people start assembling again for demon-
strations, but only in small groups.

31 March 2020

There is a video doing the rounds in which a doc-
tor in North Bengal Medical College is talking
about how they do not have enough masks to deal
with coronavirus disease.

In a televised meeting yesterday, the Chief
Minister of West Bengal decided to requisition
private hospitals with their staff to deal with the
novel coronavirus. It might not be a bad idea
as government infrastructure is poor to say the
least. So much of this pandemic has been creat-
ed by governments not spending enough on their
healthcare programmes and generally not taking
healthcare seriously and relegating it as second-
ary to other concerns.

Migrant workers are the worst hit in this cri-
sis. Yesterday there were reports of migrant work-
ers being sprayed with bleach at Bareilly in order
to prevent infections (PANDEY 2020). Today, I just
saw a report online that an eight month pregnant
woman and her husband have been forced to walk
a hundred kilometres in the middle of the lock-
down, because the husband’s employer turned
both of them out without any money (HINDU-
STAN TIMES 2020). This too, has happened in Ut-
tar Pradesh and some locals who saw them walk
offered the couple an ambulance to go back home
in Meerut.

The first national lockdown which followed
the state-wide shutdown in place in West Bengal
managed to curb democratic spaces, resulted in
a massive migrant crisis and deteriorated mental
health. But the larger question we need to ask is,
was the national lockdown really necessary so ear-
ly on in the pandemic? What was the Indian gov-
ernment hoping to do by imposing it so early and
throwing so many lives in jeopardy?

Lockdowns bring authoritarian governments
certain advantages as will be made evident from
this piece. To add, unlike the Americans and the
British, Indians are quite aware that their health-
care system is in shambles. Perhaps the Indian
government was hoping to contain the spread
of the virus in this country by imposing an early
lockdown, knowing full well that healthcare here
would never be able to cope up with a pandemic.
Perhaps the early lockdown itself is a proof of the
failure of privatized healthcare and neoliberalism
in this country. Perhaps the deaths of so many in-
dividuals directly related to the lockdown is a re-
sult of decades of underfunded healthcare in this
country and an authoritarian government which
will stop at nothing to curb dissent. The anti-NRC-
CAA protests died out soon and various state ap-
paratuses used the pogrom in Delhi to justify the
arrests of several political activists many of who
have to this day not been released and remain in-
carcerated under the draconian UAPA Act.

Early in the pandemic, I wrote an article on
the lockdown and the lives of persons with dis-
abilities. That article never saw the light of day but
some of the worst hit and little spoken about vic-
tims of the pandemic were persons with disabili-
ties. Government services were provided in a com-
pletely uncoordinated way. And the social lives of
persons with disabilities changed completely. A
blind student told me that she understands the
world through touch and since touch puts her and
everyone else now at risk, she is in trouble. In a
sense, her description reminds me of being blind-
ed doubly. Once medically/biologically through
the social process of producing disabilities and
once by the way her tactile act of “reading” her
surroundings has been curbed by circumstanc-
es. But even as the lockdown and the pandemic
went ahead, students with disabilities showed that
they were aware of the importance of writing their
own stories. One university based group of per-
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sons with disabilities did a series of talks by per-
sons with disabilities on how they were spending
life under lockdown under the hashtag “4#Disabil-
ityDialoguesCoronaTimes” (FSD JADAVPUR UNI-
VERSITY YOUTUBE CHANNEL). Several persons
with disabilities responded that they did not have
the privilege of easily accessing the terrace or (in
cases of locomotor disabilities) walking inside
the house. Eventually, as the lockdown would be
gradually eased, many of them would leave home
sometimes to join work. However, the deprivation
faced by most persons with disabilities continue
to be very real.

2" April 2020

People are not taking the lockdown seriously. I
went out to do groceries yesterday and saw sev-
eral dozen people loitering in the main road close
to my home. To be honest, I volunteered to get
the groceries with my mother (usually it is mom
and aunt doing groceries together) because I am
sick of being at home. It felt good to walk about
on the streets but there were a lot of people who
were roaming about purposelessly. This is partic-
ularly true for young people with bikes and cycles
who can go out and are roaming about on unpo-
liced streets (smaller main roads, areas that are
not “key” in the city). Procuring milk is becoming
difficult as you have to wait for the new lot of milk
to arrive in the evening and then sort of pounce
on the shopkeeper. We got four packets. Usually a
packet lasts us two days. I was sort of hoping that
we would not find it in the nearest shop, so we
could take a second walk to the market but that
did not happen. It is contradictory on my part to
judge people roaming about when I will pick up
any excuse to go out but crises bring out contra-
dictions in people.

