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Shifting Interactions 

 

An unprecedented pandemic has been proliferated with ‘mutilated economies, lives and 

livelihoods’ across the planetary boundaries. With massive economic growth 

contraction, distorted labour mobility, and drastic fall in employment and consumption 

demand, the recovery signs are yet to be in the horizon. Anxious nation-states including 

the developed ones are exploring coping-up strategies against such mammoth loss and 

devastation. India is not an exception and its economy is exposed with slash in industrial 

sector, retrenchment of labour force and their reverse migration threatening livelihoods 

and creating an extreme and new hunger-poverty trap. The draconian and abrupt 

lockdown measure in March 2020 has disproportionately burdened the poor and under-

privileged, and subsequently created economic contraction of 23 percent in the first 

quarter of the financial year 2020-21 (April-June) with about 120 million job loss, 30 

million people leaving the cities and metropolis and making unemployment rate 

touching up to 27 percent high (RBI and CMIE data). 

 

India claimed to have responded promptly to such an exceptional situation with a 

people-centric Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana by allocating Rs 1.7 lakh crore 

immediate relief fund. Multiple channels of direct benefit transfer, public distribution 

system, and JAM trinity were used to make delivery mechanisms effective and 

reachable to the needy and marginalised section. In the second phase, India announced 

a long-term Atma Nirvan Bharat Abhiyan with Rs 20 lakh crore for growth stimulus 

and to make a ‘self-reliant’ nation by rebuilding business and empowering people in the 

post-virus period. The financial channel RBI responded hand in hand with measures for 

credit inflow in the market for business and investment to rebound, primarily by 

lowering the interest rates. These response and measures however have proved mostly 

inadequate as the second quarterly data of the economic growth shows another 

contraction of 8.6 percent (July-September). This contraction is added with persistently 

high unemployment rate and fall in consumption demand. With two such consecutive 

quarterly growth contractions in the pandemic time, India has entered into a ‘historic 

technical recession’, as pointed out in the chapter on ‘state of the economy’ in the RBI 

bulletin released in November 2020. This uniquely defined term covers a wide spectrum 

of the economic understanding and ‘empirical technicalities’ and is primarily perceived 

as a short-term pandemic phenomenon; and the forecasts by the RBI on the growth 

recovery by 0.1 percent in the third quarter (October-December) will expectedly break 

this unique phenomenon of ‘technical recession’. 

 

These forecasts and assumptions are exclusively pandemic-induced, and largely 

undermines the past four year trend of the Indian economy, which reflected declining 

growth of 5 percent, high unemployment rate of 17 percent, low consumption demand 

and high inflation rate of 4 percent (CSO, PLFS reports); which essentially to many 



 

 

economic thinkers were enough to be seen as economic recession. The state policies of 

demonetisation and GST that were hyped for tackling corruption nexus and informality 

of the economy have in reality made substantive damage to the people and the economy 

by marginalising and destroying the small and medium scale industries, which 

constitutes about 80 percent of our economy and absorbs about 90 percent of the labour 

force. It has impacted labour market with high unemployment and low consumption 

expenditure with significant demand shocks. The current virus world has simply 

influenced and added more vulnerability to such economic crises. The term ‘technical 

recession’ in this context is merely cosmetic and hides the much deeper criticality of 

Indian economy that began since 2016. The Atma Nirvar Bharat programme to certain 

extent is a compensation package having emphasis on agriculture and MSME with 

about Rs 1.55 lakh crore allocation for restoration under capital funding, concessional 

credit, agri-infra projects and formalisation of MSME. This is expected to enhance 

demand-supply chain in phased manners including various geographically delineated 

zones of India like the Northeastern periphery. However to understand and unfold the 

impacts and efficiency of this programme one needs to wait till the post COVID period. 

