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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic outbreak has severely impacted all the dimensions of human society. The 

severity of this disease has affected both the urban and rural populations. However, the impact of this 
disease has been worst on people who are living on the margins of society. India witnessed one such drastic 
tragedy of the migrant workers when the factories and workplaces got shut down with the imposition of a 
complete nationwide lockdown on 24th March 2020 1 to deal with the COVID-19 virus spread out by the 
Indian government. The lockdown announcement has caused millions of migrant workers to fear the loss 
of income, food shortages and uncertainty about their future. As a result, large-scale migrant workers have 
left the urban workplace and returned to their homes in rural areas. A substantial population amongst the 
migrant workers includes the tribal people who have historically remained oppressed.

Jharkhand is one such tribal region of India where the heavy inflow of migrant labours had returned to 
their villages during this lockdown. It is estimated 2 that around ten lakh migrant workers have returned to 
Jharkhand. The region is located in the heartland of eastern India with a tribal population of about twenty-
six per cent, consisting of thirty-two tribes. Studies show that tribes in Jharkhand live in poverty and are 
largely excluded from developmental paradigms. The survival needs are primarily met through agricultural 
practices and working as informal labours in semi-urban and cosmopolitan cities. According to the World 
Bank report 3 in 2007, Jharkhand is identified as one of the most poverty-stricken states in the country, with 
a sharp contrast between rural and urban poverty. Also, the UNDP 4 report of 2011 found that about 39.1% 

1 Later the Indian government imposed more phases of lockdown in the country.

2 <https://hr.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/industry/10-lakh-migrant-workers-returned-to-jharkhand-
since-march-2020-government/87792076>

3 World bank (2007). Jharkhand: Addressing the Challenges of Inclusive Development. Report No. 36437-IN 
Poverty Reduction and Economic Management. India Country Management Unit, South.

4 Stands for United Nation Development Programme.

Livelihood challenges and responses to COVID-19 
pandemic: A photovoice study in an Oraon tribal village in 
Jharkhand

The paper is based on the research conducted in an Oraon tribe village of the 
Palamu district of the Indian state of Jharkhand. Through ‘Photovoice’ Research, the 
study focuses on expressing their livelihood challenges and responses during the first 
wave of COVID-19 pandemic lockdown in 2020. The paper argues that ‘photovoice’ 
is an effective participatory method that offers us meaningful visual techniques to 
identify, represent, and encourage people to participate and take actions for social 
change by giving them collectives voices in the ongoing COVID-19 outbreak. Also, it 
invites a critical dialogue for effective policy and planning.

PhD in Sociology from IIT Bombay, independent researcher in Jharkhand; e-mail <konnect2avinash@gmail.com>

http://www.antrocom.net/upload/sub/antrocom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/COVID-19_lockdown_in_India
https://hr.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/industry/10-lakh-migrant-workers-returned-to-jharkhand-since-march-2020-government/87792076
https://hr.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/industry/10-lakh-migrant-workers-returned-to-jharkhand-since-march-2020-government/87792076
mailto:konnect2avinash%40gmail.com?subject=


Avinash / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 18, n. 1 (2022) 85-9286

of the Jharkhand population lives below the poverty line. The crisis that emerged due to the COVID-19 
outbreak has now adversely affected the rural tribe people in Jharkhand. Recent studies on the COVID-19 
pandemic have found that a large section of the Indian population has been put into poverty. One may 
argue that marginalization due to poverty primarily occurs when people are pushed to the periphery of the 
society and have minimal access to resources (Adreanne, et al., 2006). Ogwumike (2001) defines poverty as 
a situation where a household or an individual cannot meet the necessities of life, including consumption 
and non-consumption items, considered the minimum requirement to sustain livelihood. Also, the spread 
of capitalism has marked the differentiated class relations that have further pushed tribal communities into 
marginalization. Furthermore, this divide in class relations is co-constituted by ties of race, ethnicity, caste, 
tribe, region and gender in the society (Lerche & Shah, 2018). 

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has affected people’s lives and created difficulties in meeting their 
survival necessities, but it has derailed the economy and social conditions. Its impact can be worst on the 
tribal people with increased marginalization and poverty. There is very little information on rural Jharkhand 
during the pandemic seeking the uncertainties of tribal people and their responses to the COVID-19 
outbreak who live on society’s margins. 