Meanwhile, I am joining an activist venture to
distribute essentials like sanitary napkins, milk
powder and soap to women in need, especially to
low income women who have children. I wish I
could claim that the innate nobility of my nature
has urged me on to this path butitis really a terri-
fying need to be out in public, instead of being at
home. If it does come down to having to go out and
work for relief, I guess I will find more material
for this diary. More than one activist today opined
that we may run out of essentials like soaps and
milk powder at some point. One of them was
afraid that we will end up with the hungry mass-
es looting shops eventually. I do hope it does not

CURARE 44 (2021) 1-4

come to that. But if it does, I sincerely hope the
hungry masses dethrone the right wing first.

For LGBTQ+ persons the horrors of living with
family are not surprising to imagine. If the lock-
down pushed many into the closet, the unlock
phase has not been particularly kind either. This
is especially true of LGBTQ+ students who are now
stuck at home and do not have the respite of at-
tending university. One such person is constantly
in touch with me. He comes from an underpriv-
ileged family which although economically de-
prived does not waste a single minute in abusing
their female bodied son. His existence is a shame,
his relationship is shameful, he is beaten up every
few days. He brings shame to the family. However,
both circumstances and will prevent him from es-
caping his family home. If in this case, the home
is the centre of violence, in another person’s case,
public life was no kinder. Even as the lockdown
was being slowly eased, there was a transphobic
attack on another transman in his hometown by
right wingers. This person was marked because
of his left politics and was attacked in the most
transphobic of rhetoric which moved into physi-
cal violence. If this was a time for regular univer-
sity classes, he would still face transphobia but at
least he would have a support system in the rela-
tively more queerfriendly atmosphere of the uni-
versity. One of the biggest issues of LGBTQ+ per-
sons in India is access to safe and non-exploitative
work especially for those without the benefit of an
English education. The pandemic has only dried
up incoming work for blue collar LGBTQ+ work-
ers and skilled students without access to the Eng-
lish language find that the online ecosystem of
outsourced jobs is of no use to them. While it is
largely an LGBTQ+ issue, job availability is broad-
ly related to capitalist economies and the need of
companies to seek increasingly cheap and exploit-
ative labour. No surprise then that the English ed-
ucated young queers find it relatively easier (but
only just, compared to their non-LGBTQ+ peers)
to access the job market, and the Bengali educated
ones are gradually pushed out of it. In that sense,
the pandemic has laid bare the chinks in the ar-
mour of neoliberalism. In India where an aspi-
rational class barely want to be reminded of the
teeming millions who live without nutrition and
healthcare, the pandemic has punctured the myth
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of glitzy, sexy neoliberalism. Poverty, squalor and
the dying gasps for oxygen rule this country.

We Were Naive in 2020

What strikes me most when Ilook back on 2020 is
how naive we all were. To think that the pandemic
would be sorted in two months, to assume that In-
dia would see its peak by mid-May 2020, to think
that life would be back to normal by June, July or
even September. To make a huge deal about new-
ly infected hospitals feels so childish at this point.
To even think that a vaccine would solve all of our
problems. Even the most informed political minds
around me assumed that the peak in India would
mean about 70,000 cases in total. There were peo-
ple who assumed that COVID was a problem of
the temperate climes, because the “summer heat”
would protect us in India. Unsurprisingly, most
people who believed this were boomers. But I miss
the humour with which people fought the virus
in its early days before it killed so many people.
A sweetshop in southern Kolkata had introduced
a rather gross looking “corona mishti” (corona
sweetmeat) and a friend had remarked that this is
a preparation for a later corona themed pujo pan-
dal. To think that normal pujos will be back in Sep-
tember or October. We have collectively been so
naive! How silly of us!

But was our naivete also not a coping mecha-
nism? How would I have taken it if I was told in
March that my university life as I knew it had
come to an end. Our ridiculous optimism about
the end of the pandemic perhaps gave us, as a cul-
ture, enough time to adjust to life.

12" April 2020

Somewhere in a Muslim locality in Kolkata, sev-
eral people beat up police who went to impose
the lockdown. (Times Now video reproduced in
THE EcONOMIC TIMES 2020) So of course, savar-
na Hindu Bengalis are doing what they do best:
spreading Islamophobic rhetoric. The Chief Min-
ister, herself an authoritarian who depends on
Muslim votes for her election is being accused of
appeasing the Muslims. The RSS and BJP IT Cells
are of course fanning this flame. But BJP propa-
ganda is not all. The problem lies with the in-
grained Islamophobic hatred that Hindu Benga-
lis carry in themselves. I hear horrible things said
by my family about Muslims every day. I check

them and they take offense at that. After a point,
it seems futile to engage.