    

  

Looking beyond Growth 

 

An over emphasis on economic growth since the 1990s by the neoliberal regime that was 

endorsed by the Washington Consensus has produced enormous challenges over time 

through the channels of global financial players and transnational capitalism. Both 

growth and competitive efficiency of market have been understood as the pillars for 

poverty reduction, wealth redistribution and economic expansion. India’s shining 

growth story till 2008 was argued to be essential for rescuing millions out of poverty. 

Though the national poverty ratio had gone down to 21.9 percent, its state-level data 

shows huge disparity with rural-urban variation, where rural poverty ranges between 

10 to 50% while the urban poverty is between 6 to 45% across the states. And the basic 

hierarchy of the Indian states remain same with Bihar, Odisha, MP, UP along with 

Manipur and Assam at the bottom; while Maharashtra, Gujarat, Haryana, Punjab at 

the top. So economic liberalisation has failed to reduce poverty gaps, rather had carried 

forward the legacy of the past where the binary of rich and poor state was constructed 

within the larger core-periphery structure. The inequality became sharper with rich 

states becoming richer by gaining and attracting global and private investment with 

business friendly approach, better infrastructure and stronger political bargaining 

power. This has made the geography of economic development more uneven, unequal 

and exclusionary like the states of the Northeastern Region. 

 

This logic of growth further created multiplier effects on competitive forces and 

produced selective growth poles in the urban areas and pushed India’s service sector 

with a meteoric rise. Quick returns was generated in sectors like IT, construction and 

hotel and trade services, which induced a mushrooming growth of small labour 

intensive informal manufacturing and other service units. They became the ancillary 

sectors to create a sustained supply chain in the economy. This massive urban-centric 

economic project has attracted thousands and millions of workforce from rural, remote 

and peripheral areas. Inter-state migration jumped up hugely during the neoliberal 

period to add to this expanding labour market, mostly in the small informal sector. A 

huge proportion of this labour force has been from the landless category who were the 

victims of the tyranny and nexus of corporate oligarchs and their economic interests, 

taking away their lands, resource rights and also threatening many of their traditional 

skills and livelihoods. They apparently found new livelihood, earned better and remitted 



 

 

more from these bustling cities of the rich states of India; and the country celebrated 

this growth story. 

 

However the pandemic has exposed this myth and rich states and cities have utterly 

failed to create any protection strategy for the migrant labourers who are at the bottom. 

They became penniless and shelter less soon after the lockdown began, and fell below 

the poverty line. This is because this new category of people have been living in a 

contested and excluded space of the cities, and the nature of the competitive politics of 

populism and the coalition structure of Indian polity looked for reconciliation strategy 

with short term and immediate measures, which apparently claimed to be inclusive and 

redistributive. Neither market nor state could ensure any long term sustainable 

safeguards. 

 

As the virus world is now creating more gaps, inequalities and distress, it is once again 

pushing for effective short-term coping-up strategies to restore people’s livelihood along 

with paramount objective of growth restoration. Recovery is expected in the ‘major’ 

states and cities, while pushing the far-flung states and regions like the Northeast at the 

margin again. For a long run answer to such asymmetric macro fundamentals, this 

pandemic moment needs to be considered as a great lesson against the banes of 

neoliberalism. A deep introspection for a structural shift is a need of the hour by 

questioning the very idea of growth as the prime parameter of an economic success. 

This growth model has not only created high inequalities and unsustainable economies, 

it also impacted and threatened the ecological universe with abundant resource 

extraction and excessive emission for insatiable human desire and surplus accumulation 

within the ‘ideological universe of capitalism’. It has destroyed several time-tested local, 

traditional and ecologically sensitive peripheries and their culture of economic 

practices; and India’s Northeast is unquestionably one such space. The virus world has 

taught the humanity to live with the idea of shared prosperity and sustainability, and 

this needs a shift towards the idea of de-growth that is grounded on rebalancing and 

readjusting disparities between the rich and poor. In the post-virus world, there needs 

to be a ‘great transformation’ of the normative approach of the existing structure of 

capitalism. 

 


