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Overview

In India . . . we must aim at equality. That does not mean and 
cannot mean that everybody is physically or intellectually or 
spiritually equal or can be made so. But it does mean equal 
opportunities for all, and no political, economic or social bar-
rier. . . . It means a faith in humanity and a belief that there is 
no race or group that cannot advance and make good in its 
own way, given the chance to do so. It means a realization of 
the fact that the backwardness or degradation of any group is 
not due to inherent failings in it, but principally to lack of 
opportunities and long suppression by other groups.

Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India (1946)

Nehru would have been proud of India’s stellar performance in the 
creation of a new economic system and its self-confi dence relative to 
other nations, though not necessarily of the acquisitive society that 
goes against the collectivist spirit he espoused (Nehru 1946). There 
are other developments to be proud of as well. Poverty has declined 
among all groups; enrollments in schools have increased; health out-
comes have improved; and fertility rates in many Indian states now 
resemble those of developed countries. Moreover, the 73rd and 74th 
amendments to the Indian Constitution that mandate the devolution 
of powers and responsibilities to rural panchayats (local govern-
ments) and urban local municipalities have set the agenda for local 
ownership of and participation in governance.

In parallel to these positive developments, rising inequality in 
India has been a subject of concern among policy makers,  academics, 
and activists alike. The recent India poverty assessment of the World 
Bank (2011) shows that, when inequality is based on income rather 
than consumption measures, India is not so different relative to the 
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inequality levels recorded in countries such as Brazil and South 
Africa, countries commonly singled out as global outliers. In other 
words, if inequality in India is measured on the basis of per capita 
income, it stands among those countries with the highest recorded 
inequality rates. The report also decomposes inequality according to 
differences within and across states, according to urban-rural status, 
and according to levels of educational attainment.

In our report, we focus on social exclusion, which has its roots in 
historical divisions along lines of caste, tribe, and the excluded sex, that 
is, women. These inequalities are more structural in nature and have 
kept entire groups trapped, unable to take advantage of opportunities 
that economic growth offers. Culturally rooted systems perpetuate 
inequality, and, rather than a culture of poverty that affl icts disad-
vantaged groups, it is, in fact, these inequality traps that prevent 
these groups from breaking out.1 Therefore,

cultural factors can play a role in sustaining inter-group differ-
ences in wealth, status and power. Where the mechanisms 
involved are self-enforcing this can be considered to be an 
“inequality trap.” Where such an inequality trap exists, it 
implies that subordinate groups are maintained at least in rela-
tive poverty, and that these are associated, in part, with cultur-
ally shaped behaviors, including endogenous preferences that 
can limit the prospects of poorer, or subordinate, groups. 
( Walton 2007, 2)

So, the question we ask in this report is: who has gained and who 
has not from India’s growth surge?

Well, then, why “social exclusion” and why not “inequality”? 
This is a question often asked by those who have read early chapters of 
this report. India is not alone in having social groups that have been 
traditionally excluded; yet, the structure of the caste system and its 
ramifi cations on employment, education, and the rules of social and 
economic exchange are distinctive and shared only with Nepal. Both 
caste and gender inequalities are rooted in a philosophical tradition 
that justifi es these through religious texts that provide systematic rules 
for exclusion. This is what makes these inequalities particularly durable 
(Tilly 1999). And, for this reason, our report focuses not on inequality, 
but on exclusion.

The relevance of social exclusion has been incorporated into the 
development lexicon in a number of ways. The term “social exclu-
sion” was fi rst used in France in the 1970s to distinguish the excluded, 
who then comprised a wide variety of people: the disabled, suicidal 
and elderly persons, and abused children, among others (Silver 1994). 
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Since then, it has been used in the social science literature to distin-
guish from and add to the concept of poverty and to denote rules of 
exchange and practices that keep groups out; the term can also some-
times mean different things to different people. Globally, excluded 
groups tend to be ethnic or religious minorities that, by virtue of their 
distinct cultural practices, are considered the “other.” Social exclu-
sion as a concept perceives the individual as an entity embedded in 
society and groups. The focus is thus not on outcomes such as 
increased consumption or income or education alone, but on rela-
tions that constrain individuals from achieving these outcomes (de 
Haan 1997). Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen (1998) calls these the 
“relational roots of deprivation,” whereby membership in a particu-
lar group (women, lower castes, indigenous people, or persons with 
disabilities) limits the “functionings” of individuals to acquire or use 
their capabilities.

Social exclusion is therefore not about outcomes alone, but about 
the processes that lead to these outcomes. De Haan (1997), for instance, 
calls income poverty only one element of social exclusion and refers to 
its eradication as a part of the broader agenda of social integration. 
This is because poverty focuses only on an absolute measure of indi-
vidual well-being: income, consumption, or human development. In 
contrast, social exclusion focuses on processes or noneconomic means 
that exclude certain groups from equal access to basic goods and ser-
vices that, in turn, determine their well-being. As a result, these groups 
have unequal access to labor markets and social protection mecha-
nisms through formal and informal institutions. Even for people with 
equal levels of human capital and skills, there appears to be an impor-
tant element of discrimination that is part of what one would defi ne as 
social exclusion beyond purely economic considerations. Finally, exclu-
sion involves unequal access to the full exercise and protection of rights 
and liberties, including, sometimes, the denial of basic human rights.

India is not alone in grappling with issues of social exclusion. 
While many other countries include similarly excluded minorities, the 
most relevant empirical evidence and conceptual clarity come from 
Latin America and the Caribbean and from Eastern Europe. Recently, 
the fl agship report of the Inter-American Development Bank, as part of 
its annual series, Economic and Social Progress, focused on social exclu-
sion. The report, Outsiders? The Changing Patterns of Exclusion in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, is a regional analysis of ways in 
which different groups have been excluded during a period of macro-
economic transformation (see Márquez et al. 2007). It documents the 
economic and welfare costs of exclusion, suggesting that inclusion 
policies be viewed as an investment rather than as a handout to the 
least well off in society. Inclusion policies are more than new 



4 poverty and social exclusion in india

 programs or new institutions to redress past injustices; they imply 
fundamental changes in the way decisions are made, resources are 
allocated, and policies are implemented in democratic societies.

In Eastern Europe and Central Asia, the focus on the Roma, for 
instance, distinguishes between poverty and exclusion (see box 1.1). 

Box 1.1 Roma in Europe: A Large Ethnic Minority 
Excluded at High Cost

The Roma (Gypsies) number about 10 million–12 million people in 
Europe and represent the largest transnational minority in the region. 
The most signifi cant representation of Roma is in Central and Eastern 
European countries, where, overall, the Roma account for the main 
poverty risk group, suffering from low educational attainment, high 
unemployment, and poor human development outcomes. One of the 
most frequent sites of Roma discrimination is the labor market, where 
even qualifi ed Roma are discriminated against in favor of non-Ro-
mani applicants. In general, however, Roma lack suffi cient education 
to participate in the labor market. A recent study across four Central 
and Eastern European countries—Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, 
Romania, and Serbia—suggests that as little as 12.5 percent of work-
ing-age Roma in Bulgaria, Romania, and Serbia are educated at or 
above the secondary level (World Bank 2010). The low educational 
levels are refl ected in employment rates of 60 percent, on average, 
relative to the majority population and, not surprisingly, much lower 
earnings. The study estimates an annual economic loss of €5.7 billion 
and a fi scal loss of €2 billion to the four countries as a result of 
reduced productivity and additional costs incurred to fi nance the 
social security of unemployed Roma. In fact, it warns that these losses 
will only increase over time as younger Roma join the working-age 
population.

The annual fi scal gains from investing in the education of Roma 
are signifi cantly higher than the costs incurred even if all Roma people 
were to be educated (World Bank 2010). The Roma Education Fund 
is one such initiative, funding specifi c efforts that can make formal 
schools more responsive to the needs of Roma children (see Roma 
Education Fund, at http://www.romaeducationfund.hu/). The empha-
sis is on giving Romani children a good educational start by focusing 
on access to preschool and successful transitions into and through 
primary education. While the impact of the fund is yet to be assessed, 
funded projects reached about 30,000 Roma students in 2008, among 
whom 800 graduated.

Source: Roma Education Fund website, http://www.romaeducationfund.hu/.



overview 5

A 2005 report on multiple deprivations in Serbia and in Montene-
gro found a strong ethnic dimension to exclusion (World Bank 
2005). It found that the Roma population, particularly those Roma 
residing in settlements, was among the most deprived. A detailed 
analysis of Nepal has, to a large extent, infl uenced the manner in 
which the government collects data and designs policies for people 
who have been historically and ritually excluded (World Bank 2006). 
Other important analyses of social exclusion have also infl uenced 
multilateral agencies and national governments and have, in turn, 
been infl uenced by national debates on the issue (see Baker 2002 on 
Uruguay, for example). In Brazil, Gacitúa-Marió and Woolcock 
(2008) fi nd that the poor, especially Brazilians of African descent, 
have been systematically excluded from the economic growth pro-
cess, despite laudable improvements in education levels and broad 
reductions in poverty. This exclusion has persisted (even intensifi ed) 
over decades.

Addressing social exclusion for its intrinsic value is suffi cient rea-
son. Many studies have shown the instrumental value of addressing 
social exclusion (see Akerlof 1976; Scoville 1991). This report 
argues, however, that addressing social exclusion because exclusion 
is morally and socially unjust is reason enough. Moreover, mere 
ethnic or linguistic heterogeneity is not the same as exclusion. How-
ever, if such heterogeneity succeeds in keeping groups out, its exclu-
sionary role plays out in the overall development outcomes of a 
country or a region. In India, as this report shows, substantially 
higher mortality among Adivasi children in the 1–4 age-group is 
affecting India’s overall advances in lowering child mortality.

This report does not explore or adhere to any of the myriad 
formulations of social exclusion, which, by themselves, are concep-
tually challenging. In some sense, the focus is quite simple. It is 
based on the established existence of three axes of exclusion in 
India: caste, tribe, and gender. These axes, particularly caste and 
gender, have a normative foundation in historically grounded pro-
cesses and are responsible for a number of unequal outcomes and 
processes. For instance, norms of son preference, derived from the 
value of sons in supporting their parents and in undertaking 
the rituals around parental death, are the foundation for a consis-
tent neglect of female children and women in their reproductive 
years. Similarly, the occupational logic of caste has meant that the 
 traditionally lower castes remain typed into traditional trades and 
jobs,  making mobility diffi cult. The geographical and cultural iso-
lation of tribal groups has meant that they are still diffi cult to 
reach and that their traditional patterns of landownership are at 
variance with new developments.
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The overarching themes in this report revolve around three inter-
related aspects: services, markets, and political spaces. In most coun-
tries, excluded groups face discrimination, lower access to health and 
education, and lower returns to education and assets. They are also 
more likely to be poor, and this likelihood is passed down through the 
generations. This is true in India as well, but there are some unique 
aspects of the Indian trinity of caste, tribe, and gender that lead to dif-
ferent processes and, hence, different outcomes. For instance, unlike 
countries in Latin America, where excluded groups face higher unem-
ployment rates, open unemployment in India has been historically low, 
and the real labor market consequence of exclusion is allocation to 
low-level occupations and lower mobility. Excluded groups are less 
likely to participate in political processes in other countries as well, but, 
in India, this is a more nuanced process. Social movements represent-
ing excluded groups are much more potent, and affi rmative action, 
which is fairly new in many Latin American countries, has been consti-
tutionally mandated in India since the country’s independence. Finally, 
the representation of excluded groups in political spaces has also been 
secured, although the chapters in this report show that the impacts of 
this representation on group welfare have been mixed.

Organization of the Report

The focus. Exclusion operates along multiple and interrelated dimen-
sions. Because addressing them all would be an insurmountable task, 
this report does not attempt to do so. It does not, for instance, focus on 
exclusion because of religion or disability, though there is extensive 
research to show that these are important axes along which people 
face deprivation. Even in the case of caste, tribe, and gender, the litera-
ture is vast, multidisciplinary, and so prolifi c that it appears to grow 
every day. The evidence contained in this report builds on this vast aca-
demic and activist literature, but the report is by no means an attempt 
to provide a comprehensive survey of the evidence or even a review 
of all the issues involved. The fact that each of these groups is highly 
heterogeneous and that outcomes and processes differ by state and 
district and by type of caste or tribe makes the task even more chal-
lenging and generalizations that much more diffi cult.

The report focuses on three select groups that face exclusion in 
India. In addition to Scheduled Tribes (STs) and women, the report dis-
cusses outcomes among Scheduled Castes (SCs), even though recent 
data suggest that Other Backward Classes (OBCs) also fare poorly 
on some indicators.2 There are three reasons for this. First, as we 
show in the report, SCs face structural inequalities that have a ritual 
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backing in historical processes such as untouchability. In contrast, 
OBCs do not face such historical deprivation. Instead, they comprise—
and are defi ned so by the Constitution of India—as castes that are 
not SCs, but that are backward in most respects. Second, the issues 
related to OBCs, who were traditionally peasant cultivators, are dif-
ferent from those affecting outcomes among SCs and merit a sepa-
rate analysis. Finally, National Sample Survey (NSS) data on OBC 
outcomes is available only after 1999–2000, meaning that it is dif-
fi cult to monitor the performance of OBCs along a range of develop-
ment indicators over time (for example, since 1983, as the report 
does for other groups). For all these reasons and because of the fact 
that this report deals with more deeply rooted structural inequali-
ties, the focus is primarily on the outcomes among SCs. However, 
this should not suggest that caste can be confl ated with SCs or that 
other caste-based issues are not important. Outcomes among OBCs 
are discussed wherever data are available. Similarly, even though 
exclusion by religion is signifi cant, the issues affecting Muslims merit 
an entire analysis, and religion is discussed here only partially (in the 
context of the labor market).

For each group, too, the focus is on a subset of issues that offer some 
new insights. For SCs, the report focuses on poor labor market out-
comes despite the expansion in education. For STs, it focuses on a dis-
tinct disadvantage in survival and on the correlates, which go beyond 
the health sector and include geographical isolation and the removal 
of tribals from their traditional lands and assets. For women, it focuses 
on poor health and survival outcomes, but also the disadvantage of 
women in the labor market and the vulnerability of women to violence 
within the family and insecurity in public spaces. Thus, even though 
there are missing variables in the analysis, it is our hope that, by deeply 
probing one or two of the kinds of exclusion faced by each category, 
we provide tools that can be applied to study other forms of exclusion 
or issues not covered in this report. The format of our analysis is such 
that we compare outcomes among one subgroup with outcomes 
among other subgroups. However, since the report also tracks changes 
in outcomes over time, the fi ner aspects of development reality are 
sometimes lost.

Objectives and data. The report is organized around three chap-
ters, in addition to this overview, each one dealing with an excluded 
group: STs, SCs, and women. The objective is to provide a diagnos-
tic of how the three excluded groups under analysis have fared along 
various development indicators during a period of rapid economic 
growth in the national economy. In seeking this objective, the report 
also addresses correlates and the processes that explain how and 
why these groups have fared the way they have over a period of time. 
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The report is not intended as a policy document, although some of 
the empirical fi ndings lend themselves to policy conclusions.

Data for the report come primarily from multiple rounds of 
national-level household survey data (the NSS, the National Family 
Health Survey [NFHS], the Reproductive Child Health Survey, and 
the India Human Development Survey), as well as international sur-
veys (Demographic and Health Surveys and the database of the 
Population Reference Bureau). Large national data sets, while allow-
ing for national-level and, to some extent, state-level generalizations, 
do not allow analysis of outcomes below the state level or within 
group differences and processes. It is well known, for instance, that 
there is substantial diversity among SCs and STs even within states. 
This heterogeneity is widely known because of microstudies and 
ethnographic, anthropological, and journalistic accounts. While 
there is a rich body of such qualitative work in India, the results 
provide contextual specifi city, but cannot be added up to paint an 
aggregate picture. Moreover, such studies or accounts generate 
results that are limited to one tribe, village, or state and cannot be 
generalized. Nonetheless, we do draw upon such studies, in particu-
lar, qualitative work commissioned for this report, to capture under-
lying processes and triangulate with the quantitative analysis.

A word on usage: the terms “Scheduled Caste (SC)” and “Sched-
uled Tribe (ST)” come from the Constitution Order passed in 1950, 
which contains the names of castes and tribes that are earmarked for 
special treatment, such as reservations in legislation, public sector 
employment, and government-run educational institutions. How-
ever, SCs and STs have taken names that signify both political asser-
tion and a rejection of the previously accepted idioms that reduced 
them to “reserved categories.” For the purposes of the tables and 
graphs presented in this report, we use the terms “SC” and “ST” 
because these are standard administrative and survey categories. In 
the text, we use the terms Dalits and Adivasis (or tribals) interchange-
ably with SCs and STs, respectively.

Main Findings

During the period of rapid economic growth, what happened to 
entrenched group inequalities? Were there ways in which traditionally 
excluded groups such as SCs, STs, and women broke out of the traps or 
did the traps trump the opportunities? The report emphasizes that the 
changes wrought in the 20 years beginning in 1983 were complex, and 
social groups transformed themselves in different ways in response to 
new opportunities. For instance, far from being the immutable frame 
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that Weber (1958) seemed to suggest, “caste,” in fact, has evolved and 
mutated. Nonetheless, by no means are we seeing the annihilation 
of caste, as Ambedkar (1936) exhorted Indians to achieve.