Apart from the attack on the policeman, some
videos of people being out on the streets in Mus-
lim dominated areas became popular on news and
other media. Not a lot of underprivileged people
are following lockdown measures, simply be-
cause it is not possible for them. I had a conver-
sation with one of my friends who lives in such
a locality and is a Muslim herself. She was talk-
ing about how most poor families in her locality
cram into a 100 square feet space. These are fami-
lies of 5-6 people. Even if a woman has to change
clothes, the men have to leave the room. People do
not have space to sleep inside their living spaces.
Many of these men try and find abandoned auto
rickshaws in which they sleep at night. Often, they
will share the same space with dogs. How is soap
supposed to work for these people? They do not
have 24 hours of water supply. They fetch water in
buckets from local taps that are at least 500 meters
away. That water is then rationed throughout the
day. How do you expect such people to follow gov-
ernment guidelines? Not much development takes
place in these localities either. It is almost as if the
state conspires to keep these people poor. But hey!
Muslims are responsible for every problem this
country has. Can't find your ladle in your kitch-
en? Blame a Muslim. Heater not working proper-
ly? Blame a Muslim! Half-educated General cate-
gory brat not getting a job? MUSLIMS!

Looking back at the diary, I am also reminded
of large scale Islamophobia that we all saw during
the pandemic and how obviously state sponsored
some of it was. Tablighi Jamaat was suddenly to
blame for the spread of COVID in India and sev-
eral Muslim foreign persons were incarcerated in
Indian prisons as late as July. It was only in De-
cember 2020 that the Delhi High Court acquit all
persons associated with the Tablighi Jamaat case.
(THE WIRE 2020) There was large scale Islamopho-
bia in Kolkata as well as a reputed Bengali news
media company’s name was visible on a poster
which showed a sloganeering Muslim man with
a list of COVID hotspots in the city. Casual jabs
about Muslims refusing to wear masks became a
regular thing in most middle class Bengali Hindu
households. And to be honest, as I travelled later
to ghettoized Muslim majority localities, I did no-
tice that the number of people wearing masks was
actually lower compared to other places. But that
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should not be chalked down to their being Mus-
lims, rather it should be analysed sociologically
through the lens of poverty and class. Similarly
low rates of mask wearing can be noted among
working class people. There is a question of con-
venience and there is a question of the lack of ac-
cess to education. To add to it, there is a significant
and not unfounded suspicion of the Indian state
among Muslims. A practising Muslim friend told
me that Muslim youth in her locality were going
about wearing sneakers to escape police raids dur-
ing the lockdown so that they could quickly run
away and vanish from the roads. There is a tongue
in cheek resistance to what is considered state in-
tervention, there is a bit of laughter and humour
involved in the same resistance.

Such resistance towards oppressive states dur-
ing pandemics has a history in India as the Span-
ish flu pandemic, which was then called the Bom-
bay fever had significantly created anger against
the colonial British government in the native press
(SINGH 2020). There is a growing body of litera-
ture on the cholera epidemic and colonial rule in
India. Some literature exists on cholera and other
contagious diseases too. Regarding the former, Da-
vid Arnold writes that the British put into prison
women who acted as demons or goddesses of the
disease; a move that exposes the threat posed by
such folk practices towards colonial rule (ARNOLD
1993). Arnold also writes about the insensitivity of
the British government to the religious sentiments
of Indians in their attempt to tackle plague. Con-
tagionism ruled the response to plague in India
and in 1896 a riot started in Bombay along with an
attack on the city’s hospitals. Plague was consid-
ered to be an “invasive” foreign disease coming
from the port of Hong Kong and it was believed
that it would take over the commercial life of In-
dia. Therefore, stringent controls were imposed
by the British. This high handedness led to anti-
British sentiment and protest meetings contin-
ued towards the end of the 19" century in different
parts of India (ARNOLD 1986). Current high-hand-
ed responses to working class and migrant labour-
ers during the pandemic by the Indian state echo
the British colonial state’s responses. It is also not
surprising that the control of bodies by an Indi-
an state in slums, ghettos etc. is not taken well
amongst dwellers in these regions, particularly
since the state has actively failed in protecting
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them and has even incarcerated them. To add to
this, there is the issue of Bangladeshi migrants in
ghettoized areas who live in desperately poor con-
ditions. How can social distancing be successfully
practiced in such areas? And more importantly,
what would these communities be when they are
distanced, when all one has to navigate a hostile
state is a community.

There was significant talk among the left about
how we should rather stick to the terminology of
“physical distancing” rather than “social”. India,
much like other hierarchical and classed societ-
ies already has significant distance between peo-
ple from various classes. To add to this, South Asia
and India particularly is a casted society where not
touching someone from a lower caste is normal-
ized in many regions of the country. Under such
circumstances, “social” distancing will only repro-
duce inequality.

