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The Covid-19 pandemic has hit India hard and has highlighted many challenges the country is facing, most no-
tably the issue of labor migration and existing social inequalities. While social inequality remains the major 
challenge, Indian society can also build on decades of experience with tolerance and solidarity and a great 
social dynamism that will help the country to cope with the current challenges.
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HSS:  Before entering the discussion on the 
current challenges for Indian society, could I 
ask you to give a brief introduction to how 
Indian society is structured? Being based in 
Europe, I would quite like to understand what  
life looks like in India and 

 
 
 
how you would describe the differences within 
Indian society. 
Plän: Giving an overview of the entire social 
system in India is quite a challenge, since 
India is a huge country – it is nine times the 
size of Germany. It has twenty-eight states, 
eight union territories, and hosts more than 
200 languages, various ethnicities and reli-
gions. So you can imagine the population 
structure just among these groups is fairly 
complex. 

Looking at the economic structure: There 
has been a tremendous upsurge in develop-
ment since the 1990s. India’s transition has 
happened in leaps and bounds. On the other 
hand, there are people that live like they have 
been living for more than one hundred years 
in rural areas of India. At the same time, you 
have urban conglomerates, huge cities in 
which people live not just in the 21st century, 
but with infrastructure and information tech-
nology around them that puts to shame what 
we see in Germany. So we have different life-
styles and different aspirations within the 
larger Indian society – with tremendous dif-
ferences ranging from varied cultural, socio-
economic groups in the country.   

 
HSS: Given this structural complexity you 
describe, what would you say – are social and 
cultural structures or differences in India the 
major challenges for society? And also, what 
does that mean in terms of social cohesion? 
Plän: With these disparities, of course, chal-
lenges are natural. There are layers of 
dormant or subliminal conflict. As a foreigner 
living in India now for four years, I perceive 
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an impressive amount of harmony among 
these different groups that I just described. 
Yes, there are also tensions, especially reli-
gious tensions. And from my observation, I 
would say they come and go. But regardless of 
disparities that exist between these groups – 
and of course, they do pose challenges for 
governments mostly – there are also differ-
ences within these communities, mostly social 
ones. The Indian culture is quite hierarchical. 
You can see this best reflected in the notori-
ous caste system. According to the Constitu-
tion of India, it is forbidden to discriminate 
anyone based on their caste or any other so-
cial aspect. But discrimination still exists in 
everyday life. And the most prominent aspect 
of casteism is segregation: you can observe it 
in several public spheres, e.g. on the work 
front, and it has helped cementing social dif-
ferences and conserving them over time. 
There are some benefactors of this caste sys-
tem, and this is one of the reasons, why these 
social disparities are still prevalent today. 
Now, of course, the governing bodies and leg-
islature have put in place schemes and sup-
porting laws in order to stop discrimination of 
minorities, tribes, members of lower castes. 
But protecting these minorities is impossible 
without acknowledging their existence. This, 
in turn, makes social differences all the more 
visible. At the same time, within social 
groups, social cohesion is very strong. For 
example in families. In general, inequality has 
always existed in India, and it remains a ma-
jor challenge, both economically and socially. 

 
HSS: And how has this inequality or the dis-
parities you have described played out during 
the current pandemic? Has it affected specific 
groups of society more than others, for exam-
ple, in urban or rural areas? And you men-
tioned the caste system – have people from 
the different layers of society experienced the 
pandemic..differently? 
Plän: Yes, they were definitely affected in 
different ways. Generally, I would say that the 
pandemic has brought to the fore differences 
that had already existed before the pandemic, 
and it amplified them or made them more 
visible. Whoever was at a disadvantage before 