I still think that after a long and convoluted path, after many 
a stumble and wrong turn, a different kind of moment seems 
to be upon us . . . there is a sense of hope across the country, 
which I believe is universal. There is a momentum for 
change.

Nandan Nilekani (2008, 484)

Adivasis

The self-preferred term “Adivasi” is commonly translated as “original 
inhabitants,” and literally means Adi, beginning or earliest time, and 
vasi, resident of. There is active discussion around the question of 
“original inhabitant,” but this is not directly relevant to our report. 
According to the 2001 Census, the population of India includes 84.3 
million STs, comprising 8.1 percent of the total population of the coun-
try. However, the proportion of STs has been increasing over census 
periods partly because more tribes are being included in the ST cate-
gory and partly because of higher fertility rates in this category (Maha-
ratna 2005). While the Constitutional Order declared that 212 tribes 
located in 14 states are STs, the Government of India today identifi es 
533 tribes as STs, of which 62 are located in the state of Orissa.3

Chapter 2 in this report focuses on the Adivasis or STs. In most 
analyses, this topic is addressed after the Dalits, but we have placed 
it fi rst for analytical and organizational purposes. There are two 
reasons for this: tribal groups are not strictly within the caste system, 
and the bonds of rituals do not affect their relations with the world 
in general. Also the report shows that outcomes among Adivasis are 
among the worst, despite considerable variation across places of 
residence and tribal groupings.

Tribal groups in India are often confl ated with castes, and “Sched-
uled Caste” and “Scheduled Tribe” are sometimes said in the same 
breath, although they are actually distinct social categories. As André 
Béteille writes (1998, 187): “Even the best ethnographers [in India] 
habitually confused tribe with caste, which, on any reasonable 
assumption, is a different kind of social category.” The major differ-
ence between SCs and STs is that, while the former were subject to 
historical, ritualistic discrimination, STs were excluded from the 
national context because of their physical isolation. Inhabiting topo-
graphically inaccessible areas, STs still face diffi culties in accessing 
services such as health care and education. Even though they own 



10 poverty and social exclusion in india

more land than SCs, a complex set of contravening forest laws means 
they are confronted by barriers in selling their produce from the 
land, perhaps explaining the high poverty rates among STs in rural 
areas. Most tribals therefore end up migrating, leaving their forest 
lands to work as casual laborers in urban centers.

The report focuses on two major markers of tribal deprivation: 
poverty levels, which are higher than the national average and in 
comparison with other groups (including SCs), and child mortality. 
We argue that the roots of Adivasi deprivation lie in two main fac-
tors. One, their physical segregation renders problematic the deliv-
ery to them of services such as health care and education. Two, their 
traditional dependence on land and forests and their widespread 
displacement from these areas have changed the nature of the rela-
tionship tribals share with their land. This, in part, may help explain 
rising poverty among STs in some states.

Adivasis: Main Findings

Despite a decline in poverty rates, Adivasis in 2004–05 were 20 
years behind the average. Poverty among STs (Adivasis) has fallen, but 
the gap between them and the average Indian is large and growing. 
The poverty headcount index for STs fell by 31 percent between 
1983 and 2004–05, compared with a more rapid decline of 35 per-
cent among SCs and an average overall decline in India of 40 percent 
(table 1.1). In 2004–05, a little less than half the ST population 
remained in poverty (44 percent), while, nationwide, the poverty 
rate had been reduced to almost one-quarter of the population (27.5 
percent). STs in urban areas fared better than those in rural areas, 
with a lower poverty rate and steeper reductions since 1983. How-
ever, given the low share of tribal population in urban centers, ST 
poverty rates as a whole remained closer to the rural average. The 
relatively slower declines in poverty among STs also meant that they 
were increasingly concentrated in the poorest deciles of the popula-
tion; their poverty levels in 2004–05 resembled poverty levels expe-
rienced by the average population 20 years earlier. More worryingly, 
in states with high tribal populations (more than 10 percent of total 
population), ST households exhibited poverty rates that were higher 
than the rates across the nation as a whole in 2004–05. In Orissa, 
almost 75 percent of ST households fell below the poverty line.

One should read these numbers while keeping heterogeneity in 
mind. STs are a highly diverse category, and the heterogeneity within 
the category is so striking that often the same surname may belong 
to different tribes in different states. Outcomes among tribals have 
also been shaped by the region in which they live. Development 
outcomes among tribals in the northeastern states, for instance, 
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appear quite different relative to the outcomes among tribals in 
 central India. We therefore keep the former out of the purview of 
this diagnostic and draw upon microstudies, where relevant, to 
explain processes that lead to deprivation among STs.

High child mortality is the starkest marker of tribal deprivation. 
Every monsoon season, the Indian media are rife with stories of child 
deaths in tribal areas, which are frequently reported as malnutrition 
deaths. Kalahandi District in Orissa, for instance, became a metaphor 
for starvation because of press reports dating back to the 1980s. 
Under-5 mortality remains a stark marker of tribal deprivation in India: 
nearly 96 tribal children die for every 1,000 live births, compared with 
an under-5 mortality of 74 per 1,000 for all India. ST children make up 
12 percent of all children under 5 in rural areas, but account for almost 
23 percent of deaths in the 1–4 age-group (table 1.2). For all other 
social groups, the representation of deaths is proportionate to the 
representation of the group in the population.

Previous analyses of the correlates of under-5 mortality did not 
fi nd any difference with respect to what we already know: the effect 
of ST status is insignifi cant once we control for poverty; that is, 
poverty is the primary cause of excess child mortality among tribals. 
However, most analyses lump all under-5 mortality together. Our 

Table 1.1 Poverty Rates: STs Are 20 Years behind the 
 Average Population
population below the poverty line, %
Location, social 
group A. 1983 1993–94 B. 2004–05

% change 
(A, B)

Rural
ST 63.9 50.2 44.7 −30
SC 59.0 48.2 37.1 −37
Others 40.8 31.2 22.7 −44
All 46.5 36.8 28.1 −40

Urban
ST 55.3 43.0 34.3 −38
SC 55.8 50.9 40.9 −27
Others 39.9 29.4 22.7 −43
All 42.3 32.8 25.8 −39

Total
ST 63.3 49.6 43.8 −31
SC 58.4 48.7 37.9 −35
Others 40.5 30.7 22.7 −44
All 45.6 35.8 27.5 −40
Source: Staff estimates based on Schedule 1.0 of the respective NSS rounds 

and offi cial poverty lines.
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analysis fi nds that, even after we control for wealth, tribal children 
show a higher likelihood of dying between ages 1 and 4 than their 
nontribal peers. This comes through because we disaggregate under-5 
mortality into its age-specifi c constituent parts. We fi nd that the gap 
in mortality between rural Adivasi children and others appears after 
the age of 1 (fi gure 1.1). In fact, before the age of 1, Adivasi children 
face more or less similar odds of dying as other children; odds that 

Table 1.2 Adivasi Child Mortality Exceeds the Relative 
 Population Share in Rural Areas
percent

Social group
Share of all children 

under 5
Share of child deaths 

age 1–4

Share of 
under-5 
deaths

SC 21.6 28.1 24.6
ST 11.7 23.0 13.9
OBC 41.8 35.5 39.6
Other 24.9 13.4 21.9
Total 100 100 100

Source: Das, Kapoor, and Nikitin (2010), based on 2005 NFHS data.
Note: The table refers to children born during the fi ve years prior to the survey in 

rural areas only.

Figure 1.1 Rural Adivasi Children: Lower Risk of Dying at 
Birth, but Greater Risk by Age 5
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signifi cantly reverse later. This fi nding has important policy  relevance 
for two reasons. First, because it calls for a shift in attention from infant 
mortality or overall under-5 mortality to factors that cause a wedge 
between tribal children and the rest between the ages of 1 and 5. Sec-
ond, because it means that, more than socioeconomic status, the 
problem of high child mortality is explained by tribal group status. 
Addressing poverty alone therefore may not help. Unless interven-
tions reach these groups, India may not be able to meet its goal of 
reducing child mortality by two-thirds by 2015.

Demographic literature in India and elsewhere is quite consistent 
on the correlates of child mortality. Among the more proximate 
reasons are child malnutrition, the lack of immunization, and the 
poor health of tribal mothers. While immunization coverage has 
expanded signifi cantly in tribal areas, tribal children remain at much 
greater risk of malnutrition; nearly 55 percent are underweight, 
compared with 42 percent among children in the nontribal popula-
tion. The appearance of ST children starts becoming different within 
the fi rst 10 months of birth with respect to the appearance of other 
children in terms of height and weight (fi gure 1.2). Mothers of tribal 
children are also much less likely to obtain health care. For instance, 
ST women are much less likely to receive antenatal or prenatal care 
from doctors. Only 40 percent received antenatal care in 2005, com-
pared with 63 percent in the general population category. The rea-
son this does not show up in differences in infant mortality is because 
of the traditional practices of birth spacing, feeding, and weaning 
that tribal mothers follow. More instructive, however, are the dis-
parities in the treatment of illness among tribal children 3 years of 
age and below relative to other children. All-India data of the NFHS 
indicate that tribal babies are not more likely to become sick with 
diarrhea or respiratory disease, but are much less likely to be treated 
relative to other children.

Behind the proximate correlates are deeper institutional and his-
torical processes that are responsible for Adivasi deprivation. At the 
core of these processes is the large-scale alienation of Adivasis from 
their traditional sources of livelihood: land and forests. The remote-
ness of tribal habitations creates added problems for service delivery 
and monitoring. Even where health centers exist, absenteeism is high, 
and health surveillance is diffi cult because of the frequent migration 
of tribal families. Unlike SCs, who have been effective in claiming 
some form of political representation, including nationally known 
political parties and leaders, the tribals exercise little voice over their 
own development, and their leadership usually consists of non-Adi-
vasi elite. Finally, while the Indian government’s response to vulner-
ability among STs has been proactive and has included a mix of 
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Figure 1.2 More ST Children Are Severely Stunted and 
Wasted within the First 10 Months of Birth, 2005–06
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constitutional measures, legislative enactments, programs supported 
by earmarked funds, and quotas in public employment and publicly 
funded education, the major problem has been implementation. We 
concur with a Planning Commission report arguing that Adivasi 
alienation and lack of voice are at the fulcrum of the tribal angst that 
India is witnessing today (see Government of India 2008).

In Summary

•  During a period of relative prosperity for India as a whole, 
poverty rates have declined much more slowly among STs than 
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among other groups and particularly slowly in states that have 
large proportions of tribals.

•  Health outcomes among STs, while showing more rapid prog-
ress in some respects than the rest of the population, are still 
poor. Convergence with other groups has occurred in only a 
small number of areas, notably in immunization coverage.

•  Excess mortality among tribal children continues to be the stark-
est marker of tribal disadvantage and has its roots in a number 
of complex processes that involve the exclusion of STs.

•  While laws and programs are in place to address the special 
disadvantages of STs, implementation is poor.

•  The low participation of tribals in decision making and their 
alienation from land and forests are central to the continued 
exclusion of tribals from progress and development.

Dalits

The caste system has been the most predominant axis of ritually 
ordered exclusion in India, and Dalits fall at the lowest end of the caste 
hierarchy. The rules of the game in the caste system—to borrow a for-
mulation of North (1990)—are rooted in a religiously sanctioned 
ordering of occupations described in ancient Hindu texts such as the 
Manusmriti.4 While drawing their origins from such texts, cultural 
and social attitudes toward SCs solidifi ed over time, and the caste 
system was sustained more because of these deeply rooted practices 
than because of adherence per se to religious principles contained in 
the scriptures. Caste, however, is not the immutable frame that the 
Weberian stereotype suggests, but an institution that has been mal-
leable to policy and changing opportunities. Recognizing the unfair 
disadvantage that certain castes have had through history, the Indian 
Constitution explicitly recognized those castes at the bottom of the 
hierarchy (the untouchables) as SCs. A comprehensive listing of SCs 
was drawn up for the purpose of targeting development programs, 
and a set of laws was implemented that mandated punitive action 
for acts of discrimination on the one hand and affi rmative action in 
public employment and publicly funded education on the other. 
Chapter 3 focuses on Dalits, a term that has united the SCs in a 
process that is more empowering than the process of identifi cation 
by individual names, which have been and continue to be associated 
with ritually impure occupations.

Several features of caste make the system exclusionary. The most 
important among these features is the hereditary passing down of 
occupations, making it especially diffi cult for SCs to break the cycle 
of exclusion and move up (Thorat 2007). Other features of the 
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 system include norms of purity and pollution, the spatial segregation 
of residence, rules that prevent intermarriage and interdining, sub-
ordination though market transactions, and reliance on caste-based 
networks for coping. Such features reinforce exclusion as does the 
fear of being ostracized socially if one moves away from established 
practices. Processes of ritual discrimination and cultural devaluation 
are usually passed from one generation to the next, which then end 
up internalizing the processes (see Hoff and Pandey 2004).

Our report focuses on the exclusion of Dalits from two arenas: 
education and the labor market. It maps some of the changes over 
the last two decades and fi nds that Dalit men, in particular, have had 
the greatest convergence in educational outcomes with their upper 
caste counterparts. In employment, too, there are signs of change, 
and Dalits, who were always casual laborers, are now moving out 
of casual labor. However, the transformations are small, and they 
are more visible through localized evidence.

Dalits: Main Findings

Over time, there has been a transformation in the situation of Dalits. 
The report shows that there has been a huge expansion of education 
among Dalit men. This is correlated with some labor market changes as 
well. However, perhaps the most visible transformations have been in 
the political arena, where Dalit parties have won state elections. 
Microlevel evidence also shows that there is much greater group con-
fi dence and ability to assert oneself in public spaces. In fi eldwork con-
ducted for this report, Surinder Jodhka, professor at Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, returned to two Haryana villages after nearly 20 years and 
found that, with the exception of a small number of Dalits in the scav-
enging community, Dalit families no longer engaged in traditional 
caste occupations.

“In other words, they no longer see themselves as being a part of 
the social order of the caste system,” writes Jodhka (2008, 27). “This 
has also given them a sense of independence and political agency.” 
Based on a survey of Dalits in two blocks in Uttar Pradesh, Prasad 
(2009) found similarly far-reaching changes. Anecdotal evidence also 
confi rms the transformation that has occurred among Dalits. However, 
despite this, the national data that aggregate the broad outcomes show 
only small changes. The changes have been more signifi cant among 
Dalit men than among Dalit women, and the latter have continued to 
show extremely poor education and labor market outcomes.

There has been an impressive expansion of education among 
Dalit men, but belief systems still militate against the success of Dalit 
students. Education has historically had a ritual signifi cance in that 
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it was the preserve of the upper castes and refl ected an elaborate 
ideology that excluded Dalits from its pale. This has begun to change, 
especially among SC men, whose educational attainment above 
postprimary has grown at a pace similar to that of non-SC/ST women 
(fi gure 1.3). Nonetheless, even today, upper caste parents may not 
allow Dalit students to sit with their own children or to eat together, 
and other such issues are common in some parts of the country 
(Nambissan 2007). Historical stereotyping also affects the perfor-
mance of Dalit students. Some years ago, Hoff and Pandey (2004), 
using controlled experiments with Dalit junior high school students 
in a village in Uttar Pradesh, found that beliefs shaped by a history 
of prejudicial treatment can have a signifi cant impact on children’s 
responses when opportunities are presented to them.

Dalits are slightly more likely to participate in the labor force 
compared with non-SCs/STs, but these effects are stronger among 
rural women than among other groups. The analysis in this report 
looks at labor force participation rates separately for rural and urban 
areas and men and women. Among men, there is little variation; 
most men, regardless of caste status, report themselves employed. 
However, Dalit and Adivasi women in rural areas show much higher 
labor force participation rates than other rural women. The ethno-
graphic evidence also points to the lower mobility restrictions on 
Dalit and Adivasi women, which, if combined with higher poverty 

Figure 1.3 Change in Postprimary Education, by Caste and 
Gender, 1983–2005
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rates, makes it more likely that these women work outside the 
home.

For the most part, Dalits do not own land and have historically 
been workers in the fi elds of landed castes. In 2004–05, according 
to NSS data on usual principal status, over 41 percent of Dalit men 
and 20 percent of Dalit women were engaged in casual labor com-
pared with, respectively, 19 percent of non-SC/ST men and 8 per-
cent of non-SC/ST women. Their landless status also excludes the 
Dalits from the large employment category of farm-based self- 
employment, and, within casual labor, the Dalits mostly remain 
farmworkers. At the multivariate level, too, the main Dalit effect is 
in the assignment to casual wage work. Predicted probabilities cal-
culated from multinomial regression models that estimate the 
assignment of Dalit men to various employment groups show that 
Dalit men do not look so different from other men except that they 
are much more likely to be casual laborers.