The Indian government managed to commu-
nalize a pandemic which killed millions around
the world. People from North East India were at-
tacked in Delhi under a renewed axis of medical-
ized racism. Yet, when one looks at the way in
which the pandemic turned out eventually, i.e.,
the course of the pandemic after I closed this dia-
ry, we are surprised by how our experiences of the
pandemic are deeply embedded with the oppres-
sive nature of the Indian state, its follies and the
flaws of even the West Bengal government, which
when this article was being written in November
2021 was yet to reopen schools and universities
even after a second wave brought on by massive
electoral gatherings.

September and October of 2020 saw large gath-
erings on the streets of Kolkata due to the upcom-
ing Durga Pujo, the biggest festival of the Benga-
li Hindus who dominate the city. While initially
it was the shoppers who flooded the roads, later
on during the actual days of the pujo, pandal hop-
pers and merrymakers took over the streets. Had
there not been a High Court order prohibiting
pandal hoppers from entering the inside of pan-
dals, people would have actually stood in queue,
pushed and shoved etc. as they do to get into fa-
mous pandals during other years. The state gov-
ernment of West Bengal was reluctant to restrict
any such movement knowing full well the fatal
consequences of a COVID-19 wave. More impor-
tantly, the ruling party in West Bengal seemed to
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be afraid of the strongest opposition at the point
which was Hindutva based and keen on polarizing
every issue. A lawyer closely associated with the
Communist Party of India (Marxist) filed a peti-
tion in Kolkata High Court. It is also important to
mention here that several political leaders of the
TMC (and previously even leaders of the CPIM)
are associated with organizing committees of sev-
eral Durga Pujos. Without that High Court inter-
vention however, the post Pujo first wave would
have been far worse. In contrast, prayer gather-
ings on Eid on Red Road were cancelled in Kolkata
to prevent crowds, in both 2020 and 2021 (JAVED
2021). The Muslims I personally know spent their
Eid holidays at home taking part in muted cele-
brations with their families. There are reports of
Muslims forgoing shopping in favour of donating
to charity (WAJIHUDDIN 2021). Yet, the majoritari-
anism of Indian political society is such that Mus-
lims would still be held responsible for the spread
of the pandemic.

Looking back at my diary, I think it is neces-
sary to explain my own positionality and the tense
political situation of West Bengal in 2020. I spent
much of my university days in India as a left wing
feminist activist who campaigned against misog-
yny within the left and fought against fascism and
right wing majoritarianism. My location as a polit-
ical activist determined many of the ways in which
Iexperienced the pandemic and observed society
and politics during the same. This came in han-
dy in observing the dreaded second wave in India
which came in the heels of several state elections
in India.

In order to understand the callousness over the
state elections in India, we must understand the
political situation in West Bengal and India in late
2020, early 2021. West Bengal, my home state, had
been ruled by the left front, a coalition of various
left parties, from 1977 until they lost popularity
quickly from 2006 onwards (there were several is-
sues but their obstinacy in support of land acquisi-
tion proved to be a key one in their ousting). Subse-
quently, the Trinamool Congress (TMC), formally
the All India Trinamool Congress (AITC) formed a
government after the state election in 2011. How-
ever, the slow death of the left front was visible
from the Lok Sabha elections (national parliamen-
tary elections) in 2009, when the front lost to an al-
liance of the TMC-INC and SUCI in key seats. Out

of the 42 Lok Sabha seats allotted to West Bengal,
CPIM won 15. TMC (AITC) alone won 19.

Flash forward to the 2019 Lok Sabha elections
in West Bengal: The BJP in West Bengal made
significant gains against the TMC displacing the
CPI(M) as the second largest party in West Bengal.
They hope to repeat TMC'’s performance in 2009
and 2011, first sweeping over the central parlia-
mentary (Lok Sabha) elections and then the state
elections (Vidhan Sabha). It is this desire for the
BJP (the ruling party at the central government) to
form a state government in West Bengal that made
the elections here so crucial. Consequently, no po-
litical party were willing to cut down on gather-
ings, rallies etc. during this time. The BJP is Hin-
du nationalist and deeply allied to big capital in
the country but they had managed in West Bengal
to capture some important vote banks, including
those of key Dalit communities. Increased pres-
ence of the BJP led to West Bengal being a deeply
polarized state.

Although politics in West Bengal had been long
dominated by middle to upper class and caste
bhadraloks complete with their hypocrisies, it
had never seen such open and toxic Islamopho-
bic rhetoric spewed in mainstream platforms in
the past four decades. West Bengal is a state which
still lives with the scars of the Partition of India.
In Kolkata itself, large tracts of land are colonies
where the older generation still remember east-
ern Bengal (later East Pakistan and Bangladesh)
and the struggles of the early refugee days (HIs-
TORY EXTRA 2017).