the pandemic broke out, is even more so now. 
Just imagine the lockdown, which, by the way, 
was announced just 12 or 13 hours before it 
was carried out – it meant also closing state 
borders. There are daily-wage labourers who 
cross state borders every morning to go to 
work. But the state borders were closed. That 
means loss of earnings for those workers from 
one day to the next. Working from home is not 
possible for those people. Only for those who 
have an office job with social security, that 
have internet connection and a nice flat. But 
the vast majority of Indians live in very simple 
conditions, and labourers that are dependent 
on daily wages do not have a proper home in 
which they could isolate themselves. They live 
with their family and extended family, maybe 
in tents, in construction sites. They do not 
even have a fan in their accommodation, 
sometimes they live in mass accommodations, 
which they had to leave for hygienic reasons. 
From one day to another, their daily income 
was gone. Having to leave their accommoda-
tion or workplace without jobs, they were 
forced to migrate back to the rural areas of 
their relatives. You see: the family is always 
there for you in dire times. But they were 
hundreds of kilometres away and all train and 
bus connections were cut. We are talking 
about a substantial part of the population 
here: in India, more than 80 percent are en-
gaged in the informal sector without any so-
cial security, which means if suddenly the 
construction site is shut down or the factory 
that you are working in is closed, there is no 
more income and no way for you to feed your 
family.  

These disparities, these strong differ-
ences, they exist right next to each other. In 
fact, they depend on each other. Especially 
the economically better off employ the poorer 
ones. That is why you can see slums growing 
right next to posh, affluent areas in India’s 
cities. The responsibility of the those employ-
ers would be to continue paying their house 
staff even during the lockdown. So you can 
have a big mansion where just a few people 
live very wealthy lives, and right next to it is a 
slum where people were forced to leave these 
accommodations. 
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HSS: In many European countries there has 
been talk of a stronger sense of solidarity. And 
you have just described the very crass differ-
ences, the obvious contrast between poverty 
and wealth. What is your perception in India? 
Do you think there's more or less solidarity in 
the context of the pandemic now? 
Plän: This is a very good question, but it is a 
tricky one. There might be different views on 
that. My personal perception was that solidar-
ity in a country like India that has strong so-
cial cohesion has always been strong, but has 
not resulted in additional new solidarity now. 
So generally, I think it is strong where it has 
always been so. We have more than two hun-
dred thousand non-governmental organisa-
tions in India that do charitable work. There 
are lots of religious charitable institutions. 
There are the Christian churches; there are the 
Hindu temples, the Sikh Gurudwaras. And they 
took it upon themselves to help the popula-
tion in poorer areas, to create awareness 
about the pandemic and to support with pro-
tection measures. And then, of course, there's 
a saying in India, that it will always work out 
in the end; which it does. 

 
HSS: What about migrant workers? I think the 
pictures of India we've all seen on TV over the 
past few months have been the tracks of mi-
grant workers, some making their way to their 
hometowns or villages over hundreds of kilo-
metres. What does migration mean for Indian 
society? And what effect did the pandemic 
have? 
Plän: When the lockdown was imposed, the 
migrants had to return to their families be-
cause, as I said, the families are the ones from 
whom they could expect immediate support. 
But these families were partly several hun-
dred kilometres away. And as I mentioned, the 
state borders were closed, there was no more 
transportation between those states. So left 
without a job, without any income, without 
food for a longer period of time, many mi-
grants had no choice but to start walking 
home on foot. Thus they caused one of the 
greatest mass migrations in India since the 
independence in 1947. They faced hardships 
during their travel because it was peak sum-

mer time, there were no jobs waiting for them 
in the villages – and rural India did not wel-
come them as they were afraid the labourers 
might carry the virus. These are the images 
that went around the world. Now, migration in 
general in India is nothing new because this 
has always existed, especially seasonal migra-
tion. And of course, with the economic up-
swing, seasonal migration has been mostly 
from rural to urban areas. When the harvest 
season was over, people would migrate to the 
cities for labour and cheap labour also helped 
India's economy prosper.  