While many have received the benefi ts of public sector employ-
ment, Dalits still lag behind non-Dalit/Adivasi/OBCs in regular 
salaried work and in nonfarm self-employment. The difference 
between Dalits and non-Dalits in regular salaried work is not huge, 
because, overall, salaried work forms a small proportion of all 
employment. At the univariate level, against about 17 percent non-
SC/STs/OBCs, a little over 13 percent of Dalits are regular salaried 
workers. However, as the report shows, the real differences are not 
in the proportions of Dalits and non-Dalits in regular salaried work, 
but in the kinds of jobs the Dalits land even within salaried work. 
The assignment to low-end jobs in the salaried market leads to wage 
differentials as a result mainly of occupational segregation.

Despite the changes, aggregate data indicate that Dalit men con-
tinued to be in casual labor over the 20 years beginning in 1983. 
Shifts in labor force activity among Dalits show, overall, a slight decline 
in casual labor and a slight increase in both nonfarm self-employment 
and opting out of the labor force. Over the 20 years or so beginning in 
1983, while the proportion of Dalit men in casual labor declined slightly 
(from 44.6 to 41.7 percent) and in nonfarm self-employment increased 
slightly (from 11.0 to 15.6 percent), these changes were small (fi gure 
1.4). Dalit men are restricted to menial, low-paying, and often socially 
stigmatized occupations, while upper caste groups are concentrated in 
preferred occupations. Among women, the major change is the fact 
that they have moved out of casual labor, but are also withdrawing 
from the labor market.

In general, while SCs were represented proportionately to their 
population overall at each employment level within central govern-
ment services, they were vastly overrepresented in the least skilled 
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occupational categories at the lowest employment level. In 2006, 
almost 60 percent of the sweepers in central government ministries 
were SCs (table 1.3), indicating that SCs are more likely to under-
take ritually unclean, manual work, although qualitative and small-
area studies indicate that this is changing in many places. Recent 
work suggests that there is also subtle stereotyping along caste lines 
in private sector hiring. New research establishes empirically that SC 
applicants face particular diffi culty in passing through the screening 
questions (such as those on family background) set up by prospec-
tive employers (Thorat and Attewell 2007; Jodhka and Newman 
2007).

Dalits also seem to have lower returns to education. Our report 
suggests that, while all men benefi t from education, Dalit men in 
rural areas who have completed primary education or postprimary 
education are less likely to be employed. This may perhaps refl ect, 

Figure 1.4 A Small Labor Market Transition among Dalit 
Men: Out of Casual Labor into Self-Employment
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fi rst, that all men with education in rural areas are penalized, second, 
that Dalit men feel these effects especially if they have postprimary 
education, and, third, that the growth of jobs in rural areas does not 
keep pace with the increase in the supply of educated Dalit men. In 
urban areas, while all men show a much higher likelihood of par-
ticipating in the labor force if they have education, the effects among 
Dalit men are not statistically signifi cant.

The wage differentials between Dalits and others are a testimony 
to the continued disadvantage of Dalits in the labor market. The 
infl uence of caste affi liation on wages is a much noted feature of the 
Indian labor market (see, for example, Banerjee and Knight 1985; 
Das 2006; Unni 2001). Kernel density plots of wages by social 
group in 2004–05 largely bear out the expectation that SC workers 
in regular jobs are less likely to hold the more well paying jobs. The 
distribution of regular wages for general caste workers lies to the 
right of the distribution for SC and OBC workers (fi gure 1.5). 
 Oaxaca-Blinder decompositions of wage differentials indicate that 
nearly 60 percent of the wage gap between SC and general caste 
workers is caused by unobserved factors or cannot be explained by 
human capital endowments.

Glass walls? Occupational segregation can explain much of the 
Dalit disadvantage in the labor market. The concentration of Dalits 
in casual work or in low-pay occupations compared with other 
groups is linked to relative differences in educational level, but this 
is only part of the story. Das and Dutta (2008) propose the notion 
of glass walls, whereby occupationally slotted castes cannot leave 
their traditional trades or jobs. Castes are clustered around occupa-
tions, whether by choice or compulsion. Microlevel studies, for 

Table 1.3 The Representation of Dalits in  Government Jobs, 
2006
percent
Group SCs
A 13.0
B 14.5
C 16.4
D (excluding sweepers) 18.3
Sweepers 59.4
Average across groups A–D, excluding sweepers 24.3
Average across groups A–D, including sweepers 15.6

Source: Calculated from data of Ministry of Personnel, Public Grievances, and 
Pensions (2009).

Note: Data pertain to central government services as of January 1, 2006 and exclude 
two ministries. Group A indicates the highest level, and Group D, the lowest.
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instance, point to the possibility that small-scale Dalit entrepreneurs, 
especially in rural areas, are being prevented from moving out of 
caste-based occupations into self-employed ventures through social 
pressures and ostracism (Thorat 2007). There is also a possibility 
that people may not want to leave their caste networks because they 
may be advantageous in responding to new opportunities (Munshi 
and Rosenzweig 2005; Kishwar 2002).

The issue of Dalit entrepreneurship has been in the national dis-
course for some time. Despite impressive microlevel studies of Dalit 
entrepreneurship, the national data do not seem to capture a shift into 
self-employment. It is also likely that the national data of the NSS date 
back to 2004, while changes that we are unable to capture may have 
taken place in the last six or seven years. Using the 61st round of 
the NSS, we fi nd that Dalit men seem, overall, less likely to have their 
own enterprises, but self-employment is rare among most men in 
India, and the hurdles for small (often household) enterprises are 
well documented, most recently by Kishwar (2002) and Nilekani 
(2008). It seems that, in rural areas, Dalit men have a huge disad-
vantage in self-employment. This could be caused as much by the 
fact that self-employment is rare in rural areas and that, where it 
exists, it may be ancillary to agriculture, and Dalits typically do not 
own land. Equally, however, rural Dalit men have fewer social net-
works and less access to credit, markets, and raw materials than 

Figure 1.5 Wage Differentials between Dalits and Others 
Are Higher in Salaried Work than in Casual Work

a. Regular workers b. Casual workers
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their urban counterparts. In a study on Dalit entrepreneurship com-
missioned for this report, Jodhka and Gautam (2008) fi nd that, while 
those who venture into nonfarm activities are able to circumvent 
caste norms, signifi cant barriers exist in accessing networks, particu-
larly social networks that would enable access to credit. Poor access 
to networks refl ects in national data as well. Only 12 percent of SC 
households had access to three contacts in the formal sector in 2005 
compared with 26 percent among forward caste households (see 
chapter 3, fi gure 3.6).

There are cracks in the glass walls, but relative disadvantages 
remain. In sum, we fi nd evidence of subtle changes in education out-
comes and the labor market among the Dalits, particularly Dalit men. 
However, these changes appear to be mostly cracks in the glass wall. 
Mobility among the Dalits is constrained largely because of the poor 
initial conditions Dalits face (for instance, lack of assets and poor 
access to markets).

In Summary

• There has been some convergence in education outcomes, par-
ticularly in postprimary education, between Dalit and non-SC/
ST men. However, while the advance has been impressive, Dal-
its still lag behind because of their low starting points. Dalit 
women, in particular, do worse, faring only marginally better 
than Adivasi women.

• Dalits are slightly more likely to participate in the labor mar-
ket. However, they remain largely in casual jobs. Over time, 
there has been only a slight shift away from casual labor into 
nonfarm employment among men. More Dalit women, how-
ever, seem to be withdrawing from the labor force, perhaps on 
account of more education or social mobility.

• The picture that emerges in the employment options for edu-
cated Dalit men is more complex. In rural areas, education 
mostly hampers the employment opportunities for Dalits, 
mainly because there are few regular salaried jobs available. In 
urban areas, too, the combined effects of caste and education 
indicate that SC men have fewer chances (relative to other 
groups) of exiting casual labor and moving into regular salaried 
jobs if they have postprimary education. This may be a corol-
lary of an increasing supply of educated SC men over time, 
thereby creating a system of job rationing among SCs, who 
cannot compete in the nonreserved salaried job market.

• The wage differentials between Dalits and others are a testi-
mony to the continued disadvantage of Dalits in the labor mar-
ket. Differences in access to occupations—or glass walls—are 
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an important determinant of the wage gap. Recent research 
suggests that there is subtle caste-based stereotyping in private 
hiring.

• In addition to new economic opportunities, Dalit solidarity 
movements and affi rmative action policies have helped the Dal-
its claim political space. In this, they have been more successful 
than other excluded groups.

Women

While gender per se is a relational category, and men are arguably 
disadvantaged along some indicators in some areas (for example, 
health and mortality), our report focuses on women—who, in India, 
are an excluded category—in major development outcomes and pro-
cesses.5 Female disadvantage is well documented and fi nds its ratio-
nale, as does the caste system, in Hindu law books (Deshpande 2002). 
It plays out in several spheres of economic and social life: women’s 
lower labor force participation and wages relative to men, poorer 
health and education outcomes, less voice in the political or general 
public arena, and less access to markets. In an infamously Indian 
pattern, we fi nd that, in terms of sex ratios, India lags behind many 
countries at the same income level. This represents stark testimony of 
female disadvantage and the disincentive for parents to have daugh-
ters, although there may be evidence of an incipient turnaround in 
some parts of India (Das Gupta, Chung, and Shuzhuo 2009). Yet, 
when girls and women do survive, they do better today than did the 
girls and women of the generation of their mothers, which is another 
way of saying that key indicators of gender equality are improving if 
one discounts the “missing women” (Sen 1992). The absolute levels 
of the indicators, however, continue to be poor, especially for Dalit 
and Adivasi women, who suffer from multiple disadvantages.

Chapter 4 focuses on select outcomes among women. In particu-
lar, it addresses women’s survival disadvantage both in childhood and 
in their reproductive years, as well as some of the processes, such as 
marriage, that mediate women’s access to markets, services, and 
spaces. In addressing women’s voice and agency, the chapter also 
looks at an oft-omitted variable: women’s vulnerability to violence or 
threats of physical harm in the home and outside the home. It cor-
relates the likelihood of experiencing violence with a number of 
human development outcomes among women and their children.

Women: Main Findings

India has made substantial investments in human development, and 
the changes are evident. Today, most Indian families would not be able 
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to identify with the anachronistic Laws of Manu, which laid down the 
lower status of women. Indian women are now much more visible in 
public spaces and in positions of authority; fertility rates in several 
states are now below replacement levels and are similar to levels in 
developed countries; contraceptive prevalence is much higher than 
even a decade ago; and maternal mortality, while at stubbornly high 
levels across South Asia except in Sri Lanka, is showing a decline that is 
greater in India than in other countries. Also, there seems to be evi-
dence of an incipient turnaround in reported son preference at least in 
some parts of India.

Yet, the roots of gender inequality are still strong and affect a 
range of outcomes among women. Despite the strides in education 
and health, many outcomes are worse in India than in neighboring 
Bangladesh and relative to some other countries at a similar income 
level. The Human Development Index brings this to public attention 
annually. Female disadvantage is most starkly apparent in the lower 
survival chances of infant girls compared with infant boys. India and, to 
a lesser extent, Nepal are the only two countries in which the sur-
vival rate among infant girls is lower than the rate among boys 
(fi gure 1.6). Declines in mortality rates overall have occurred more 
slowly in India than in Bangladesh and Nepal. Finally, the rate of 
progression of girls through to secondary school is much lower in 
India than in Bangladesh, although the latter spends a smaller pro-
portion of gross domestic product on education (Das 2008). But, as 
in other areas, in gender inequality, too, India is highly heteroge-
neous and Adivasi, Dalit, and Muslim women tend to show much 
poorer outcomes than other women. There are also large regional 
variations in most of these indicators.

Adverse child sex ratios in many Indian states have received con-
siderable attention, but is there evidence of an incipient turnaround? 
The strong preference for sons among Indian families plays out in 
the neglect of daughters and, over the last few decades, in the selec-
tive abortion of female fetuses. This has led to massive outrage; 
Amartya Sen (1992) famously drew attention to the missing women 
in China and India. Das Gupta, Chung, and Shuzhuo (2009) draw 
comparative evidence from the Republic of Korea to show that the 
fertility preference for sons is declining and that this may well be 
followed by better childhood sex ratios in some parts of India, which 
could be on the cusp of a turnaround. Similar evidence is provided 
by John et al. (2008), who have carried out research in some of the 
districts with the poorest childhood sex ratios in India.

At the core of this preference for sons seems to be a number of 
cultural practices, including the taboo against receiving fi nancial 
help from daughters or considering daughters as old age insurance. 



Figure 1.6 Only in India and Nepal Is Infant Mortality Higher among Girls than among Boys
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Together with high dowry rates, this implies that daughters are per-
ceived as a net loss in economic terms. In such a scenario, the easy 
availability of technology that detects the sex of the child allows 
families to abort female fetuses. However, not all states fare so badly. 
Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Kerala, and West Bengal show better indi-
cators. In Haryana and Punjab, the sex ratios are so adverse that 
there is now a shortage of marriageable women, and families with 
sons have to import daughters-in-law from across the country and 
across caste lines. Whether these trends will have longer-term conse-
quences is yet to be determined (Kaur 2004).

Despite many positive demographic outcomes among women, 
childbearing remains a high-risk event. Indian women face a 1 in 70 
risk of dying in childbirth. This falls at the high end of the global spec-
trum, and other comparators have much better outcomes. For instance, 
Chinese women face a 1 in 1,400 risk of maternal death, while the risk 
among Vietnamese women is 1 in 280. Within India, there is consider-
able variation across states, and some have done worse than others 
over the fi rst few years of the new millennium. Assam, Bihar, Chhat-
tisgarh, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, Rajasthan, Uttaranchal, 
and Uttar Pradesh together accounted for about 65 percent of all 
maternal deaths in 1997–2003 (Registrar General 2006). Childbear-
ing is entangled with many cultural factors such as the early age of 
marriage, which, combined with poor access to health care, may be 
responsible for large numbers of maternal deaths. The government is 
cognizant of the slow pace of decline in maternal mortality overall, 
and the National Rural Health Mission has put in place several inter-
ventions to address the issue (Registrar General 2006).

Less than half of Indian women receive complete antenatal care, 
and 60 percent of all childbirths take place at home. A majority of the 
women who give birth at home feel it is not necessary to deliver in a 
formal medical facility. The public health system has agonized over the 
low demand for maternal health services; cultural and behavioral fac-
tors have been blamed (see Basu 1990). Medical practitioners often cite 
ignorance as the reason for the poor outcomes among women (Khan-
dare 2004). It is true that, among the women who gave birth at home, 
a majority felt that to give birth in a medical facility was not necessary 
(see chapter 4, table 4.3). However, the low demand for health care 
may also be triggered by gaps in supply, the inability to reach a 
health center in the moment of need, and the lack of information on 
whether the health centers would be open.

Violence could be one of the omitted variables that explains why 
many women do not access reproductive health services. According 
to the 2005 NFHS, over one-third of Indian women reported that they 
had experienced spousal violence at some point, and about one-fourth 
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had experienced violence in the previous year. Violence against women 
is a marker of extreme inequality in gender relations, and addressing 
the problem has an intrinsic value because it has important implica-
tions for human rights, but addressing it also has an instrumental value. 
Nearly 81 percent of the women who reported that they had never 
experienced violence also said that they had received antenatal care; in 
contrast, only 67 percent of those who had experienced violence had 
received antenatal care. At the multivariate level, after controlling for 
wealth quintile, educational levels, and other background character-
istics, one fi nds that the experience of spousal violence increases the 
odds of non–live births, lack of antenatal care, lack of iron supple-
ments and tetanus shots before delivery, stunting among children 
under the age of 5, and diarrhea for the last child to be born in 
families (fi gure 1.7). Our report also highlights the fact that access 
to land, assets, and education among both men and women and 
campaigns to change attitudes that condone violence could go a long 
way to addressing the prevalence of spousal violence.

The labor market is one of the most important sites of gender 
inequality. Women’s visibility in the high-end urban labor market in 
India is much greater today than it was a decade ago, but this is far 

Figure 1.7 The Experience of Violence Is Associated with 
Worse Outcomes among Women and Their Children
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from representing a trend that may be considered general. Female 
labor force participation rates have remained low; only 40 percent 
of women are employed in full-time work (NSS 2004–05). The stag-
nation in female labor force participation is driven mainly by rural 
areas; urban areas have seen a 7 percent increase, from 20.3 percent 
in 1993 to 21.8 percent in 2005. There is also considerable diversity 
by state and by caste and tribal status. Women in the more rapidly 
growing regions where the norms of female mobility are more lib-
eral, such as the south and west, are much more likely to be employed 
than are women in the central states. Similarly, SC and ST women 
participate more in the labor force out of necessity; the latter mostly 
take up self-employment in agriculture, while SC women undertake 
casual labor.

Entry into the labor market, rather than wages, is the critical 
marker of the employment trajectories of Indian women. This is 
because most Indians do not work for wages anyway, and self-
employment is the default option where it is economically feasible. 
Casual labor is the option of last resort. In a pattern peculiar to India 
and much of South Asia, education lowers the likelihood that women 
will participate in the labor force. Two arguments have been articu-
lated to explain the low labor force participation of Indian women. 
The fi rst is a supply-side argument according to which the supply of 
secure well-paid jobs for educated women is low. Hence, educated 
women, who also belong to the higher socioeconomic strata, prefer 
to opt out of the labor force rather than accept low-status (manual) 
jobs. The second is a demand-side argument that rests on the cul-
tural mores and values of status and seclusion in the region; this may 
prevent higher-status households from allowing women to work or 
demand jobs. Family honor in most parts of India, for instance, 
requires that women be restricted to the home, thus affecting the 
ability of women to work outside the home (Chen 1995).