With such a sensitive background, it is quite
easy to set communal tensions aflame. The BJP
gave every government fault a communal turn and
projected the majority, i.e., the Hindus, as the vic-
tims and the TMC government as working against
their interests. The left which did not wish to ally
itself with the CPI(M) found themselves cornered
into supporting a degree of lesser evilism because
the alternative, the BJP, was likely to start a mas-
sive disenfranchisement campaign against Mus-
lim voters. After the gains of the BJP in 2019, the
party started investing large amounts of money
into West Bengal. Overnight key TMC leaders shift-
ed to the BJP. A name developed for these people
- “dolbodlus” or people who change their party.
The insultis similar to calling someone a turncoat.
National level BJP leaders came down to small
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towns in West Bengal to hold demonstrations.
Film stars, sports personalities etc. were wooed
into joining politics by both sides. Arguably, BJP
caught the bigger names. The Prime Minister con-
ducted some 20 public meetings for the BJP’s elec-
tion campaign in West Bengal. The BJP organized
a massive “brigade” in Kolkata’s Brigade Parade
Ground on the 7 of March, 2020. The press pre-
dicted that some 10 lakh (1 million) people would
gather in brigade on that day (NEWS 18 2021). Oth-
er media houses put the expected figure at 7 lakhs
(700,000) (TIMES NOW 2021). It is difficult to get
an exact figure of how many lakhs really attended
the brigade, as several left activists claimed that
the crowd management was tweaking standing ar-
rangements to make the crowd look larger. None-
theless, we can safely say that a few lakhs must
have attended the brigade on 7% March. The Prime
Minister himself descended upon the parade
ground from a helicopter. The whole thing was a
spectacle and the pandemic was mostly forgotten.
Even before the brigade of the 7', the left front,
in alliance with the Indian National Congress and
Indian Secular Front, held its own brigade on 28%
February. That rally too, was no less crowded. Last
butnot the least, the TMC supremo, the Chief Min-
ister of West Bengal, herself led a large number
of rallies. Reports from the time suggest that sup-
porters of multiple electoral political parties said
that they were not scared of COVID-19. It is of no
surprise that when the delta variant struck, no-
body was really well prepared. Cases were climb-
ing higher and higher even before the last phases
of the polls concluded. Counting of votes on 27¢
May showed that the incumbent TMC won power
again, a landslide victory against the BJP while the
BJP displaced the left front and became the main
opposition in the state. The rightward shift of pow-
er in this state was therefore legitimized during
the pandemic through meetings, rallies, demon-
strations and large gatherings of people. Even as
elections took place in full swing, schools and col-
leges remained closed.

There was another factor to the rise of the
deadly second wave, and this too connects to Hin-
dutva. In Uttarakhand’s Haridwar, millions of pil-
grims had gathered for the Kumbh Mela. The larg-
est gathering consisted of estimated 3.5 million
devotees. Devotees did not pay heed to warnings,
and to be honest, one cannot completely blame
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them when the state deliberately permits over-
crowding during a pandemic. Distancing proto-
cols were thrown out of the window. Those devo-
tees who were infected with COVID-19 in the mela
brought back the disease to their home states. In
other words, what we saw during the second wave
was inevitable given the way both central and state
governments acted.

These gatherings were not completely out of
the blue however. Political demonstrations had
begun on a small scale once the March-April 2020
lockdown was eased. This was to a degree required
as authoritarian governments prefer to pause po-
litical protest under any excuse possible. Howev-
er, these protests were small. The first large left-
ist demonstrations were organized after the gang
rape and murder of a Dalit woman in Hathras.
Most of these protests happened in late Septem-
ber 2020. By then, dissenters and the opposition
had caught on to the centre’s policy of using the
pandemic to curb dissent. By December, farmers
had marched into the borders of Delhi demanding
the revocation of three Farm Laws which would
corporatize agriculture. Although people had giv-
en up quickly on the anti-CAA protests in March,
they were not willing to fall for the same in De-
cember. The farmers sat there throughout the cold
Delhi winter. It was only in November 2021 that
the Prime Minister announced the revocation of
the Farm Laws. Between these months, through
most of the year, thousands of farmers sat in key
locations and protested even as the media forgot
about them. (DWIVEDI 2021).