 Through the Photovoice method, this paper explores the Oraon tribe people’s livelihood challenges and 
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic during the first phase of lockdown in 2020 in the Palamu district of 
the Indian state Jharkhand.

Photography as a tool in research
Malvika Karlekar (2018) provides a historical account of photography during the colonial period of 

India. She writes that in India, soon after the invention of photography in 1839, the camera became a vital 
part of the colonial state’s structure of surveillance and control. She provides one such historical account 
that the first Viceroy of India, Lord Canning, issued an official circular with instruction to the provincial 
administration to collect ‘photographic likeness of characteristics specimens of the more remarkable tribes 
of India’ in the chief physical peculiarities and distinctive costume of race. The aim was to display at the 
London International Exhibition in 1862. 

In social research, photographs serve as aide-memorize similar to field notes that help to reconstitute 
events in the mind of the ethnographer. In ethnographic research, pictures generate embedded knowledge 
and be a part of the social change process (Wang 2006; Delgado 2015). Likewise, anthropologists used photos 
to interpret data and substantiate their evidence related to narratives. Eventually, in the 21st century, scholars 
brought a new dimension to visual research by introducing innovative methods through community 
participation and actions (Parthasarathy et al., 2018). They primarily situated this method of scientific 
inquiry by formulating research about the people and with the people. Thus, this method soon developed 
as participatory research evidence that takes the path of social action and supports policymaking, especially 
for marginal populations (Delgado 2015). 

However, the journey of this method has never been so easy; it has invited many criticisms. One of the 
main concerns was its objectivity question of the approach and concern about the social activism entrenched 
in this process (ibid). Counter critiques argued that evidence-based social change and transformation could 
only be possible if the research process embraced openness and disposed of path dependency (Titchen and 
Horsfall 2011). Many scholars (White and Green 2012; Hannay, et. al., 2013) supported this advancement in 
community-based research and working toward empowering communities to take action for social change. 
Since then, this shift in the research process led to the foundation of the photovoice-a visual participatory 
action research technique. An important aspect of the Photovoice method is that it questions power 
relations. Booth and Booth (2002) argue that the photovoice process is a ‘shift in power. It challenges the 
‘politics of representation’ by “shifting the means of documenting lives from the powerful to the powerless, 
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the expert to the lay-person, the professional to the client, the bureaucrat to the citizen, and the observer to 
the observed” (Booth and Booth 2002).  

Photovoice: A method for scientific inquiry
Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris first introduced the photovoice method as qualitative research in 

1996 to study women’s health conditions in China’s rural Yunnan province. She conducted this method 
to express vulnerable populations’ voices and helps them build dialogue with policymakers. Before Wang, 
the photovoice method has been termed differently by different scholars, such as auto-driving (Heisley and 
Levy 1991), reflexive photography (Douglas, 1998), and photo novella (LeClerc, Wells, Craig, & Wilson 
2002; Wang & Burris 1994; Wang, Burris, & Ping 1996). Since this method enables community members 
to photographically capture and depict their perceptions of community life and the local conditions that 
affect them, it has become a popular method for seeking a scientific inquiry into society. Thus, it codifies 
the goals of involving community members in taking pictures, telling stories, and informing about issues of 
concern at the grassroots level (Wang & Burris, 1994). In other words, the Photovoice method enables one 
to document own experiences and life circumstances. 

Over the decades, scholars have worked on photovoice projects ranging from homeless people (Radley, 
Hodgetts, and Cullen 2005), to senior citizens (Le Clerc et al. 2002), to immigrant women (Bender, Harbour, 
Thorp, & Morris 2001), to mothers with learning disabilities (Booth and Booth 2003), to people living with 
HIV/AIDS (Hergenrather, Rhodes and Clark 2006) to create change for themselves and their communities. 
The scope of this method remains enormous in various fields of social sciences research, widely conducted 
in public health, education, youth development, gender and disability, and it invites other areas of social 
research for scientific inquiry. To understand the impact of COVID-19 in the lives of tribal people who 
have remained voiceless during this period of crisis, Photovoice can serve as an effective method of scientific 
inquiry by providing voices through photographs to these vulnerable populations.