Muddy waters: an income effect or a discouraged worker effect? 
The literature on women’s labor force participation, particularly in 
developed countries, indicates that women’s employment decisions 
are often contingent upon the employment status and earnings of hus-
bands (see Cohen and Bianchi 1999). Das (2006) fi nds that the educa-
tion and wages of husbands do lower the probability of employment 
among women. Moreover, after controlling for the incomes of hus-
bands, one fi nds that women’s postprimary education shows a positive 
correlation with women’s labor force participation. In fact, it takes the 
form of a “U,” with high labor force participation among uneducated 
women, the lowest labor force participation among women who have 
completed primary education, and rising labor force participation 
among women with postprimary education.
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Thus, women with higher education may perhaps stay out of the 
labor force because of an income effect, but this conclusion is muddied 
by the lack of jobs that these women would want to take. In the absence 
of regular salaried jobs, the only options available to educated women, 
especially in rural areas, are low-status, low-paying manual work, such 
as work on family farms or work as petty vendors, domestic servants, or 
day laborers. In the face of such unsuitable employment opportunities, 
households decide to withdraw female labor if there are other earning 
members. (If women are household heads, they are more likely to be 
employed.) Because educated women are usually married to edu-
cated men and are likely to have some fi nancial resources, they stay 
out of the labor force instead of accepting poorly paid jobs as casual 
wage  workers.

Inequalities in wages and opportunities are an additional disin-
centive for women to work. While wages have risen in the aggregate 
for all over the last 10 years or so, lower wages among women com-
pared with men are an added disincentive for women to work outside 
the home. Women’s nominal weekly wages are, on average, 71 percent 
of men’s wages in regular salaried work and 56 percent of men’s wages 
in casual work (NSS 2004–05). Oaxaca-Blinder decompositions con-
ducted on the wages of male and female casual workers in Bangladesh 
and India indicate that unobserved factors account for over 70 percent 
of the difference in wages (Das 2006; World Bank 2008). Of these unob-
served factors, a large proportion are likely to be accounted for by dis-
crimination. Low and unequal wages and the concentration of these in 
agricultural labor and in “female” occupations are added disincentives 
for women to work outside the home.

Counting aspirations: Indian women clearly want to work out-
side their homes. One of the explanations for women’s low partici-
pation in the labor market is that they would prefer not to work, 
given the pervasive culture of seclusion, especially in states where 
women’s employment rates are low (see Das 2006). We fi nd quite 
the reverse in women’s responses to the question in the NSS about 
why they did not work outside the home. Over 89 percent of the 
women are doing only domestic work say they are obliged to do so. 
One-third say they would accept paid work, in addition to their 
household duties. Clearly, their household responsibilities are para-
mount, but the majority say they would like regular part-time jobs 
in, for example, dairying or tailoring. Of these, almost 60 percent 
cite the lack of fi nance and credit as the most important constraint 
on fi nding the work they desire (table 1.4). Further analysis using 
2005 NFHS data suggests that less than 40 percent know about the 
existence of credit facilities; of these, only 10 percent had actually 
applied for the credit. To a large extent, this may explain why women 
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are so poorly represented in nonfarm employment and why they are 
transitioning so slowly out of agriculture.

Voice and visibility can change the outcomes among women. 
Data of the 2005 NFHS indicate that, at home, women do not have 
much voice in major decisions. For instance, they are least likely to 
participate in decisions about major household purchases and more 
likely to participate in decisions regarding their own health care or 
visits to their own families. Mandatory legal provisions reserving 
seats in legislatures for women have enabled women’s participation 
in public spaces. However, the evidence on whether this has helped 
improve outcomes among a majority of women is mixed.

One of the factors that hinders women’s visibility and voice is the 
threat of physical harm and lack of security outside the home. 
Threats to women’s security also infl uence the ability of women to 
access markets and services and claim spaces for themselves. This is an 
area in which policy can have a huge effect. Making public spaces 
safe for women is a major step forward in enhancing women’s access 
to these spaces.

In Summary

• Women today are doing better than their mothers’ generation 
along a range of outcomes that include health, education, voice 
and visibility, and, to an extent, participation in the urban labor 
market.

• There are large inequalities among states in most areas of wom-
en’s status and gender equity.

Table 1.4 Three in Five Women Cite Lack of Credit as a 
Reason for Not Doing the Work They Want
percent
What do you need to facilitate the work you want? Share
Nothing 4.24
Finance and credit 58.50
Raw materials 3.68
Assured markets 7.58
Training 15.63
Accommodation 0.87
Other 9.50

Source: Staff calculations based on the 61st NSS round, 2004–05.
Note: The sample consists of women who are currently doing household chores, 

but who say they would also like to do market work.
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• Poor access to reproductive health means that too many women 
die unnecessarily in childbirth.

• Violence against women is a strong correlate of a number of 
poor outcomes among women and their children.

• Despite a period of dramatic economic growth, labor force par-
ticipation rates among women virtually stagnated from 1983 
to 2004–05. This is driven especially by rural areas.

• Heterogeneity across social groups is pronounced, and espe-
cially Dalit and Adivasi women are left out of nonfarm self-
employment.

• Women appear to be stuck in farm-based employment; a major 
reason why they are not transitioning into nonfarm self-
employment is their poor access to credit facilities.

• Over time, women’s voice and agency both in the home and in 
public have increased, but the extent to which this has impacted 
aggregate outcomes is unclear even at the local level.

Common Themes

This report has several common themes and messages, as follows:

• First, it shows that, while growth has touched everyone, it has 
not done so equitably; traditional hierarchies have remained 
stubborn against growth. In the aggregate, STs appear to have 
done more poorly than other groups; they show the slowest 
pace of improvements in a range of areas.

• Second, although caste seems to be reinventing itself in response 
to economic opportunities and is far from a static stereotype, 
we fi nd that SCs are still held back by, among other factors, 
their initial disadvantage and lack of social networks.

• Third, female disadvantage in India persists despite high rates 
of economic growth. Women are dying unnecessarily both in 
infancy and in motherhood; the outcomes are poorer among 
Dalits and Adivasis.

At its root, exclusion can be explained by inequality in opportuni-
ties, inequality in access to markets (for example, labor and credit), 
and inequality in voice and agency. Voice and agency have played 
out in different ways among all three groups (Adivasis, Dalits, and 
women), but are particularly salient drivers of exclusion. For 
instance, violence against women is not merely a variable that 
explains some of the poor outcomes; it is also a mechanism of 
 control. Among the Adivasis and, in the past, the Dalits, militancy 
has represented a form of voice and assertion.
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India is not alone in grappling with serious challenges in reaching 
its most excluded populations. In other countries as well, this chal-
lenge is a formidable one. An Inter-American Development Bank 
report on Latin America states that “inclusion is not just about 
changing outcomes, but crucially about changing the processes that 
produce and reproduce exclusionary outcomes” and that “in order 
to make normative changes effective, institutions must change the 
ways in which they operate, hire employees, and enforce laws and 
regulations. This in turn materializes as changes in the implementa-
tion of programs and policies” (Márquez et al. 2007, 14).

The Indian Constitution has set the stage for almost unparalleled 
affi rmative action and other forms of positive actions. These have 
been translated into laws, programs, and procedures. Yet, the com-
bination of identity politics, the infl exibility of the systems that seek 
to promote inclusion, and the attendant poor implementation have 
resulted in patchy impact, affecting some groups more than others. 
To describe the real challenge is to state a truism: the implementation 
of policies and the reform of institutions are the key to ensuring that 
economic growth becomes more equitable.

Notes

 1. Coined by anthropologist Oscar Lewis, the term ‘culture of poverty’ 
refers to a unique value system of the poor. It was Lewis’s belief that the 
poor are socialized into believing they deserve to be poor, leading to low 
aspirations, low effort and inability to escape poverty.

 2. For instance, improvements in antenatal care have been particularly 
slow among OBC women.

 3. See http://www.tribal.nic.in/index.asp.
 4. The Hindu hierarchy is said to have evolved from different parts of 

the body of Brahma, the creator of the universe. Thus, the Brahmans, who 
originated from the mouth of Brahma, undertake the most prestigious 
priestly and teaching occupations. The Kshatriyas (from the arms) are the 
rulers and warriors; the Vaishyas (from the thighs) are traders and mer-
chants; and the Shudras (from the feet) are manual workers and servants 
of other castes. Below the Shudras and outside the caste system, the lowest 
in the order, the untouchables, engage in the most demeaning and stigma-
tized occupations (scavenging, for instance, and dealing in bodily waste).

 5. It is acknowledged, however, that male-female differences along a 
range of indicators need to be considered, and more so if one is thinking of 
designing interventions to lessen the gender gap.
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2

Adivasis

There has been a systemic failure in giving the tribals a stake 
in the modern economic processes that inexorably intrude into 
their living spaces. The alienation built over decades is now 
taking a dangerous turn in some parts of our country.

Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
Chief Ministers’ Conference on Implementation 

of the  Forest Rights Act
November 4, 20091

Adivasi deprivation surfaces in many stark forms. In recent years, 
the government and civil society have been preoccupied with the 
militancy in Adivasi areas, but the prior literature in India on Adi-
vasis is rich and has been of two kinds. The fi rst is a body of anthro-
pological and historical writings the authorship of which goes back 
to the British era. These writings capture the immense diversity of 
Adivasi life and the exchanges of Adivasis within their communities 
and with the outside world. The second is a body of activist writings 
that focus on the manner in which Adivasis have been excluded, 
particularly the large-scale displacement of Adivasis from their tra-
ditional lands and forests, as infrastructure development, mining, 
and industry have proceeded apace. There is also a body of admin-
istrative reports that bring out the challenges of working in Adivasi 
areas. Quantitative empirical work that focuses specifi cally on Adi-
vasis is more diffi cult to fi nd. For the most part, Adivasis are bunched 
with Dalits in the omnibus term “SC/ST” (that is, Scheduled Castes/
Scheduled Tribes). In other empirical work, the “ST variable” is 
often a control and rarely discussed in much depth.

How are Adivasis excluded? This is a question often asked by 
those who conceptualize exclusion in India in terms of ritual purity 
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and pollution and tribals [Adivasis] do not face ritual exclusion, at 
least not universally, in the same way as Dalits do. However, if exclu-
sion is defi ned more broadly in terms of being “prevent[ed] . . . from 
entering or participating” or “being considered or accepted,” Adi-
vasis fi t squarely within the conception of excluded people.2 They 
are not alone in this because, elsewhere in the world, too, tribal 
peoples have been similarly excluded.

“Caught in a vastly enlarged and increasingly violent competition 
for choice natural resources, Native Americans struggled to adapt,” 
writes Cornell (1988, 64). “But indigenous economies were com-
ing to pieces and the alternatives were few: the process of disposses-
sion was also the process of exclusion.” There is a similar story 
among indigenous communities globally (see Hall and Patrinos, 
 forthcoming).

The processes of dispossession of Native Americans or of indig-
enous communities in Latin America were different: these were pro-
cesses of colonization. Yet, if we consider the words of Jaipal Singh 
Munda, this distinction may also be moot. Ramachandra Guha 
(2010), in an essay on the occasion of India’s 60th Republic Day, 
points to the widespread neglect of Adivasis and quotes Jaipal Singh 
Munda, a spokesman for tribal interests and himself a tribal. In a mov-
ing speech to the Constituent Assembly of India, which had met to 
proclaim India a democratic republic, Munda stated the  following:

Sir, if there is any group of Indian people that has been shabbily 
treated, it is my people. They have been disgracefully treated, 
neglected for the last 6,000 years. This history of the Indus 
Valley civilization, a child of which I am, shows quite clearly 
that it is the newcomers—most of you here are intruders as far 
as I am concerned—it is the newcomers who have driven away 
my people from the Indus Valley to the jungle fastness. . . . The 
whole history of my people is one of continuous exploitation 
and dispossession by the nonaboriginals of India punctuated 
by rebellions and disorder, and yet I take Pandit Jawaharlal 
Nehru at his word. I take you all at your word that now we 
are going to start a new chapter, a new chapter of independent 
India where there is equality of opportunity, where no one 
would be neglected. (Guha 2010)

The major difference between the SCs and the STs is that, while 
the former have lived among, but socially segregated from the 
mainstream through an elaborate ritually based ideology, the latter 
have been isolated physically and, hence, socially (Béteille 1991). 
In a global assessment of indigenous peoples, Hall and Patrinos 
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(forthcoming) fi nd spatial (or geographical) isolation to be the pre-
dominant explanatory factor for the exclusion of indigenous com-
munities in both China and India. However, the degree of isolation 
remains in question. Adivasis have distinct cultural and linguistic 
characteristics, but the cultural distance between them and the main-
stream has sometimes been overplayed by the development literature 
and in some administrative writings (Bunsha 2002). This distance, 
along with their spatial isolation, is often cited as the reason for 
Adivasi deprivation.

One of the starkest portrayals, full of symbols of tension between 
Adivasis and non-Adivasis, is Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi, a tribal 
woman tortured by servants of the state, emerging strong and defi -
ant from the oppression. Draupadi is more well known as Dopdi 
either because, as a tribal, she cannot pronounce her own Sanskri-
tized name or because the origin of the word Draupadi itself is tribal 
(Spivak 1981). The theme of tribal or pre-Aryan infl uence on the 
Hindu tradition is a recurrent one in historical writings, too (see, for 
instance, Thapar 1977). The cultural relationship between tribals 
and the mainstream is, again, not the direct subject of this chapter, 
although the developmental distance between the two is. As Ratna-
gar (2003, 18) writes, “Tribes are characterized not by this or that 
race, habitat or religious practice, but (in my understanding) by the 
bonding fabric of kinship and joint ownership of the natural resources 
from which they make their living.”

This chapter analyzes Adivasi deprivation through two outcomes, 
as follows:

 •  Poverty levels analyzed along three dimensions: absolute levels, 
changes over time, and comparison with other groups, notably 
Dalits

• Child mortality: trends and correlates

The primary analysis contained in this chapter is based on the 
National Sample Survey (NSS). The NSS allows trends in socioeco-
nomic indicators to be examined over three rounds conducted in 
1983, 1994–95, and 2004–05 and is considered one of the most 
reliable data sources for socioeconomic indicators in India. In 
addition, we report evidence on health indicators from two rounds 
of the National Family Health Survey (NFHS), 1998–99 and 
2005–06; we also reference a World Bank (2005) report that used 
the Reproductive Child Health Survey (RCH II, 2005) for Orissa. 
Background papers for this chapter have found their way into a 
global volume on indigenous peoples and the 2010 World Bank 
India poverty assessment (see Das et al. in Hall and Patrinos, forth-
coming; World Bank 2011). The chapter also draws heavily on 
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background papers prepared for this report by Burra (2008) and 
Das, Kapoor, and Nikitin (2010).

However, national-level data such as the NSS or the NFHS do not 
permit the analysis of tribal outcomes below the state level. In the 
case of STs, in states where they are a majority (such as in the north-
east) and where they have gained from education, their status is 
different from the status of STs living as marginalized minorities in 
the interior reaches of the central or western states. Therefore, 
region becomes an important factor in determining the status of STs. 
Similarly, there is substantial internal diversity among STs even 
within states, and culture, language, and food habits vary from one 
tribe to another. This makes it diffi cult to derive general conclusions 
(Oommen 1997).3

In addition, while the aggregate analysis for this chapter includes 
all STs, we include only Schedule V areas and not Schedule VI areas 
when we drill down to state-level analyses.4 The context in the latter 
(the northeastern states) is different and involves a range of institu-
tional and fi scal issues that exceed the scope of this diagnostic.5

Finally, the chapter discusses the possible roots of Adivasi depri-
vation. That land and natural resources are at the crux of Adivasi 
exclusion is a view well accepted in government and nongovernment 
debates alike (see, for instance, Government of India 2008). State 
control over forests during the colonial period meant that the tradi-
tional sources of livelihoods for STs became the property of the 
state. Having been communal owners of the forests, they became 
tenants, trespassers, and poachers (Baviskar 2004). Displacement 
has continued through India’s recent industrial boom, and the 10th 
Five-Year Plan notes that, between 1951 and 1990, 21.3 million 
people were displaced, of which 40 percent, or 8.5 million, were 
tribal people (Burra 2008; Government of India 2001). Only a little 
under one-fourth of those displaced were resettled (Government of 
India 2002).

Poverty and the Gap between Adivasis and 
 Non- Adivasis

We have noted India’s acclaimed success in terms of poverty reduc-
tion elsewhere in this report. In only two decades, the national pov-
erty rate was almost halved, from 46 percent in 1983 to 27 percent 
in 2004–05. Yet, to what degree did the STs benefi t from this general 
climate of improving living standards? This section presents detailed 
results on poverty among STs and the extent to which the welfare 
status of STs declined relative to that of other groups. The fi ndings 
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are sobering. They tell us that, while poverty has fallen for everyone, 
the decline has been slower among STs than among other groups. 
This has led to an increasing concentration of STs in the poorest 
wealth deciles.