Meanwhile, schools and universities remained
closed until November 2021 in West Bengal. The
move was considerably controversial. An impor-
tant distinction between pandemic-related left-
ist struggles in the Global North and in India is
that while in the former leftists wanted education-
al institutions to remain closed due to safety is-
sues, in India students and activists fought to re-
open universities. The closure of universities led
many vulnerable students to drop out of educa-
tion completely. Economically underprivileged
children in government run schools were the
worst hit as these schools rarely had the technol-
ogy required to engage in online classes. Corpo-
ration run schools in Kolkata simply reallocated
its teaching staff to administrative work related to
handling the pandemic. In my time in West Ben-
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gal, I noted a steady decline in the average age of
precarious labourers in the service sectors (food
delivery, e-commerce delivery etc.)

Many activists who campaigned for the clo-
sure of schools and cancellation of examinations
in 2020 gradually abandoned those stances as
they realized that this was harming vulnerable
students the most. Never before had I heard the
phrase “digital divide” used so often and so cor-
rectly. Digital education is very much an impossi-
bility in India at the moment. Two cyclones have
passed through West Bengal during the pandemic
and both have left telecommunications in sham-
bles. Students from the Sunderbans areas are par-
ticularly vulnerable as cyclones leave the delta
without electricity for months sometimes.

25" May 2020

I missed a couple of days due to personal rea-
sons and then Amphan happened. Amphan is the
worst ever cyclone I have seen first-hand. I can-
not begin to describe how terrifying the whole af-
fair was. The cyclone started showing severe ef-
fects on Kolkata from 5 pm onwards on the 20
of May. By 6 pm, it was ravaging the city. We shut
off all our doors, windows, everything possible.
The power was cut off and the wind was howling
outside. And we would have been used to it had
it just been howling. It was far worse. The wind
made noise as it hit things everywhere: there
were thuds, bangs, a series of sounds I cannot
describe in a language that is not my own. There
was a constant khat khat sound, the wind roared,
things fell and crashed. With the wind came light-
ning and rain. But the rain was not so much the
problem. When we walked up to the terrace the
next morning, we found pieces of a used ceram-
ic bathroom basin lying about. Many areas in the
city are flooded. More importantly, power sup-
ply throughout southern Bengal has completely
collapsed, as have river embankments. Internet
services (broadband and mobile) were severely
disrupted. There was no water, from the evening
of the 21%. I wish I could show you what our area
looked like on 21° evening. For miles upon miles
there was no electricity. All I could see was miles
upon miles of pitch black darkness. On the 21t and
22", we carried water up from the tank at the base
of the building to the 3 floor. Various other fami-
lies too did the same. We paid 2000 rupees to get
arented generator later to propel the water to the
overhead tank. Showers were limited and restrict-
ed. We barely bathed with two mugs of water (we

still use buckets and mugs to bathe here). 22" and
23" were by far the worst with the summer heat
started getting back on track as the cyclone had
passed. Anyway, a few minutes ago, on the 23",
power supply was finally restored in our ward af-
ter locals gheraoed the municipal councillor.

Disaster profiteering should be illegal. With
power ravaged all across the city, one candle costs
40 rupees. People supplying drinking water are
charging a few hundred rupees as deposit mon-
ey which they do not want to return later. Some
five thousand trees have collapsed alone in Kol-
kata and removing those trees will take ages. The
corporations and municipalities, already bur-
dened with COVID-19 and working with less peo-
ple than required, cannot handle the removal of
so many trees. Private individuals are removing
these trees for a very high amount now. For one
tree that needs to be removed on the main road,
one of these traders were asking for 40,000 ru-
pees plus the wood from the tree. In our ward,
the councillor was gheraoed yesterday by mem-
bers of a working class neighbourhood who still
do not have power.

You can understand that social distancing has
gone for a toss. Today itself as people were gath-
ered to see the tree that was causing the power
outrage in our neighbourhood being felled, they
stood all huddled together. You will expect them to
be more careful but a lot of them have been lulled
into a false sense of security as we do not have any
reported cases of COVID-19 in our ward. Women
from Naskarpara (the working class area which
gheraoed the councillor), had barged into the par-
ty office and started yelling expletives. I cannot
imagine that they maintained social distancing as
they did that. Even as relief work starts, I am 100%
sure, COVID-19 cases will also rise.