According to Wang (2005), photovoice has three major theoretical underpinnings. First, documentary 
photography or digital ethnography which is based on the argument that providing a means to the 
community who otherwise lack access will empower them to capture and reflect on their challenges (Rose, 
1997). Second, Paulo Freire’s (1970) theory of critical consciousness that states four stages of a group’s 
consciousness towards their marginalization, ranging from complete unconsciousness to engaging in the 
questioning of their social situation. Third is the feminist theory that empowers vulnerable social groups 
with experiential knowledge to counter dominant power and representation (Hesse Biber and Yaiser 2004). 
These three theoretical underpinnings are very relevant to documenting the tribal people of Jharkhand 
during COVID-19 as well. This paper takes account of all these three theoretical underpinnings, which are 
discussed later in the later sections.

The field
The study is conducted in an Oraon (tribe) village named Sikidiki 5 of Paatan 6 panchayat of block Manatu 

of district Palamu region of Jharkhand, India. According to the 2011 census, the village had 97 households 
and a population of 493. Since I have conducted my doctoral research project in this village, I have had a 
good rapport with the Oraon people of this village, which has helped me with an advantage to carry out the 
Photovoice method to document their livelihood challenges and responses COVID-19 pandemic. Tribal 
youths of the village were encouraged to participate in this method. The task was to identify the problems 
they were going through during the lockdown and capture how the pandemic affected their households 
through their mobile phone cameras. The research was conducted for three months, between March to 
May 2020. Since restrictions on travel were imposed, and no possibility to visit the village due to lockdown, 
regular telephonic interactions with youths of the village were the only medium through which study was 

5 Name changed

6 Name changed
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undertaken. After collecting photographs, respondents were asked to prioritize shortlist their most essential 
issues requiring utmost attention in COVID-19. Later, they were encouraged to write a photo story on 
those emergent issues. These issues are discussed in the next section.

Emerging challenges
Food Security

Food security has been the most essential priorities for the villagers. Since, there are no source of 
governmental employment in the village, the tribal people largely survive on agriculture practices and giving 
their labour work in petty works in non- farm employment. COVID-19 pandemic has seriously disrupted 
their food security. The lockdown has restricted the village population in getting petty work nearby cities 
and urban places.

Dependency on forest Produce

The dependency of rural households on forests and their socioeconomic implications have become an 
essential topic in developing economies (Saha and Sundriyal, 2012, Nayak et al., 2014). Tribal communities 
have deep and socio-historical associations with the forest. As forest is one of their sacred places of worship. 
However, rising deforestation and overdependency over timber has reduced the forest cover in the region.  
Since COVID -19 has affected food security, villagers had to depend on forest.  Since, the lockdown was in 
the summer, forest provided them some relief with mahua flowers 7 which is consumed as food and made 
liquor.  Also, selling Lac 8 from the forest provides addition cash income to them.

Digital misinformation

 Since, we live in digital age where there are multiple means of information being generated, it is very 
difficult to validate the truthfulness of its reality. Thus, this gap allows a space of misinformation to get 
circulated in the public domain.  Fake messages not only inform the masses but, restrict their critical 
thinking have develop fear and hatred. The COVID-19 out break and rising misinformation has worsened 
the situation in India. 

Governmental Aid

India being a welfare state, few important measures were taken to provide relief to their needy people. 
During COVID-19, government has initiated food security schemes and transfer of cash to the BPL families. 
There much required relief in the ground has helped the marginalized section to deal during lockdown crisis.

Abruption in school education

Access to education is one of the key steps towards a democratic society and people empowerment. 
But COVID-19 has brought complete closure of school and colleges. Since, the villagers lack online classes 
facilities, due to which tribal children have been denied to school education.

Responses to COVID-19

Photovoice method has enabled the villager to identify and talk about issues concerning to them. 
Photographs has bridged the gaps among the people to discuss their social reality. It also allows to measure 
effectiveness of the governmental aid to the need people and scope of improvement by reaching out to 
policy makers.

7 Botanical name is Madhuca longifolia

8 Lac is a natural resinous secreted by insects called lac insects. Lac culture definition is the scientific management 
and rearing of lac insects for high-quality lac to be used for commercial purposes are called lac culture. The botanical name 
is Kerria lacca which is a species of insect in the family Kerridae.
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Discussion
This paper explores how a pandemic has affected tribal people, their experiences and response to 

COVID-19. Photovoice can be an effective method for scientific inquiry to understand the issues and 
concerns caused by COVID-19 outbreak. The paper argues that ‘photovoice’ is an effective participatory 
method that offers us meaningful visual techniques to identify, represent, and encourage people to participate 
and take actions for social change by giving them collectives voices in the ongoing COVID-19 outbreak. 
Also, it invites a critical dialogue for effective policy and planning.
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