While poverty rates have declined among STs since 1983, they 
have done so at a slower rate relative to the rest of the population. 
While less than half of all Indians (46 percent) and over half of SCs 
(58 percent) were below the offi cial poverty line in 1983, almost 
two-thirds of the ST population (63 percent) fell below the poverty 
line in 1983 (table 2.1). Over the period spanning approximately 
two decades to 2004–05, the STs recorded considerable progress in 
absolute terms: a higher proportion of the ST population (19.5 per-
cent) moved out of poverty compared with population groups in the 
general category (17.8 percent). However, because such large num-
bers of STs were poor to begin with (that is, the base was higher), 
the rate of poverty decline among STs was lower. The poverty rate 
among STs fell by 31 percent between 1983 and 2005, while SCs 
registered a decline of 35 percent. and the average decline for India 
was 40 percent. Thus, in 2004–05, almost half the ST population 
remained in poverty (44 percent), the level at which the average 
population had been 20 years previously. STs fared better in urban 

Table 2.1 In Terms of Poverty, STs Are 20 Years behind the 
Average Population 
percent

Social group 1983 1993–94 2004–05
% change, 
1983–2005

Rural
 ST 63.9 50.2 44.7 −30
 SC 59.0 48.2 37.1 −37
 Others 40.8 31.2 22.7 −44
 All 46.5 36.8 28.1 −40
Urban
 ST 55.3 43.0 34.3 −38
 SC 55.8 50.9 40.9 −27
 Others 39.9 29.4 22.7 −43
 All 42.3 32.8 25.8 −39
Total
 ST 63.3 49.6 43.8 −31
 SC 58.4 48.7 37.9 −35
 Others 40.5 30.7 22.7 −44
 All 45.6 35.8 27.5 −40

Source: Staff estimates based on Schedule 1.0 of the respective NSS rounds 
and offi cial poverty lines.
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areas than in rural areas, showing a lower poverty rate and steeper 
reductions after 1983.

If a relatively impoverished group registers slow progress in pov-
erty reduction, exploring changes in other poverty measures can be 
useful, particularly those measures that examine the poverty gap (the 
depth of poverty) and the severity of poverty.6 The depth and sever-
ity of poverty fell more rapidly than the poverty headcount rate 
(table 2.2), indicating that improvements were not confi ned only to 
those in the vicinity of the poverty line and that the extremely poor 
were also positively affected. However, as with the poverty head-
count rate, the depth and severity of poverty are greater among STs, 
and these indicators have declined more slowly among STs than 
among other social groups.

Relatively slower declines in poverty among the STs have meant 
an increase in the concentration of STs in the poorest deciles of the 
population. Table 2.3 draws from NFHS data and gives the distribu-
tion of STs across population deciles using a wealth index.7 The 
index is constructed

using household asset data and housing characteristics. Each 
household asset is assigned a weight (factor score) generated 
through principal components analysis, and the resulting asset 
scores are standardized in relation to a normal distribution 
with a mean of zero and standard deviation of one. . . . Each 
household is then assigned a score for each asset, and the scores 
are summed for each household; individuals are ranked accord-
ing to the score of the household in which they reside. (IIPS 
and ICF Macro 2007, 43)

Table 2.3 shows that STs in 1993 made up 22 percent of the total 
population in the poorest decile and only 1.7 percent of the popula-
tion in the wealthiest decile. By 2005, their share in the poorest 
decile had risen to 25 percent, signifying a widening wealth gap 
between STs and the rest of the population (table 2.3, fi rst three 
columns). Looking within the ST population, we fi nd that, in 1993, 
25 percent fell in the poorest wealth decile. By 2005, 30 percent were 
in the poorest decile (table 2.3, last three columns).

In sum, it is clear that not only are the STs poorer than any other 
group, they are also among the poorest. Their initial consumption 
levels are so far below the poverty line and they have such limited 
assets that gains made by them over the two decades to 2005 have 
not been suffi ciently substantial to allow them to catch up with the 
general population or even the SCs. Dubey and Verschoor (2007) 
arrive at similar fi ndings using income instead of consumption as a 
measure of welfare.8
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Table 2.2 The Depth and Severity of Poverty Have Declined More Slowly among STs than among Other 
Social Groups

Social group

Trends in the depth of poverty Trends in the severity of poverty

1983 1993–94 2004–05
% change, 
1983–2005 1983 1993–94 2004–05

% change, 
1983–2005

Rural
 ST 21.2 12.2 10.7 −50 9.5 4.3 3.7 −61
 SC 18.7 11.7 7.5 −60 8.2 4.1 2.2 −73
 Others 11.1 6.7 4.1 −63 4.6 2.1 1.1 −76
 All 13.6 8.4 5.5 −59 5.8 2.8 1.6 −72
Urban
 ST 17.4 12.4 10.9 −37 7.2 5.0 4.7 −35
 SC 16.8 14.1 10.4 −38 7.1 5.6 3.8 −46
 Others 11.0 7.2 5.2 −52 4.5 2.6 1.8 −61
 All 11.9 8.3 6.2 −48 4.9 3.0 2.2 −56
Total
 ST 20.9 12.2 10.7 −49 9.4 4.3 3.8 −60
 SC 18.4 12.2 8.1 −56 8.0 4.3 2.5 −68
 Others 11.1 6.8 4.4 −60 4.6 2.3 1.3 −72
 All 13.2 8.4 5.7 −57 5.6 2.8 1.8 −68

Source: Staff estimates based on Schedule 1.0 of the respective NSS rounds and offi cial poverty lines.
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These fi ndings need to be nuanced considering the highly unequal 
results across states. What is important and worrying is that, in 
states with signifi cant tribal populations (about 10 percent or more 
of the state’s total population), ST households exhibited poverty 
rates that were higher than the rates across the nation as a whole in 
2004–05 (with the exception of Assam; see table 2.4). The highest 
poverty rates recorded for tribal groups were in Orissa, where the 
tribal population registered a poverty headcount of 75 percent in 
2004–05, an increase of about 6 percent over 1993–94 levels. Trib-
als in rural areas in Orissa were particularly affected; among this 
group, poverty levels declined by only 13 percent compared with a 
decline of 44 percent among other groups (non-SCs/STs) in 1983–
2005. Tribals in rural areas in Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Madhya 
Pradesh, Maharashtra, and Rajasthan, too, recorded far lower 
declines in poverty relative to other groups.

The high correlation between poverty and tribal concentration 
plays out at the district level as well. A World Bank report (2008a) 
on lagging regions in India fi nds that poor infrastructure, which is 
otherwise a signifi cant explanatory variable of district-level poverty 
in lagging states, cannot explain poverty in rich states such as Guja-
rat. In the rich states, pockets of poverty largely overlap with 

Table 2.3 The Increasing Concentration of STs in the 
 Poorest Wealth Deciles, 1993–2005
index

Share of STs in population 
by deciles

Distribution of ST population 
across deciles

Deciles 1993 1998 2005 1993 1998 2005
Poorest
decile 0.223 0.217 0.251 0.253 0.245 0.297

2 0.132 0.148 0.167 0.149 0.167 0.198
3 0.106 0.118 0.120 0.120 0.134 0.142
4 0.108 0.123 0.081 0.122 0.139 0.096
5 0.099 0.091 0.065 0.113 0.102 0.077
6 0.081 0.061 0.048 0.091 0.069 0.057
7 0.052 0.052 0.037 0.059 0.059 0.044
8 0.035 0.035 0.031 0.040 0.039 0.037
9 0.030 0.031 0.027 0.034 0.035 0.031
Richest
 decile 0.017 0.015 0.017 0.020 0.017 0.021

Source: NFHS data.
Note: The wealth index is a factor score based on the ownership of assets.
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 signifi cant tribal presence, that is, the poorest districts in the rich 
states have a much higher proportion of STs (10 percent compared 
with a state average of 3 percent).

Results also vary by place of residence; on average, Adivasis in 
urban areas did better than those in rural areas. Figure 2.1 shows 
growth incidence curves for STs in rural and urban areas, indicating 
the growth rate in expenditures between 1993–94 and 2004–05 at 
each percentile of the expenditure distribution. In urban areas, in a 
pattern similar to that of other social groups, richer STs registered 
higher expenditure growth than poorer STs. This may perhaps refl ect 
a situation in which a few elite among the STs had access to and 
benefi ted from reserved jobs, while a signifi cant proportion served 
as manual labor in construction projects (see box 2.3 elsewhere 
below). Table 3.4 in chapter 3 shows that, among Adivasi men who 
are self-employed in nonfarm jobs, an overwhelming 60 percent are 
in professional or managerial occupations. It is important to note 
that only a little over 8 percent of Adivasi men are in nonfarm jobs 
to start with and that these are clearly people who may have acquired 
upward mobility over several generations of education and move-
ment out of rural areas. In public employment, too, while it is often 
not possible to fi nd qualifi ed ST candidates even to fi ll the reserved 
quotas, some tribes tend to dominate in higher-level public sector 
jobs. There is anecdotal evidence that the Meena tribe holds a large 

Table 2.4 Trends in Poverty Incidence in States with a High 
Proportion of Adivasis
percent

State

1983 1993–94 2004–05

STs All STs All STs All
Assam 48.5 41.5 40.9 41.4 12.3 20.5
Gujarat 58.5 33.0 30.9 24.1 33.1 17.0
Madhya
 Pradesh 71.6 50.4 60.4 41.7 57.5 38.2
Maharashtra 63.1 44.3 53.1 36.8 54.2 30.6
Orissa 86.2 66.3 70.9 48.7 75.2 46.6
Rajasthan 63.0 38.6 44.5 27.5 32.2 21.4
Jharkhand 73.5 59.6 67.7 55.4 53.4 42.1
Chhattisgarh 58.7 50.5 53.1 44.4 53.8 41.0
All India 63.3 45.6 49.6 35.8 43.8 27.5

Source: Staff estimates based on Schedule 1.0 of the respective section of NSS 
rounds and offi cial poverty lines.

Note: The states shown had an Adivasi population of 10 percent or more in 1983, 
excluding the northeastern states.
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Figure 2.1 Consumption Growth among Urban STs Was 
Highly Skewed with Bigger Gains Near the Top of the 
Distribution
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share of these higher-level public sector jobs in Rajasthan, where 
many of them live, but also at the all-India level.

The Survival Disadvantage: Mortality among Adivasi 
Children

Yes, how many deaths will it take till we know
That too many children have died?

Adapted from Bob Dylan, “Blowin’ in the Wind,” 19629

Every monsoon season, the Indian media are rife with stories of 
child deaths in tribal areas, which are frequently reported as malnu-
trition deaths. Kalahandi District in Orissa, for instance, has been a 
metaphor for starvation because of press reports dating back to the 
1980s. The Melghat area in Maharashtra has similarly surfaced in 
the press, especially during the monsoon when migrant Adivasis 
return to the villages to fi nd empty food stocks in their homes 
(box 2.1). This is followed by public outrage, sometimes by public 
interest litigation, and often by haggling over numbers (see Bunsha 
2002). And, so, the saying in Maharashtra that sums up the apathy 
of the political and administrative elite at the local level goes, “nehmi 
yeto pavsala” (“the monsoon comes every year”) (Das 2001). This 
section documents the stark disadvantage of tribal children com-
pared with children in other social groups.

Child deaths in tribal areas typically cluster around periods of 
seasonal stress such as periods of drought, when household food 
supplies are low and employment dries up (as in Rajasthan), or during 
the monsoon (as in Maharashtra), when access to remote communi-
ties is broken (see Prabhu 1992). Public interest law suits have been 
fi led on behalf of families that have lost their children, and state 
governments have been repeatedly directed by the courts to take 
remedial action.10 The government’s response to the excess mortality 
among tribal children is to state that the deaths are not due to mal-
nutrition, but that poverty and ignorance are the causes (Khandare 
2004; Bunsha 2002; Bavadam 2005). Nonetheless, state govern-
ments have undoubtedly become more vigilant on this issue, though 
solutions are still ad hoc and in a crisis mode. For instance, during 
an emergency, large numbers of medical personnel are deployed to 
vulnerable areas, but, normally, absenteeism among doctors is 
endemic in rural and, especially, tribal areas. Additionally, the poor 
registration of births and deaths has meant that there is frequent 
haggling over the real numbers of deaths and of children otherwise 
affected (see Bang, Reddy, and Deshmukh 2002).
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While STs saw signifi cant gains in health indicators, some of which 
improved at rates that were more rapid than the population average, 
the gains were not suffi cient to bridge the gap between the STs and 
the rest. Under-5 mortality remains a stark marker of tribal depriva-
tion in India; nearly 96 tribal children die for every 1,000 live births, 
compared with an under-5 mortality of 74 per 1,000 for all India. 
Most child deaths among Adivasis are concentrated in rural areas 
and in the 1–4 age-group. These children make up about 12 percent 
of all children under 5, but account for 23 percent of all deaths in the 
1–4 age-group in rural areas. Dalit children account for about 22 
percent of all children under 5, but 28 percent of the deaths in the 
1–4 age-group. Among Other Backward Classes (OBCs) and general 
category children, the proportion of deaths is much lower than the 
representation of these groups in the under-5 population (table 2.5).

Box 2.1 Melghat: Years of Reporting Malnutrition

Melghat, a forested region in Maharashtra inhabited mostly by the 
Korku tribe, has long been a metaphor for starvation. It consists of two 
talukas (development blocks)—Chikaldhara and Dharni—in Amravati 
District. Every year, there are estimates of deaths on a large scale 
among tribal children (Menon 2009). Any attempt at understanding 
tribal deprivation in Melghat is incomplete without a historical account 
of the region. The major part of Melghat is covered by the Tiger 
Reserve (a buffer zone) and a reserve forest. Conversion of the forest 
in 1974 into a buffer zone to protect tigers has meant an occupational 
shift for the Korkus, who were traditionally gatherers of forest pro-
duce. This has precipitated problems in recent years. The government 
has banned the collection of products such as kendu or tendu leaves 
(Diospyros melanoxylon), which are used in the production of bidi, an 
Indian cigarette. The Korkus also have limited access to hunting and 
fi shing. The introduction of cash crops such as soybeans instead of 
local crops such as kodo (a type of millet grain) and savarya (a local 
crop used to produce a drink) has upset the balance of food security.

Some Korkus therefore migrate and then return during the mon-
soon to transplant rice and other crops on their subsistence plots of 
land. This is the time when household food stocks deplete rapidly, and 
cash for the purchase of food is scarce. The local administration, 
which is located far away in Chikaldhara and Dharni, has diffi culty 
responding to issues in a timely manner. Moreover, most line offi cials 
perceive the Korkus as ignorant people, selling their nutritious food 
such as tur (a bean) and gram (mung bean) for cash. To this, tribal 
people respond, “Do you think we don’t like to eat lentils? We sell 
them because we have to pay back loans from the landlord.”

Source: Khandare (2004).
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Most states with larger tribal populations (excluding the north-
eastern states) also have higher child mortality rates. While child 
mortality among STs is high (over 37 deaths per 1,000 live births for 
the cohort of children born in 2001–05), the numbers differ consid-
erably across states. Table 2.6 examines the geographic distribution 
of mortality rates among STs in India. Considering only states where 
STs account for 9 percent or more of the state’s population (at or 
above their share in the national population), we fi nd that there is 
signifi cant state-level variation in child mortality among STs (from 
8 deaths per 1,000 in Sikkim to 43 in Jharkhand).11 Four states–
Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, and Rajasthan—register child 
mortality rates greater than 39 per 1,000. However, these are also 
states that are inhabited by a large number of STs.12

These high levels of child mortality in states with larger tribal 
populations also bear out at the district level. Analyzing the health 
status of different social groups in Orissa, the World Bank (2006), 
for instance, found that infant mortality is directly proportional to 
the share of STs in the district (fi gure 2.2).

Tribal children are on a par with others at birth, but fall well 
behind by the time they are 5. Studies in other parts of the world 
also disaggregate mortality outcomes by race or ethnicity. Heaton 
and Amoateng (2007), for instance, document child mortality and 
child survival rates for different ethnic groups in South Africa and 
fi nd white children to have clearly the highest rates of survival. Gaps 
in mortality between black and white South African children tend to 
appear at early ages and widen as the children grow older. The pat-
tern of the mortality gap between STs and non-STs in India is curi-
ously different in that the former are on a par with their nontribal 
counterparts at birth, but are rapidly disadvantaged by the time they 
are 5 years old. This divergence is all the more striking if compared 

Table 2.5 Child Mortality among Adivasis Far Exceeds 
Their Relative Share in the Rural Population
percent

Social group
% of all children 

under 5
% of child (1–4) 

deaths
% of under-5 

deaths
SC 21.6 28.1 24.6
ST 11.7 23.0 13.9
OBC 41.8 35.5 39.6
Other 24.9 13.4 21.9
Total 100 100 100

Source: Das, Kapoor, and Nikitin (2010) based on 2005 NFHS data.
Note: The table refers to children born during the fi ve years prior to the survey in 

rural areas only.