But migrants have always been at a dis-
advantage. No matter where, no matter in 
which country, they are always at the mercy of 
their destination. They enter a new system, a 
new culture. In India, you have a lot of sup-
port from local and from state governments 
when it comes to food and social support. 
There are various schemes in place that pro-
vide subsidized schooling, subsidized food. 
But you are entitled to these schemes only in 
the place you are registered. So when you 
migrate to the new destination, you lose all 
these benefits. And there was a very im-
portant decision by the union government in 
mid-May: they announced that there will be a 
“One nation, One ration-card”, which means 
that ration cards that entitle you to subsidized 
food would be valid also in other states. Since 
India is that big, the program will not start 
before March 2021 – but without the pandem-
ic, it may have come much later or never. 

Amongst those migrant labourers, many 
have now returned to the cities, as there was 
no more work in the villages. They were surely 
missed while they were gone. I ask myself if 
there will be a new level of appreciation for 
the work they have done. Only now many have 
realized what a tremendous support these 
hundreds of millions – official numbers are 
something between 100 and 150 million –
have contributed to the Indian economy. But I 
believe we should not expect a tremendous 
social change because of this pandemic. The 
established structures have grown over thou-
sands of years. And almost all of the returning 
workforce has found itself back in their old 
work and environment. 
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HSS: So since migration seems to be of major 
importance to the Indian economy, as you 
have just described, how does the government 
generally handle the issue of migration in 
times when there's no pandemic going on? 
Plän: Over time there was a big change in the 
attitude of the government, regardless of who 
was in power. Originally, there was – when 
you go back various decades – emigration 
from India to Africa, to Southeast Asia, and, of 
course, to Great Britain. Of late, there is more 
work-related emigration to the Middle East 
and a considerable migration for higher stud-
ies, mostly to the Anglo-Saxon countries. To-
day, Indians form the second-largest group of 
foreign students around the world. Even in 
Germany, the numbers are rising. They are 
already the third-largest group of foreign stu-
dents here. Originally, the emigrants were 
seen as traitors leaving their fatherland. Over 
time, the government realized that the emi-
grants did quite well abroad and – because of 
their strong social cohesion – would support 
their relatives back in India financially. The 
money they are sending back from their sala-
ries to their families back in India contributes 
to three percent of India's total GDP. Twelve 
percent of all global inward remittances come 
to India. This has played a very strong role in 
supporting international migration. Today, 
there are even social benefits for those that 
emigrate.  

Immigration, though, is a fairly new phe-
nomenon: Due to the economic growth, there 
is immigration to India for work, mostly from 
Bangladesh, Nepal and Afghanistan. There are 
also refugees, earlier from Tibet, now Rohing-
ya from Myanmar and (again) Bangladesh. 
This is relatively new for India and its society. 
There is a lack of legislature with regards to 
immigration. And it can be a topic of friction. 
Generally, you could say wherever there is 
migration, there is tension. Domestic migra-
tion can result in turf wars of worker unions or 
resentments against outsiders because of the 
fear of job loss. There is the underlying cul-
tural conflict between North and South India. 
But overall, it is relatively easy for a foreigner 
like me to integrate into the urban Indian so-
ciety. 

HSS: Continuing on the issue of migration, it 
seems to be quite representative for a vast 
number of differences that exist in Indian 
society. But what about other divisions and 
how does the Indian government address 
them? Do you think domestic politics support 
cohesion or does it actually stoke more divi-
sion? 
Plän: The general goal of any government, be 
it the union government, state governments or 
local governments, is to govern these existing 
divisions as effectively as possible. And we 
have seen in our work that local governments 
in India – municipal councils, for example – 
excel at this task. The underlying supposition 
of any government in India has been that a 
nation as vast and diverse as itself can pride 
itself in unity in diversity. However, this view 
has been challenged multiple times, regard-
less of the government. In the more recent 
context, the current government introduced a 
Citizenship Amendment Act and a national 
register of citizens. This has challenged this 
underlying supposition as these acts question 
the idea of full equality among religion and 
ethnicity. What we have seen recently is an 
emerging tolerance towards intolerance. And 
India is a very tolerant country. Religion hav-
ing played a decisive role in Indian politics is 
something we have been seeing only since 20 
years or so. Currently, the BJP1 is in power 
since 2014. And they still enjoy an enormous 
backing among the voters. Their Hindu-
nationalist approach brought them into the 
central and various state governments. It does 
not necessarily cater to the views of the 80% 
Hindu population – but surely to the powerful 
extremist core, is rather tolerated by the ma-
jority. Creating division might help in short-
term political gains. But I do not think that a 
major societal rift is in the BJP’s interest. The 
other side of the coin is that the government 
seems often only half-heartedly outspoken 
against anti-minority or casteist crimes. Their 
strong appearance and political success con-
solidates their approach.   
 