Perhaps the biggest lesson I learnt after Cy-
clone Amphan was that digital education would
never work in the current state of connectivity in
India. Later we realized that unless we could start
regular in person classes we would only be harm-
ing students from the most vulnerable commu-
nities. The Kolkata Municipal Corporation runs
several schools for the most underprivileged of
people in Kolkata. The poorest of the poor come
to study in these schools. Teachers in corporation
schools have been assigned public health duties
during the pandemic. Being away from school for
such a long time will likely result in the youngest
of them forgetting entire alphabets and numbers.
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There is considerable anxiety around how many
children will drop out of the education system. As
already elaborated, the college system too is fall-
ing apart. And for this we have to hold the state
government of the AITC, which is part of the oppo-
sition at the centre, as accountable as the BJP. Edu-
cation is part of the concurrent list, which means
both the central and the state governments can
contribute to it. Political parties in charge of both
governments could hold large meetings and dem-
onstrations during election season but they can-
notvaccinate all students and reopen universities,
libraries etc. at partial capacity. The same logic
applies for public transport. The curbs on public
transport have been far too great which has re-
sulted in people crowding the few buses still ply-
ing on the streets. Meanwhile, the autonomy of
state universities (here I am excluding central uni-
versities where autonomy is already endangered)
is being threatened by the state government as it
stops all entrance examinations for bachelors’and
masters’ programmes into some universities. This
would otherwise not be a concern had the state
government not tried the exact same tactic once
before in 2018, during an admission season rattled
by the ruling party’s corruption. The SFI, which
is the students’ organization of the CPI(M) in my
university is already campaigning by organizing
open air classes on the main road in front of the
university (DAS 2021). Such organization might be-
come increasingly more common as the dream of
a “Digital India” falls flat on its face. The gaping
holes in digitization, and the myth of privatization
has been ripped open during the pandemic.

Vaccines during the Second Wave

Privatization has spelt doom for healthcare in In-
dia and this became increasingly clear during May
and June, when the second wave was at its peak
and demand for vaccines was ever rising. Not only
did the central government absolutely fail to pro-
vide vaccines to everyone but their policies also
created roadblocks to smooth vaccinations for
the state governments. Vaccinations had started
in India in January 2021 but were opened to the
public in March 2021. Initially only essential work-
ers could take the vaccine but eventually it was
opened up to senior citizens (60+ of age) and to
those with very specific comorbidities. From 1%
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April onwards, vaccination was opened for peo-
ple above the age of 45 from and from 1% May on-
wards for people above the above the age of 18.
However, there has been significant vaccine hesi-
tancy in many people and the government’s ac-
tions have not helped allay people’s fears. Firstly,
Bharat Biotech’s Covaxin was granted Emergen-
cy Use Approval by the DGCI on 3™ January, 2021
even though Covaxin had not finished its third
stage trials at that point and hence was incapa-
ble of submitting efficacy data (THE HINDU 2021).
While the better known vaccine, Covishield (the
Indian version of the Astra Zeneca vaccine) had
international trials to fall back upon, Covaxin did
not have internationally recognized data. To add
to this, there was the question of whether the gov-
ernment would vaccinate everyone for free. In
January 2021, NITI Aayog official Vinod Paul de-
clared that the government could at most vacci-
nate 300 million people for free (PILLA 2020). As
part of my left activism, I had written a piece in
International Viewpoint on the problem of COVID
vaccinations in India (GHOSH 2021).

It is important to remember that this the same
government whose ruling party aimed to gath-
er about 1 million people in Kolkata alone on 7%
March 2021. After all, leaving a large part of the
population unvaccinated would result in the cre-
ation of a market for private players. Moreover,
the BJP made a campaign promise out of a basic
right. They claimed that if they were voted to pow-
er in West Bengal, they would bring free vaccina-
tions to all residents of the state (SCROLL STAFF
2021). Note that from the beginning of the pan-
demic it was the central government comprised
mainly of the BJP which was handling the vac-
cine situation. People were not deprived of vacci-
nations in West Bengal because of the state’s mis-
management; it was because the centre had done
all in its power to limit access to it through priva-
tization of healthcare. Even as registrations for the
vaccination of the “18 and above” group started
on 1* May, 2021, the government portal for reg-
istration crashed. Slots for vaccination were few
and only available online initially and demand
was high due to the raging second wave. First, the
digitization of vaccinations pushed less tech savvy
populations out of the system. Next, coders found
ways to beat the government website and autom-
atized the process of booking slots. Further, they
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put out their codes online which resulted in more
coders, engineers and the like getting access to it
(PYTHON REPO 2021). Ultimately, being tech sav-
vy was not just enough. One had to have tertiary
level knowledge of programming in order to book
a vaccination slot, for a vaccine they were paying
extremely high amounts of money for.