Table 2.6 Child Mortality Rates among STs, by State, 2005
deaths per 1,000 live births

State Neonatal Postneonatal Infant Child Under-5
STs as %of state 

 population
Rajasthan 24.0 19.3 43.3 40.0 83.3 12.6
Sikkim 11.7 25.3 37.0 7.7 44.7 20.6
Arunachal Pradesh 32.4 23.9 56.3 26.0 82.3 64.2
Nagaland 12.7 18.8 31.5 17.3 48.8 89.2
Manipur 33.6 22.0 55.6 9.3 64.9 32.3
Mizoram 15.6 16.7 32.3 23.8 56.1 94.5
Tripura 23.8 40.1 63.9 11.6 75.5 31.1
Meghalaya 24.9 21.5 46.4 14.6 61.0 85.9
Assam 35.6 13.0 48.6 34.5 83.1 12.4
Jharkhand 52.1 25.3 77.4 43.0 120.4 26.3
Orissa 52.2 28.0 80.2 39.2 119.4 22.1
Chhattisgarh 44.0 22.8 66.8 30.8 97.6 31.8
Madhya Pradesh 50.2 25.2 75.4 41.6 117.0 20.3
Gujarat 29.5 38.8 68.3 28.5 96.8 14.8
Maharashtra 47.0 8.8 55.8 30.7 86.5 8.9

Source: Compiled by the authors.
Note: Only states with ST populations of 9 percent or above according to the 2001 Census; calculations based on NFHS-3 for the cohort 0–4 years 

of age.
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with SC children, who also face disadvantages. From the neonatal 
to the infant period, ST children in rural areas have a lower chance 
of dying than SC children. However, between the ages of 1 and 4, 
they start to lag behind and register much higher mortality than SC 
children (fi gure 2.3).

Table 2.7 shows the diverging hazard functions for STs and non-
STs. During the fi rst year, the probabilities of survival of STs and 

Figure 2.2 The District-Level Relationship between Infant 
Mortality and the Concentration of STs
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Figure 2.3 Adivasi Children: Lower Risk of Dying at Birth, 
but Greater Risk by Age 5
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non-STs do not differ signifi cantly, that is, there is no signifi cant dif-
ference in their infant mortality rates. However, during the second 
year, the gap in the chances of dying between Adivasi and non-Adi-
vasi children widens and becomes statistically signifi cant.

The initial parity in mortality outcomes between Adivasi children 
and others is perhaps related to the cultural and environmental prac-
tices, including birth spacing, feeding, and weaning, that the former 
follow (Maharatna 1998, 2000). These sustainable practices also 
seem to help if access to formal medical care for children and their 
mothers is diffi cult or costly. It is as tribal children grow up and are 
weaned, particularly in the age range of 1–4, that they face substan-
tially greater risk than children in other categories. This is also the 
age when, perhaps, formal medical care (for example, the proper 
and timely treatment of diarrhea and acute respiratory infections) is 
critical, and reliance on traditional mechanisms alone does not work. 
It is here that the chasm between the tribals and the rest begins to 
appear and widen.

Not all regions and tribes show the same patterns of diverging 
mortality rates between tribal and nontribal children with increasing 
age. Some studies report a higher infant mortality rate among tribal 
groups, while others show a distinct advantage among tribal groups 
over the nontribal population in the same location (Maharatna 
2005). For instance, a survey in Panchmahals District in Gujarat, the 
results of which were published in 1992 (Gujral, Chohan, and 
Gopaldas 1992), showed inordinately high rates of infant mortality 
among tribals and a declining tribal-nontribal differential with 
increasing age. While, in the aggregate, sex ratios among tribal chil-
dren are better than those among nontribals, this study found the 
reverse to be true in Panchmahals.

If one controls for poverty, does the tribal effect on mortality 
disappear? The answer is no. Our multivariate results, which are 
presented and discussed in Das, Kapoor, and Nikitin (2010), are in 
keeping with the trends described above. We fi nd that, even in the 

Table 2.7 STs and Non-STs: The Gap in the Relative 
Hazard Rate
Indicator Neonatal Postneonatal Infant Child Under-5
Relative hazard rate

Non-STs 1.01 0.98 0.99 0.92 0.98
STs 0.96 1.17 1.06 2.25 1.26

Test of signifi cance of difference
Wald chi2(1) 1.69 1.85 0.78 36.77 16.44
Pr>chi2 0.194 0.174 0.378 0.000 0.000

Source: Das, Kapoor, and Nikitin (2010) based on 2005–06 NFHS data.
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presence of controls, the disparity between STs and non-STs in terms 
of mortality rates is robust at older ages (1–4 and under 5). During 
the neonatal, postneonatal, and infant periods, ST and non-ST chil-
dren have more or less similar odds of dying. Yet, between the ages 
of 1 and 4 and, overall, under age 5, mortality trends among tribal 
and nontribal children diverge: ST children face much higher (more 
than two times higher) odds of dying than non-ST children.

This fi nding is striking for a variety of reasons. Most analyses 
lump all under-5 mortality together and fi nd that poverty status 
explains most of the differential in mortality among SCs and STs (in 
comparison with other social groups). A World Bank study (2007) 
in Orissa, for instance, fi nds that, while child and infant mortality 
rates are higher among the STs, this is largely a function of poverty 
(lower levels of income and assets), low levels of education, and the 
poor access and utilization of health services. This has been con-
fi rmed more recently by Sharma et al. (2009), whose analysis of the 
NFHS data for Orissa shows signifi cant disparity in the neonatal, 
infant, and under-5 mortality rates in the state according to tribal 
status, wealth, and education groups. These authors fi nd that the 
lowest and the second-lowest wealth quintiles (based on an asset 
index) experience the highest under-5 mortality (119 and 97 deaths 
per 1,000, respectively, compared with, respectively, 66 and 28 
deaths per 1,000 among children of families belonging to the top 
two quintiles). In other words, children in the poorest households 
are four times as likely to die before their fi fth birthday compared 
with children in the richest quintile. Finally, our own multivariate 
analysis using Reproductive Child Health Survey data (RCH II, 
2005) also fi nds that the effect of tribal (and Dalit) status disap-
peared once we controlled for wealth quintile (World Bank 2006).

In sum, the conventional narrative is that the higher mortality 
among tribal children is explained by the poverty status of these 
children. However, our analysis fi nds that, even after we control for 
wealth, tribal children show a higher likelihood of dying than their 
nontribal peers between ages 1 and 4. This comes through because 
we disaggregate the under-5 mortality rate into its age-specifi c con-
stituent parts. This fi nding has signifi cant policy relevance because 
it means that, more than socioeconomic status, the problem of high 
child mortality is explained by concentration in tribal groups. 
Addressing poverty alone therefore may not help. Unless interven-
tions reach these groups, India may not be able to meet its goal of 
reducing child mortality by two-thirds by 2015.

While there has been improvement among all children over the 
last decade or so, the child mortality rates among tribals in rural 
areas have nearly stagnated. In table 2.8, we look at changes in 



Table 2.8 Early Childhood Mortality Rates by Residence and Ethnicity among Different Cohorts, 2005
deaths per 1,000 live births

Indicator

Birth cohort 0–4 Birth cohort 10–14 Change (t2/t1−1), %

Overall Rural Urban Overall Rural Urban Overall Rural Urban
Neonatal mortality
 SCs 42.9 46.4 31.1 55.4 62.2 35.0 −23 −25 −11
 STs 41.9 43.3 28.3 66.5 68.3 45.8 −37 −37 −38
 OBCs 38.4 42.1 26.8 53.9 60.0 36.1 −29 −30 −26
 Other 35.2 38.9 28.2 40.5 45.9 30.8 −13 −15 −8
Postneonatal mortality
 SCs 20.8 22.7 14.3 26.2 29.0 18.0 −21 −22 −21
 STs 21.8 22.7 13.3 33.3 33.1 34.5 −35 −31 −61
 OBCs 17.2 17.6 15.5 24.9 26.4 20.8 −31 −33 −25
 Other 15.2 18.5 9.0 20.5 24.6 13.5 −26 −25 −33
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Infant mortality
 SCs 63.7 69.1 45.4 81.6 91.2 53.0 −22 −24 −14
 STs 63.7 66.0 41.6 99.8 101.4 80.3 −36 −35 −48
 OBCs 55.6 59.7 42.3 78.8 86.4 56.9 −29 −31 −26
 Other 50.4 57.4 37.2 61.0 70.5 44.3 −17 −19 −16
Child mortality
 SCs 23.6 24.5 20.6 33.4 37.9 19.9 −29 −35 4
 STs 37.9 40.2 16.4 39.4 40.3 29.5 −4 0 −44
 OBCs 15.2 18.1 6.5 23.6 26.9 14.2 −36 −33 −54
 Other 9.3 10.9 6.2 18.2 22.1 11.2 −49 −51 −45
Under-5 mortality
 SCs 87.3 93.6 66.0 115.0 129.1 72.9 −24 −27 −9
 STs 101.6 106.2 58.0 139.2 141.7 109.8 −27 −25 −47
 OBCs 70.8 77.8 48.8 102.4 113.3 71.1 −31 −31 −31
 Other 59.7 68.3 43.4 79.2 92.6 55.5 −25 −26 −22

Source: NFHS-3.
Note: The birth cohort is expressed in years preceding the NFHS-3.
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childhood mortality rates for different birth cohorts (by caste or 
tribe status). We compare the mortality rates among children born 
in 2001–05 (0–4 years old at the time of the fi elding of the NFHS-3 
survey) with the rates among children born in 1991–95 (the 10–14 
age cohort at the time of the fi elding of the NFHS-3).

The table reveals several interesting stylized facts. It suggests that 
the neonatal, postneonatal, and infant mortality rates declined among 
children in all groups. In fact, STs, especially those in urban areas, 
experienced the most dramatic reductions (in the range of 30 to 60 
percent) with respect to these mortality measures. Similarly, the neo-
natal, postneonatal, and infant mortality levels among SCs dropped 
considerably (the reduction in rates ranging from 11 to 21 percent). 
Driven by improvements in children’s survival to the fi rst birthday, the 
under-5 mortality rates also declined among all groups.

However, among STs and SCs (particularly STs in rural areas and 
SCs in urban areas), the change in child mortality has not kept pace 
with improvements in the other four mortality indicators. In fact, 
child mortality increased among the SC children in urban areas: with 
respect to 1991–95, SC children in cities or towns had a higher prob-
ability of dying between their fi rst and fi fth birthdays. Meanwhile, in 
rural areas, child mortality among SCs declined by over one-third.

Though there was no increase in child mortality among STs over-
all, there was a defi nite stagnation in rural areas. While signifi cant 
declines (44 percent) were recorded in child mortality rates among 
tribal children in urban areas, this needs to be qualifi ed by the fact 
that only small numbers of tribals live in cities and towns. Yet, over-
all, there is stagnation in child mortality among urban SCs and rural 
STs despite the government’s focused attempts to reduce child mor-
tality. Mortality among 1- to 4-year-olds in these groups has not 
responded to policy interventions, perhaps because a wider range of 
socioeconomic factors are affecting survival at this stage. Few stud-
ies document the need to differentiate between age-specifi c child-
hood mortality, and those that do are limited in scope to only a few 
specifi c tribes (for instance, see Kapoor and Kshatriya 2000).13 This 
reemphasizes the need to shift attention from infant mortality to 
child mortality as an indicator of tribal deprivation and tailor policy 
responses accordingly.

Other Processes Related to Higher Mortality among 
Adivasi Children

Tribal children are at much greater risk of malnutrition. Malnutri-
tion is widespread in India. Among all children, 48 percent exhibit 
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stunting, a defi cit in height-for-age that is a sign of long-term mal-
nutrition; 24 percent exhibit severe stunting; and 42 percent show 
signs of being underweight.14 Worse than the all-Indian fi gures are 
the outcomes among ST children: 53 percent are stunted; 29 percent 
are severely stunted; and 55 percent are underweight. The gap 
between ST children and children in other groups appears within the 
first 10 months after birth and persists, with some variations, 
throughout early childhood. The rise in severe wasting among ST 
children during the fi rst 10 months of life is particularly alarming 
(fi gure 2.4).

Microstudies on food insecurity among Adivasi households pro-
vide a contextual picture of the causes of chronic malnutrition. For 
instance, a 2005 survey of Adivasi areas in two Indian states found 

Figure 2.4 More ST Children Are Severely Stunted and 
Wasted within the First 10 Months of Birth, 2005–06
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that 99 percent of the sample Adivasi households faced chronic hun-
ger, one-quarter had faced semistarvation during the previous week, 
and not a single household had more than 4 of 10 assets from a list 
that included such basic items as a blanket, a pair of shoes, and a 
radio (CEFS 2005). Following reports of child deaths, there have 
been media reports of empty household food stocks, that may have 
led to high levels of malnutrition (see above). The least well off 
are the tribes that are not mentioned in the notifi ed list of STs. These 
“denotifi ed” tribes remain not only marginal, but mostly invisible in 
the national debate.

Are tribal children more likely to become sick as they grow older, 
and, so, more of them die? The answer is no. Contrary to expecta-
tions, tribal babies are not more likely to become sick because of 
diarrhea or respiratory disease, although they are more malnour-
ished than other children. However, they are much less likely than 
other children to receive treatment. Figure 2.5 shows that disparities 
remained in the treatment of illnesses among tribal children 3 years 
of age and below, compared with other children, although the inci-
dence of disease varied only slightly. The gap was more acute in the 
treatment of acute respiratory infections. Over 41 percent of ST 
children received no treatment for fever or cough as opposed to only 
27 percent among SC children, 28 percent among OBC children, and 
25 percent among children in other castes. In the case of the treat-
ment of diarrhea, OBC and ST children were less likely to receive 
any treatment; yet, in this case, too, the incidence of diarrhea is 

Figure 2.5 Tribal Children: Less Likely to Fall Sick with 
Cough or Fever, but Much Less Likely to Be Treated
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roughly the same across social groups. In sum, even though ST chil-
dren experience disproportionately higher levels of malnutrition, 
they do not experience much higher levels of the morbidity associ-
ated with common childhood ailments.15 This is a puzzle for it sug-
gests that malnutrition among tribal children alone cannot explain 
high child mortality rates (except through severe malnutrition). 
Clearly, therefore, the major story in the health and mortality of 
tribal children is not so much that they are malnourished and weak 
and become sick more often, but that they receive treatment less 
often.16 This fi nding has important policy implications for it suggests 
that, even as food security efforts must pick up to address malnutri-
tion, what is needed, urgently, is much better medical care to address 
common childhood ailments among tribal children.

Vaccine preventable diseases are an important proximate cause of 
mortality among children in all groups. There has been overall 
improvement in immunization coverage in India, but, as we docu-
ment here, while improvements have been larger in magnitude among 
tribals, the absolute proportions are still low, and gaps between 
tribal and nontribal children remain large, especially in rural areas.

We measure immunization coverage using two indicators: the 
breadth of coverage (percentage receiving any basic vaccination) and 
the intensity or quality of coverage (percentage receiving all basic 
vaccinations). Our analysis using NFHS data suggests that both 
indicators registered substantial improvement between 1992 and 
2005, especially among STs, thus narrowing the differential between 
tribal and nontribal populations (table 2.9). At the all-India level, of 
the 12- to 23-month-olds born to non-ST women in the 15–49 age-
group who have ever been married, the proportion that received any 
of the basic vaccines increased from 71 to 95 percent (a 34 percent 
increase). The corresponding increase among ST children was 53 
percent, from 58 to 89 percent. The intensity of coverage expanded 
more slowly: 23 percent for all India and 30 percent among STs.17 
The improvement was slower in rural areas, where most of the tribal 
groups are concentrated. This expanded coverage of immunization 
is perhaps responsible for the fact that tribal children and other 
children are at similar risk of becoming sick from certain causes.

Mothers of tribal children are much less likely to receive health 
care. While improvements occurred at a more rapid pace among 
tribal women than among other women, the low base from which 
the former started has driven the more rapid progress. Moreover, the 
gaps between tribal and other women on a range of indicators related 
to access to maternal health care continue to be wide (fi gure 2.6). 
For instance, the proportion of tribal women making antenatal visits 
or using contraception was lower than the population average or the 
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Figure 2.6 Mothers of Tribal Children Are Less Likely to 
Receive Health Care
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Table 2.9 ST Children: The Breadth of Immunization 
Coverage Improved, but the Intensity Expanded More 
Slowly
percent

Indicator

Urban Rural Overall

ST Other Total ST Other Total ST Other Total
All basic vaccinations (intensity)a

1992–93 36 51 51 24 32 31 25 37 35
1998–99 43 57 57 22 39 37 25 43 41
2005–06 52 58 58 30 40 39 32 45 44
Change 
 1993–2006 45 13 13 27 25 25 30 22 23
Any basic vaccination (breadth)b

1992–93 79 84 84 56 67 66 58 71 70
1998–99 85 95 95 75 86 85 76 88 87
2005–06 94 97 97 89 95 94 89 95 95
Change 
 1993–2006 19 15 15 57 41 43 53 34 35

Source: NFHS.
a. Children 12 to 23 months of age born to women 15 to 49 years of age who have 

ever been married.
b. Basic vaccinations include three rounds of polio (1–3) vaccine, three rounds of 

diphtheria-pertussis-tetanus (DPT 1–3) vaccine, tuberculosis (BCG) vaccine, and 
measles vaccine.
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average among women belonging to other social groups. Overall, 
almost 60 percent of all women and 80 percent of tribal women give 
birth at home.