HSS: So looking towards the future, we have 
heard how diverse India and its society are 
and how it prides itself in unity in diversity. 
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As in many countries, the pandemic has tested 
the social fabric even more and the political 
challenge to govern such diversity feels obvi-
ous. But its diversity may also be a strength 
that India can use to recover from the pan-
demic. And how do you think India will recov-
er from this crisis?--------------------------------------- 
Plän: Oh, definitely. I think that diversity is 
one of India’s greatest strengths, or maybe we 
should say India's society. It has a predomi-
nantly young population that has been more 
educated than ever; this is a good way to 
channel this new sense of tolerance. India, of 
course, wants to be recognised as a global 
power. At the same time, Indians want to 
move away from their colonial hangover and 
aspire to have a more individually drafted 
identity. So the Indians, especially the young-
er generation, have high aspirations, but sim-
ultaneously look at China as an economic role 
model. They are looking to the West for educa-
tion and cultural ideals and – of course – for 
life-standards. So India is pursuing a healthy 
debate and any society has grown from such 
debates. The Indian tolerance has helped 
them overcome all sorts of social challenges in 
the past. 

Sadly, the discourse has become skewed. 
Today, criticism of government politics is of-
ten interpreted as being anti-national. And 
national voices of concern against the cur-
tailments of constitutional rights in Kashmir 
in 2019 and 2020 were surprisingly weak. I 
hope that the political discourse can continue 
and critical voices will not be stifled. Else, if 
neglecting or actively disadvantaging minori-
ties, and other opinions will not be heard an-
ymore, India would lose its great advantage of 
peaceful pluralism. 

 
HSS: The pandemic has set India back eco-
nomically, but how has its recent economic 
development changed society in India? You 
just mentioned some of the young genera-
tion's aspirations, but more in general, what 
are people's aspirations today, looking to-
wards the future?  
Plän: The views of the generations change 
rapidly, just like India's economy and society 
have changed rapidly in the past decades. And 

this is quite fascinating. I think some views 
and some attitudes will always remain: a very 
high degree of tolerance and harmony. There 
is even a kind of enthusiasm for traditionalism 
among the younger Indians.2 At the same 
time, some aspirations are new and changing: 
high life standards, global recognition, digiti-
zation. Indians still turns outward for ideals, 
while the government invests heavily into 
domestic innovation and production or cam-
paigns for the same. Besides the economic, 
there is also the human development which 
still poses a major challenge. 

The sheer size and an enormous adminis-
trative body (a burden from the British rule) 
along with an overburdened judicial system 
might seem to slow the Indian dynamism a 
bit. But the ideas of young minds are abun-
dant; the number of start-ups is impressive.  

All in all, the vibrant dynamism within 
the Indian society, openness, flexibility and 
being able to adapt to change have been the 
biggest strengths here - all very good prereq-
uisites for positive change.  

 
 
|| This interview was conducted by Anja Rich-

ter, Country Director UK and published as a podcast 
of the Hanns Seidel Foundation in the series "Global 
Perspectives". Listen to it at: https://www.hss.de 
/mediathek/#c44249 
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