Those that wanted the vaccine at government
centres waited overnight in longlines at the risk of
infection. A separate profession of “line keepers”
developed in the semi-urban areas, people who
would wait in queue in front of government cen-
tres (private centres are not widespread in small
towns) for those patients who could afford to pay.
Some centres had to announce that they were out
of vaccines even as a few dozen people were still
waiting outside. In my close proximity, an uncle
caught COVID-19 five days after visiting a vaccina-
tion centre. There were other reports of infections
spreading at these centres as well. In the middle
of the second wave, while demand for the vaccine
was raging, the government decentralized the pro-
cess and allowed the manufacturing companies
to make super profits. The central government
bought only 50% of the vaccines at a lower rate.
The states had to compete with the private sector
to access a part of the other 50%. The states paid
higher prices now for the same vaccine, compared
to the centre, essentially making the states com-
pete with one another for limited supplies. This
decentralized and liberalized policy continued
from 21 April 2021 to 6™ June 2021, when the cen-
tre partially reversed its policy and declared that
it would buy 75% of the vaccines to distribute to
states and fixed upper caps for vaccine prices in
the private sector. However, at the height of the
pandemic, the centre let vaccination be a privilege
to most of the country’s citizens. Even now, a dose
of the Oxford-Astra Zeneca jab costs about 780 INR
in the private hospitals and a dose of Covaxin costs
1200 INR. While the announcements on 6™ June
were a relief to most Indians, we must remember
that the first private sector vaccines were admin-
istered for 250 INR each. Moreover, public health
is a right and vaccinations should be completely
free. But the Indian public are so used to corrup-
tion in the health sphere that a large-scale demo-
cratic movement around such demands is almost
impossible at the moment. Given the state of CO-
VID vaccination in India, one can hardly imagine

that this is also the country that carries out the
world’s largest immunization campaign against
polio.

Vaccinations are not spectacular business and
do not make for entertaining media. However,
much of the second wave was well covered by
most media houses particularly because of how
unavoidable it was in the public life of an Indian.
One could simply not ignore the second wave and
the oxygen crisis. Thousands died without oxygen
and yet, the central government still claims that
no death due to lack of oxygen happened during
the second wave in twelve states (KUMAR 2021).
Hospitals were afraid that they would run out of
cylinders. In Sagar Dutta Government Hospital,
multiple people were sharing one cylinder. Private
hospitals billed patients exorbitant amounts and
hospital beds were almost always unavailable. Cit-
izens groups developed in order to share leads on
available hospital beds and oxygen cylinders. The
CPI(M), which had lost in the state elections badly
nevertheless did good work during this time. It’s
organization, Red Volunteers, managed to arrange
for oxygen cylinders for people all over the state.
Another important activity for these youngsters
was to find out leads on available beds as govern-
ment updates became obsolete after a few hours
of being made public. Moreover, the second wave
was particularly harmful for crematorium work-
ers who are almost completely dalits and who
work in the most unsanitary of conditions and
without the most basic of protections.

On May 15, the West Bengal government an-
nounced severe restrictions to control the spread
of COVID-19 (WB GOV 2021), some of which were
in effect for months afterwards. The government
insisted that these measures should not be called
a “lockdown” but nonetheless the loss of jobs and
small businesses was very real. While during the
lockdown of 2020, I had felt desperation and suf-
focation, the lockdown of 2021 gave me a degree
of relief and a bit of hope that cases might start go-
ing down in another couple of weeks. This, despite
my knowledge that restrictions would result in the
loss of livelihoods. Towards the end of May, Cy-
clone Yaas struck southern Bengal and left prop-
erty damage in its wake. The effects of climate
change became ever clearer. Tornado-like forma-
tions razed down small shops in front of Bandel
Church in Hooghly district (10DIK24 NEWS 2021).
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I'have never seen or heard of anything like this in
all my life and yet they happen now, once a few
months during bad weather days.

After the oxygen crisis came the black fungus
crisis. Grotesque images of people who had re-
covered from COVID-19 but had developed mu-
cormycosis infections flooded the media. India,
the diabetes capital of the world and where oxygen
had been administered in unsanitary conditions
during a crisis, unsurprisingly saw a surge in mu-
cormycosis. Amphotericin B could not be found
during the first months (JAYANTH 2021). To add to
that, the irony of surviving COVID-19 but falling
prey to the far less common mucormycosis never
failed to disturb me. It almost became a reminder
of how uncertain our lives are.

There is nothing that I can say to all those peo-
ple who lost their loved ones. And there are plen-
ty such people around us. These were not brave
soldiers who died in battle. Most of these deaths
were completely avoidable if not for the faults of
states, companies and global capitalism. In a dif-
ferent world without climate change, without in-
creasingly frequent pandemics, they could have
led full lives. Their family members and loved
ones are still grieving even as another wave threat-
ens our collective conscience as we populate our
streets without masks, ignoring sanitizers and as
restaurants and hotels are opened up. While the
uncertainty used to bother me, I have grown used
to it now. Now, I am gradually preparing myself
for the possibility that the pandemic may never
completely go away.
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