The comparisons with SC and OBC women are particularly 
instructive. In the 2005 NFHS, 55 percent of tribal women reported 
that they had used contraception at some point, compared with 
63 percent of SCs, 62 percent of OBCs, and 65 percent for all 
India (fi gure 2.6). In comparison with SC and OBC women, a 
relatively smaller proportion of ST women reported three or more 
antenatal visits (40 percent, compared with 44 percent among SC 
women and 48 percent among OBC women). ST women were also 
less likely to receive prenatal care from doctors. Only one-third 
received such care in 2005, compared with the population average 
of 49 percent. Worse, the proportion of ST women to receive such 
care actually declined marginally from 1998 levels (from 35 to 
32 percent).

Medical practitioners and others often link poor health outcomes 
among tribals to lack of demand or ignorance. Nagda (2004) doc-
uments the reluctance of tribal women to accept modern treatment. 
Using his research in Rajasthan, he describes how about 86 percent 
of tribal births in the state occur at home, and over three-fourths 
are conducted by untrained dais (traditional midwives) or other 
personnel largely because antenatal care is not accepted and is not 
considered necessary or customary in tribal societies. The decision 
about the nature of the treatment is taken at the community level 
(mostly by traditional healers known as bhopas) based on tradi-
tional health care systems. However, the evidence of Adivasis not 
accepting modern treatment is patchy. Duggal (1990) showed that, 
even 20 years ago, Adivasis in Dhule did not use traditional systems 
of medicine and that bhagats (holy persons) were almost nonexis-
tent. He also found that Adivasis had complete faith in allopathic 
systems of medicine. However, the rate of utilization of public 
health services is higher if a community health worker is present. 
Because the health workers are Adivasis, they tend to be used more 
by Adivasis. Also, where health workers are active, the rate of uti-
lization of all levels of the public health system rises. Thus, from 
the study, it appears that there is mistrust of the public health deliv-
ery system rather than of the allopathic system. The migration of 
tribals during the lean season to cities and towns makes the task of 
surveillance for antenatal care, immunization, and growth moni-
toring among children even more diffi cult. It is therefore likely that 
low demand for health or nutrition may also be triggered by gaps 
in supply (Bharat, Patkar, and Thomas 2003; Pallavi 2004; Suchitra 
2005; see also box 2.2).
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Metaled roads penetrated only the fringe, as far as the foot of 
the hills. All communication beyond that point was by earth 
roads. There was no wheeled traffi c, except for a few bicycles 
owned by some prosperous residents.

Cited in Hunt and Harrison, The District Offi cer in India, 
1930–1947 (1980)

The remoteness of tribal habitations creates problems in service 
delivery and monitoring. The words above seem to describe many 
of today’s tribal hamlets, but they are actually the words of offi -
cers of British India who were based in the Agency Tracts in the 
early part of the last century. (British offi cers in tribal areas were 
known as agents and reported directly to the governor-general of 
Madras.) The inability of service providers to reach tribal areas 
and of tribals to reach services was a consistent theme in the devel-
opment and administrative literature on India during the British 
period.

Because tribals live in hamlets that are much smaller than the 
typical revenue villages, connecting them by a road network has 
proven extremely challenging.18 The new rural roads program, the 
Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana, includes a large allocation to 
connect those areas that have been left out. In tribal areas, it uses 
relaxed criteria and permits the connection of communities or hab-
itations that have populations of 250 or more, but it gives prece-
dence to those villages that have populations of 500 or more (unless 
they fall within the 34 Naxal-affected areas).19 However, tribal 
areas are mostly sparsely populated, and many tribal hamlets have 

Box 2.2 Mistrust Is a Barrier to Adivasi Access to 
Health Services

“Korku women have to be taught everything about taking care of 
children. . . . They don’t know how to take care of or feed children. 
When a child eats dogs, and cats eat with him, and the mother does 
nothing. . . .”
Non-Adivasi woman, Dharni Block, Amravati District, Maharashtra

“Many times, a sick child is taken to the health center and doesn’t 
become better, but dies there. There is no use in taking a child to the 
health center.”
Korku woman, Dharni Block, Amravati District, Maharashtra

Sources: Government of Maharashtra, UNICEF, and WHO (1991).
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a population below 250. In Rajasthan alone, there are 591 uncon-
nected tribal habitations, each with a population below 250 (Gov-
ernment of Rajasthan 2009). In Orissa, after the implementation of 
the current phase of the rural roads program, 1,049 habitations with 
a population of 1,000 and 1,662 habitations with a population of 
500 will still have to be covered. The number is even larger for 
unconnected habitations of 250 or more.

The issue of tribal remoteness has been underscored in a number 
of recent studies, which highlight that this factor accounts for a large 
part of the structural disparities between STs and others (see Kijima 
2006). A longitudinal study in tribal-dominated Bolangir District in 
Orissa found, for instance, that villagers took young children to the 
hospital only if the condition of the children was critical, given the 
diffi culty with transportation (poor roads) and the expenditure asso-
ciated with hiring a vehicle. They also identifi ed giving birth as a risk 
because mothers could not reach health centers because of inade-
quate road access, particularly during the rainy season (van Dillen 
2006). Remoteness also affects the construction of facilities; Baner-
jee and Somanathan (2007) fi nd that, between 1971 and 1991, fewer 
education and health facilities were available in parliamentary con-
stituencies with ST concentrations.

W. H. Christie, an imperial civil service offi cer in 1928–47, wrote 
as follows while he was district commissioner in Chittagong Hill 
Tracts:

I was compelled to become a kind of witch doctor or medicine 
man. These villages were several days’ march from the nearest 
hospital or dispensary and wherever I camped, the villagers 
brought their sick for me to cure. (Hunt and Harrison 1980)

Even where health centers exist, absenteeism is high. There are 
two issues with absenteeism. The fi rst is that vacancies in health 
departments are high in tribal areas. Second, even if medical person-
nel are assigned to these areas, they either do not appear because they 
take leave, or, even if they do appear, they are often not found at the 
health centers. Doctors and technical staff fi nd tribal areas diffi cult 
as family stations because of the poor infrastructure, and few states 
have a sustainable personnel policy for placing medical personnel in 
these areas (Rao 1998). Placements in tribal areas are often perceived 
as punishment postings that are assigned to nonperformers. Several 
states have instructed district administrations and health depart-
ments to recruit local women as auxiliary nurse midwives and 
accredited social health activists. However, in the remoter tribal 
pockets, there are often no women with even the minimal educational 
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qualifi cations necessary to serve in these positions. As a result, the 
positions either remain vacant or are fi lled by nontribal, nonresident 
providers. Some nongovernmental organizations, such as the Society 
for Education Action and Research in Community Health, have 
innovated by giving uneducated tribal women training in basic health 
care management for common ailments and for the newborn, but this 
is far from the norm, and the absence of adequate personnel contin-
ues to be a binding constraint on the delivery of health services in 
tribal areas. Perhaps in tribal areas more than anywhere else, the idea 
suggested by Lant Pritchett (2008)—that the Indian state has strong 
head, but little control over its trunk—has the greatest relevance.

There have been a number of successful initiatives in both the non-
governmental and the public sectors to improve access to services in 
many tribal areas.20 Studies from around the world suggest that the 
adaptation of health services to the culture of the benefi ciaries (for 
instance, by recognizing the importance of traditional medicine) leads 
to better outcomes. Yet, the most well-known efforts have often been 
small, resource-intensive ones, making scaling-up a challenge. What 
K. Sujatha Rao, the current secretary of the Ministry of Health and 
Family Welfare, expressed in writing about health services among trib-
als in Andhra Pradesh in 1998 holds true today, over a decade later:

The state’s inability to provide a credible and feasible health 
care system that is accessible and affordable is indicative of the 
system failure in an important area of concern. . . . Even while 
tribal areas are the biggest challenge and most diffi cult to han-
dle, unfortunately, experimentation is most in this area. So 
long as policy is “building and doctor oriented” there is little 
hope of any substantial improvement in the health status of the 
tribals. But then in the kind of planning process we have in the 
country, how do people get onto the agenda? How does policy 
become people oriented and be insulated from the infl uences 
of various interest groups: contractors, physicians, pharmaceu-
tical industry, bureaucrats, foreign donors? Till an answer is 
found to these questions, this bungling will continue and the 
tribals will have to continue to pay the price. (Rao 1998)

Land and Natural Resources: A Central Role in 
Explaining Tribal Deprivation

Land and forests are the mainstay of tribal livelihoods. A large pro-
portion of ST men in rural areas (44 percent) report that they are 
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self-employed farmers. However, the productivity of tribal agricul-
ture is low: it is mostly rainfed hill cultivation undertaken with 
limited resources. Even where horticulture is plentiful, poor market-
ing and transportation make tribal agriculture an unviable income-
generating enterprise. The relationship of STs to land is not restricted 
merely to subsistence cultivation. It extends to their dependence on 
natural resources for livelihoods and for food security (Saxena 
1999). Over time, nonetheless, the average landholding has declined 
more rapidly among STs than among other groups. Table 2.10 
shows that average landholdings declined among all rural house-
holds from 1983 to 2004–05, but that they declined sharply among 
STs. This refl ects the alienation of STs from their traditional lands. 
This alienation explains, to a large extent, the poor outcomes among 
tribals. Besides loss of housing and land, the loss of control over 
their jal, jungle, and zameen (water, forest, and land) has alienated 
STs from public schemes, affected their traditional food practices, and 
forced them to migrate to cities to work under harsh conditions.

The welfare of STs is also dependent on the access of STs to non-
timber forest products. About 60 percent of India’s forests lie in the 
187 tribal districts covered by Schedules V and VI of the Indian 
Constitution (MOEF 2003). Estimates on Orissa indicate that over 
one-fi fth to one-half of the annual incomes of tribal households are 
derived from nontimber forest products (NTFPs). Many NTFPs have 
a high value. The debate over kendu leaves, for instance, is a heated 
one. Tribal rights activists allege that the state and middlemen are 
working to keep the tribals’ share of the profi ts small. Thus, Vasund-
hara (2006) reports that the wages of kendu leaf pickers as a propor-
tion of the total value of sales are much lower in Orissa compared 
with Andhra Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh. Orissa has devolved the 
procurement and marketing of 69 NTFPs to gram sabhas (village 
assemblies in which each village resident is a member). However, 
the lack of capacity among the gram sabhas in these areas has meant 
that middlemen may have benefi ted more than tribal people.

Table 2.10 The Average Landholding in Rural Areas
hectares
Year STs SCs Non-SCs/STs
1983 2.16 0.89 1.72
1993–94 1.37 0.53 1.19
2004–05 0.99 0.37 0.86

Source: Calculations based on NSS data.
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The marketing of NTFPs has been taken over by the public sector, 
but this has led to a reduction in prices because many buyers have 
opted out. The ineffi cient government machinery has led to delayed 
payments, and widespread corruption has allowed contractors to 
continue making profi ts at the expense of tribals (Burra 2008). Sax-
ena (2004, 2) explains as follows:

On paper the state agencies have worked with multiple objec-
tives: to collect revenue; to protect the interests of the tribals 
as sellers; and to satisfy the confl icting demands by industry 
and other end-users. In practice, a hierarchy of objectives 
developed: industry and other large end-users had the fi rst 
charge on the product at low and subsidized rates; revenue was 
maximized subject to the fi rst objective which implied that 
there was no consistent policy to encourage value addition at 
lower levels; tribals and the interest of the poor [were] rele-
gated to the third level.

According to the Panchayats Extension to the Scheduled Areas 
Act (PESA) discussed elsewhere below, the gram panchayats (local 
governments) and gram sabhas are the owners of NTFPs, but the 
forest departments maintain that villages do not have control over 
reserved forests because these are outside village boundaries, and 
PESA is therefore not applicable to them. This is a legal issue, and 
even the two relevant ministries in the government of India, the 
Ministry of Environment and Forests and the Ministry of Rural 
Development, hold different views about the applicability of PESA 
to reserved forests and about the inclusion of kendu (or tendu) and 
bamboo (high-value products) among the NTFPs to be controlled by 
the panchayats (Saxena 2004).

In spite of Government’s intention to bring development to the 
people, development interventions do at times create undesir-
able consequences.

Orissa Resettlement and Rehabilitation Policy, 2006

Tribal lands have been alienated from tribals for a variety of rea-
sons, and large infrastructure has led to large-scale displacement and 
discontent. With the increase in the number of large infrastructure 
projects, the relationship of tribals with the land has been translated 
into a relationship with development more generally. The issue of 
land alienation has spearheaded massive movements (that include 
both tribals and nontribals), particularly against the acquisition by 
the state of land for development. For example, the movement 
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against the Sardar Sarovar Dam on the Narmada River has been a 
watershed of sorts: it brought environmental activists and tribal 
rights activists together in a strong critique of a development para-
digm perceived as exploitative of tribals.21

While other groups have also suffered, tribals comprise a large 
proportion of those displaced by infrastructure projects, far in excess 
of their proportion in the population. Ekka (2000) notes that, in 
Jharkhand, nearly 90 percent of those displaced by various projects 
(such as dams) between 1951 and 1995 were tribals. Displacement, 
in turn, leads to what Shah (2007) calls a “logjam of adverse condi-
tions” for those affected: productive assets and income sources are 
lost; people fi nd themselves shifting to a new area and a new pattern 
of economy with which they are least acquainted; community sys-
tems and social networks are weakened; and cultural identity, tradi-
tional authority, and the potential for mutual help are diminished 
(Beck 2009).

Tribal land is also vulnerable to private transactions. Private 
transactions have contributed to tribal deprivation (see von Fürer-
Haimendorf 1982). Over time, tribal lands have been “usurped” or 
“alienated,” according to the Planning Commission, as:

non-tribal outsiders who converge into these areas corner both 
land and the new economic opportunities in commerce and 
petty industry. The incomplete rehabilitation of the displaced 
tribals has further compounded their woes as they are pushed 
into a vortex of increasing assetlessness, unemployment, debt 
bondage and destitution. (Government of India 2002, 458)

Tribal indebtedness is one of the main causes of land alienation. 
In his research on the reasons for the displacement of tribals in Mad-
hya Pradesh, Mander (2002) discusses how tribal people borrow at 
usurious rates from moneylenders to fi nance consumption. However, 
to service their high-interest debt, several of the borrowers borrow 
again from government banks. The cycle of indebtedness eventually 
ends in tribal borrowers seeking permission to transfer their land to 
the government to repay the government loan. Some tribals who are 
unable to pay their debts join the ranks of bonded labor, an extensive 
practice in the Mahanadi Valley (for details, see Roy 2002; see also 
box 2.3).22 A major reason for borrowing from private sources is the 
poor network of government banks in remote tribal areas. According 
to the India Human Development Survey, only 10 percent of Adivasi 
women had individual or joint bank accounts in 2005, only about 
one-third the proportion among non-SC/ST/OBC women (Desai et 
al. 2010).
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Finally, tribals may also lose land to nontribals through marriage 
or fraudulent means or to contractors and lenders through the recov-
ery of loans given to the tribals. In her research on the Santhal tribe 
in Jharkhand, Rao (2005) reports how illegal lease arrangements 
with local contractors have caused several Santhals to give up their 
land to the contractors for stone quarrying. In many states, the issue 
of counterfeit ST certifi cates has sensitive political ramifi cations. 
Despite the publicized Supreme Court case of Madhuri Patil, who 
fraudulently received an ST certifi cate that identifi ed her as Mahadeo 
Koli (an ST) when, in fact, she was a Hindu Koli (OBC), there con-
tinue to be similar cases.23 In recent years, Orissa has been rife with 
allegations that non-STs have obtained ST certifi cates and thereby 
usurped ST lands and obtained other advantages.

It is imperative to note that the fraudulent sale or transfer of 
property and forcible eviction take place although most states pro-
hibit the sale of tribal land to nontribals (or permit it only with 
the consent of a competent authority). There may be several rea-
sons for this. For instance, while the sale of land by tribals is 
prohibited in tribal or scheduled areas, the acquisition of land is 
permissible for development projects, which creates a contradictory 

Box 2.3 Distress Migration among Adivasis

A survey in 2004 found that nearly 80 percent of Adivasis in rural 
Maharashtra migrated to cities for four to six months each year. 
A majority worked under harsh and hazardous conditions in stone 
quarries, brick kilns, salt pans, and excavation and construction sites 
and as casual laborers. One report in the salt commissioner’s records 
in the state estimates that nearly 90 percent of all workers employed 
in salt pans in Raigad, Sindhudurg, and Thane districts were Adiva-
sis. Most were distress migrants. Some were picked up by contractors 
from tribal villages as bonded laborers in exchange for distress loans 
to pay for emergencies such as sudden illnesses. Lump-sum wages 
were fi xed through thar (an oral agreement) between the laborer and 
contractor and paid at the end of the season after advances had been 
deducted. Despite exploitation, the Adivasis preferred the assurance 
of thar to the insecurity of working as daily wage laborers. In the 
latter case, they assembled in fi xed spots (nakas) in urban centers 
for work and were often paid less than the mandatory minimum 
wage. There were also instances of contractors disappearing at the 
time of payment. Cases were seldom fi led in labor courts because this 
required the tribal laborer to travel back to the original site of work 
numerous times to pursue the case.

