Business Standard
New Delhi, 30 July 2021

Chronicling the pandemic

~7

BOOK REVIEW

M S SRIRAM

he India Forum Essays chron-
I icling the pandemic make fasci-
nating reading not only because

of when the articles were written, but
the meaning they convey to the reader

in retrospect. It is quite possible for a
particular author to put together her

columns into a book that brings out the
larger narrative as a set of essays,
thereby indicating some sort of an intel-
lectual journey, but this book is an intel-
lectual journey of a collective. These

authors are not talking to each other,
but are responding to the pandemic of
SARS Cov-2 or Covid-19 as we know it.
While the pandemic rages on, the
response is scholarly and written at a
time when it could be quickly proven
wrong by the rapidly unfolding situ-
ation. For instance, all the mathemati-
cal modelling done before the first lock-
down about the extent of infections
were proven wrong, and the expecta-

tion of the devastation of the second
wave were largely conservative. In this

context, to read a set of diverse
scholarly articles on the pandemic is
almost akin to chronicling events that

could be easily recalled as well-doc-
umented history.

Thisbookis not only insightful, but
also atributeto The India Forum —the

online journal that haspublished a

rangeof pieces inthespan of one year.
Toconsistently havea set of write-ups,

with established scholars, on the
multiple dimensions of the pandemic is
nomean feat. The book isdivided into
eight partsstarting withthe review of
the early stages of the pandemicand
looking at the initial impact;drawing
lessons from past pandemics; the
judicial angle; the experienceand the
aftermath ofthe lockdown, itsimpact
on the economy and society and some

thoughtsforthe future. The pictures
thatare imprinted on our minds —

particularly after the lockdown was
announced — was thegreat walk back
home. There are papersthattalk about

this particularaspect, but tucked away
in othersections. Would it have helped

tolookatthis aspectasaseparate
section? Thatis the editor’stake, but
that classification looked obvious.

What isfascinating about these set of
piecesinthe bookisthat even withthe

benefit of (limited) hindsight, none of
them completely look off the mark.
Which s to confirm that thecumulative
scholarlywisdom thatwe have gained
from pandemics, its after effects and

application of that abstraction to agiven
emerging situation seems to be working,
the body ofknowledge is notout of place
orirrelevant. In spite of this, whydid the
sate get the management of thesituation
horribly wrong? That the state could not
getadequate policyinputsin timeis
hardtobelievegiven

that these well

thought-out papers o .
were comingin
guicktimeand
similar intellectual
inputsshould have
been availabletothe

state atitscall. The
metaphor ofthe

bookanditsinsights
tellusmuch more
about how we lived
through the pandemic rather than

the critique of thecollective failure of
the state, the judiciary and the markets.
Whatseems tohave worked isthe civil
society and the social networksthat
cameabout withthe larger concept of
sharing, withoutlooking for a return.
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The importance of the bookis not
restricted to policy-making and the
state, however. It remainsrelevant
because of the continuingscarsit is
leaving on us. Itisalso agoodtimeto
reflectand seeifweneed to restore
some balance —the ecological balance;

theinstitutional
India and the arrangementsto
Pandemic: The deal with crises:
First Year the fault-lines in
Author: The India ourwelfare
Forum delivery
Publisher: Orient iﬁﬁiﬁ;"g? the
Eiliacks-u;tg : between theurban
P _ge".i% 38 and rural welfare

r!ce. 2 systems; and, most

(Kindle) importantly, the

new fissuresthis

might have created inthe societal divide
— attheobviouslevel the digital divide,

but deep down muchbeyond the digital
divide would be the polarisation atthe

level of economic well-being:the

opening up of caste and religious
fissuresand thelong-term impactonthe

mental state of peopleat large — having
been cooped up inself-detention for
long periodsoftime.

Iam deliberately not picking any
oneorasetof these 24 essaysfor

illustratingthe richcontentnoram I
highlighting the contribution of any of
the 36 authorswhohavecontributed to
the book. The puttingtogetherofthe
bookitselfis understated withno

attribution to the editors but more
credit tothe collective effortofthe

journal. What stands out, much beyond
the scholarlypapersisthe long
introductory chapter that puts allthese

diverse strands in perspective. This is
an important read for us, as we

meander through the crisis, and equally
importantreadto be filed away and
looked atafew years later, possibly in

wonderment to see ifany of the lessons
ofthispandemichave had anyeffecton

our policymakers.
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