Source: Bulsara and Sreenivasa (2004).
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situation, whereby smaller contractors and landowners are able to 
evict tribals in the garb of inconsistent policy.

Legislation prevents Adivasi land from being alienated, but this 
can be a double-edged sword. It may mean that tribals cannot sell 
their land to nontribals even if they wish to, but that landgrabbing 
can continue regardless. There are several ways in which this can 
happen: through fraud by contractors and lenders (see above) under 
the garb of recovering loans from tribals, through marriage and the 
subsequent sale or transfer of land by tribals to nontribals, through 
the forcible eviction of tribals by nontribals or public authorities, 
and through the conversion of tribal land from communal to indi-
vidual ownership (Government of India 2006).

Furthermore, the law does not cover tribals living outside 
scheduled areas, and these people also face eviction as often (if not 
more often) than tribals in scheduled areas. In any case, a large 
majority of tribals can claim only nominal ownership of their land 
because there are no land records or titles to prove their owner-
ship. This makes eviction relatively easy. Thus, while the govern-
ment allots land to tribals under various schemes, substantive 
ownership is not given. In a study of more than 8,000 cases of land 
dispute following land reform in 316 villages in Madhya Pradesh, 
Ekta Parishad, a nongovernmental organization working in the 
state, found that nearly 85 percent of the disputes had arisen 
because of the inability of the land allottees to take control of the 
land or because the land had not been transferred to the rightful 
cultivators (Ekta Parishad 2002). About 87 percent of the cases 
involved Adivasis and Dalits. Moreover, litigation around land 
issues is heavily weighted against the tribal poor, “most of whom 
despair and are pauperized before the almost unending legal battle 
reaches its conclusion” (Mander 2002, 97). This suggests that 
even measures such as land reform may not help unless ownership 
is secured through land records and is proven for all purposes of 
implementation.

There are various legal safeguards for tribals, but implementation 
has been diffi cult. The government is cognizant of the issue of tribal 
rights over land and forests. While land reforms have been a key 
objective since independence, other legislation has also been in place 
to protect tribal land and prevent alienation. One of the most impor-
tant pieces of legislation in the last decade has been PESA.24 Appli-
cable to Schedule V areas, PESA gives special powers to gram sabhas 
in a bid to enhance the voice of tribal groups in development. In 
particular, PESA seeks to strengthen the voice of gram sabhas on 
issues related to mining leases and infrastructure development in 
tribal areas. PESA is unique in that it is in consonance with customary 
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laws and, rather than on revenue villages, focuses on tribal hamlets 
on the basis of culture. Most states have amended their gram 
panchayat legislation to make it compatible with PESA; attendant 
rules have been passed; and monitoring is under way. However, it is 
widely believed that PESA has not been implemented in spirit. In 
particular, a tension has been noted between the functions of the 
gram sabha and the functions of the gram panchayat (see Saxena 
2004; Upadhyaya 2007).

Recently, the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest 
Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006, known variously 
as the Forest Rights Act or the Tribal Rights Act, recognizes the 
preeminent rights of tribals over forest land and guarantees them 
access to forests and forest produce. Associated with these rights are 
responsibilities whereby the tribals must ensure the sustainable use 
of forests and conserve biodiversity. However, many of the provi-
sions of the law contradict the Indian Forest Act and even PESA. 
Moreover, published rules have diluted in many ways the spirit of 
the law. For instance, while the law provides that forest dwellers 
have rights over water resources and may undertake fi shing, the 
published rules do not address this issue. Confusion also remains on 
critical aspects of implementation, for example, on who has overrid-
ing powers in case of disputes between the gram sabha and gram 
panchayat and various other aspects of the rights over forest lands 
and forest produce.

Both PESA and the Tribal Rights Act fundamentally question the 
power relations between Adivasi and non-Adivasi areas and pur-
port to transfer greater power to the former. However, tribal rights 
activists and scholars widely believe that the stage for tribal depri-
vation was set during colonial rule and the state control exercised 
over forests and other resources at the time. The Land Acquisition 
Act, 1894; the Forest Act, 1927; and the Wildlife Protection Act, 
1972 were all major vehicles for this approach because they estab-
lished a state monopoly over any land not having an individual 
patta (individual property) (see Menon 2007; Baviskar 1994; Rao 
2003; Sharan 2005). The institutional mechanisms set in place to 
implement these acts and the ethos that has passed into the postco-
lonial period make it diffi cult to implement the new legislation 
asserting tribal rights.

As large-scale mining has become more pervasive, the tripartite 
relationship among tribals, the government, and mining companies 
has also become more tense. A large share of valuable mineral-rich 
lands is in tribal areas, and, although PESA requires consultation 
with gram sabhas before mining leases are granted, consultation 



adivasis 71

does not imply clearance. So, gram sabhas, at best, perform a safety-
valve function. The large-scale protests against major mining com-
panies by tribals in the case of Vedanta Alumina in Kalahandi and 
TISCO in Kalinganagar in Orissa are examples in the long history 
of resistance to mining. However, tribals do not have a blanket 
objection to all mining.25 They usually want environmental sustain-
ability to be ensured and to receive adequate benefi ts from the min-
ing activity (see World Bank 2008b).

If benefi ts of development, particularly large industry or mining, 
are shared more equitably and if tribals are involved in the process 
of decision making, the solution will be more sustainable. The 
landmark Supreme Court judgment, Samatha v. State of Andhra 
Pradesh, 1997 (known as the Samatha judgment) has laid out the 
contours of benefi t sharing in mining.26 The judgment describes the 
tension between the rights of the state and the state’s responsibili-
ties to citizens, tribals in particular, in the exploitation of mineral 
resources. Its conclusion is clear: the state has the right to exploit 
mineral wealth, but the state also has the duty to safeguard the 
interests of tribals who reside in mineral-rich areas. It also lays out 
a framework for sharing the benefi ts of mining between private 
companies and citizens, with the state acting as facilitator and 
enforcer.

The literature on benefi t sharing in the context of extractive 
industries focuses primarily on the manner in which revenues accru-
ing from mining are managed and put to use in benefi t-sharing 
arrangements. These arrangements usually involve the establishment 
of funds from a portion of the royalties and other revenues. The 
Orissa example in this context is a unique one. Because the royalties 
from mining in India are collected by the state government, but 
belong to the central government, Orissa has tried a novel experi-
ment by setting up a periphery development fund to which mining 
companies contribute, in addition to taxes and royalties. Interna-
tional evidence suggests, however, that setting up funds from mining 
profi ts (or revenues) and using them for the development of the areas 
from which they accrue is by no means an easy task; many states in 
India have realized this. A recent review of such instruments shows 
the importance of the governance and accountability framework, 
strong local institutions, and the proactive role of the government as 
the key drivers of success. In particular, the involvement of citizens 
even before leases are granted and the continuing representation and 
voice of citizens in the decisions related to the funds are key to ensur-
ing effective functioning and management of perceptions of local 
residents (Fischer 2005).
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Adivasi Deprivation Is Tied Up with the Limited 
Voice of Adivasis

While SCs and STs have faced political disadvantages, the former 
have been more effective in coming together as a pan-India group 
and claiming political representation. SCs benefi t from nationally 
well-known political parties and leaders who can represent their 
claims in the wider political system. In contrast, in no state of 
India, with the exception of the northeastern states, are Adivasis 
in a majority.27 Because tribals live in isolated areas and their num-
bers form a small proportion of state populations, they are unable 
to infl uence the political agenda. States such as Chhattisgarh and 
Jharkhand, which were carved out of Bihar and Madhya Pradesh 
to secure tribal rights, have nontribal populations of more than 60 
percent. There is little incentive for mainstream political parties to 
address tribal issues given the insignifi cant share of tribals in the 
populations (Guha 2007; Xaxa 2001). Tribals can infl uence elec-
tion results in only a few isolated districts or, perhaps, a few remote 
villages where they form the majority. Thus, the concerns of STs 
remain marginal in the national context. According to Xaxa 
(2001), the absence of a political party to represent tribals and the 
absence of a charismatic leader have also contributed to the rela-
tive neglect. For all these reasons, the formal political system has 
not helped bring voice to the tribes. The fact that hardly any trib-
als occupy positions of power is itself a refl ection of the situation 
of tribals.

Protest movements among tribal groups have a long history. 
Spontaneous tribal uprisings against the state occurred before the 
British period, and each such confl agration was an assertion of the 
cultural and political identity of tribals, as well as a claim on natural 
resources. A Planning Commission report links movements since 
independence and the militancy that accompanies them squarely 
with the underdevelopment and marginalization of STs (Govern-
ment of India 2008). Two such movements have culminated recently 
in the creation of Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand, states based on tribal 
identities. However, it is not clear whether political parties based on 
Dalit and OBC identities have improved the welfare of their poorest 
supporters, and the status of the poorest tribals in the new states is 
also controversial.

In this chapter, we reach the following conclusions:

 •  During a period of relative prosperity in India, poverty rates 
have declined much more slowly among STs than among other 
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groups, and they have declined particularly slowly in states that 
have large proportions of tribals.

 •  Health outcomes among STs, while indicating more rapid prog-
ress in some respects relative to the rest of the population, are 
still poor. Convergence with other groups has occurred in only 
a small number of areas, notably in immunization coverage.

 •  Excess mortality among tribal children continues to be the 
starkest marker of tribal disadvantage. It has roots in a number 
of complex processes involving the general exclusion of STs.

 •  While a number of laws and programs are in place to address 
the special disadvantages of STs, implementation is poor.

 •  The low voice of tribals in decision making and the alienation 
of tribals from land and forests are central to their continued 
exclusion from progress and development.

This chapter suggests three factors that lie at the root of Adivasi 
deprivation. First, Adivasis are traditionally dependent on land and 
forests, but many have been removed from their lands and forests. 
Second, the political leadership that speaks for Adivasis arises, for 
the most part, among non-Adivasi elites and has limited voice in 
effecting power sharing between the state and Adivasi areas, which, 
many feel, is the ultimate solution to Adivasi deprivation. Recently, 
de Haan and Dubey (2005) have hypothesized, in the context of 
Orissa, that severe caste, tribal, and regional disparities are related 
to the lack of voice among excluded groups and the lack of account-
ability by the ruling elites with respect to excluded groups. This is 
somewhat of a truism, but the articulation of this hypothesis is 
widely accepted and usually ensconced in the language of exploita-
tion and marginalization associated with Adivasis issues (see, for 
instance, Government of India 2008).

Finally, while the response of the Indian government to the vul-
nerability among STs has been proactive and has included a mix of 
constitutional measures, legislative enactments, programs supported 
by earmarked funds, and quotas in public employment and publicly 
funded education, the major problem has been implementation. To 
enforce its far-reaching instruments, the state must simultaneously 
afford a measure of de facto autonomy and self-rule to Adivasis. The 
intent of the government seems to be to achieve this. Yet, two prob-
lems arise. The fi rst is the broader political issue that, to hand over 
power to some, one must take power from others. The elites who 
hold power fi nd that letting go of power is diffi cult. The second 
related point is that the state hesitates to transfer power to areas, 
institutions, and people who lack the capacity to implement such 
complex programs and laws. This is a classic conundrum in Indian 
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policy circles. Do you wait for capacity to be built before you trans-
fer power, or do you gradually transfer power so that it builds capac-
ity? The Indian states are at different points in this power-sharing 
arrangement, and much seems to depend on the movements from 
below that wrest power. The most extreme form of attempting to 
wrest power is the widespread Maoist movement that claims to 
articulate the demands of Adivasis militantly.

Unfortunately, it is not always clear what tribals themselves would 
like, that is, how much they want to protect their traditional ways 
versus how much they want to integrate with the mainstream and 
share the fruits of material progress in the country. Tribal perspec-
tive, if at all visible, is revealed in microstudies that are not represen-
tative of all tribal groups. More discussion of tribal aspirations and 
problems from the tribal point of view is needed, rather than an 
examination of such issues through the lens of objective measures 
developed by policy makers, the bureaucracy, or civil society.

These fi ndings resonate with the views expressed in the Planning 
Commission’s expert group report on extremism in tribal areas, 
which points out that the failure of governance in tribal areas can, 
to a large extent, be explained as follows:

Overwhelmingly large sections of bureaucracy/technocracy 
constituting the delivery system come from landowning domi-
nant castes or well to do middle classes, with their attachment 
to ownership of property, cultural superiority, purity-pollution 
governed behaviour and a state of mind which rationalizes and 
asserts their existing position of dominance in relation to oth-
ers. This infl uences their attitudes, behaviour and performance. 
As it happens, the politics has also been aligned with this social 
segment, which constitutes the power structure in rural and 
urban areas since colonial times. It is this coalition of interests 
and social background that deeply affect governance at all lev-
els. (Government of India 2008, 19)

Notes

 1. See http://pmindia.nic.in/speech/content4print.asp?id=842.
 2. The quoted defi nitions of exclusion are drawn from Encarta Online 

Edition.
 3. Oommen (1997) argues that variation both across and within societ-

ies is important for understanding ethnicity.
 4. Schedule V of the Indian Constitution identifi es special privileges for 

those areas where the majority of the population belongs to STs. Schedule VI 
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is different in that it applies special privileges to tribals who reside in the 
northeastern states. While tribes in the northeastern states represent less 
than 20 percent of the total ST population, these states have been isolated 
from the development process mainly because of the geographical and cul-
tural isolation of these areas.

 5. In some respects, such as education, tribes in these states do rela-
tively better. Mizoram, for instance, has the second highest literacy rate 
among all states in India, after Kerala, based on 2001 Census data.

 6. The poverty gap or depth of poverty is also referred to as the FGT 
P1 index. It measures the average distance between household consumption 
and the poverty line. Poverty severity or the FGT P2 index measures the 
severity of poverty, accounting for the fact that, under FGT P1, an income 
transfer from two households beneath the poverty line would register no 
change in the index.

 7. Specifi cally, the “wealth index is based on the following 33 assets and 
housing characteristics: household electrifi cation; type of windows; drinking 
water source; type of toilet facility; type of fl ooring; material of exterior walls; 
type of roofi ng; cooking fuel; house ownership; number of household members 
per sleeping room; ownership of a bank or post-offi ce account; and ownership 
of a mattress, a pressure cooker, a chair, a cot/bed, a table, an electric fan, a 
radio/transistor, a black and white television, a color television, a sewing 
machine, a mobile telephone, any other telephone, a computer, a refrigerator, 
a watch or clock, a bicycle, a motorcycle or scooter, an animal-drawn cart, a 
car, a water pump, a thresher, and a tractor.” (IIPS and ICF Macro 2007, 43)

 8. Using a panel data set for rural India for the period 1993–94 to 
2004–05, Dubey and Verschoor (2007) fi nd that Adivasis are still substan-
tially poorer than upper castes. They earn about half as much income as the 
latter, are more likely to be chronically poor, and are more likely to fall into 
poverty.

 9. Bob Dylan, “Blowin’ in the Wind.” Copyright © 1962 by Warner 
Bros. Inc.; renewed 1990 by Special Rider Music. http://www.bobdylan
.com/#/songs/blowin-in-the-wind.

 10. See, for instance, Sheela Barse versus State of Maharashtra 1993.
 11. While we have made every effort to match the mortality numbers in 

table 2.6 with published numbers, it has not always been possible because 
a proprietary code has been implemented in the Demographic and Health 
Survey (DHS) to compute the mortality rates. For these calculations, we 
have relied on the ltable command in Stata, using matching interval 
int(0,1,3,6,12,24,36,48,60), as suggested in the DHS methodology guide 
(Rutstein and Rojas 2006). This approach is also recommended in O’Donnell 
et al. (2008). Beyond deriving matching statistics, relying on the DHS meth-
odology does not offer any additional benefi ts because there are a number 
of other reliable techniques for calculating mortality rates. In fact, moving 
beyond the descriptive analysis of mortality requires a shift away from the 
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DHS methodology altogether in favor of survival estimation based on the 
Kaplan-Meier method used in stcox regressions in Stata.

 12. The states of Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Orissa, and 
Rajasthan together account for 58 percent of the ST population in India.

 13. Kapoor and Kshatriya (2000) compute selection potential based on 
differential fertility and mortality rates for six tribal groups in India: Bhil, 
Mina, and Sahariya of Rajasthan and Lodha, Munda, and Santal of West 
Bengal. They fi nd that childhood mortality constitutes the bulk of postnatal 
mortality among all these tribal groups.

 14. Malnutrition is usually measured along three dimensions: stunting 
(defi cit in height-for-age), wasting (defi cit in weight-for-height), and under-
weight (defi cit in weight-for-age). Stunting refl ects the long-term effects of 
malnutrition, while wasting measures the current nutritional status of indi-
viduals, that is, their food intake immediately prior to the survey. The under-
weight indicator is a combination of the former two conditions; it captures 
both the long-term and the short-term effects of defi cient food intake. A 
child is considered malnourished with respect to each of these measures if 
the indicator falls below −2 standard deviations from the median (defi ned 
for a 2006 international reference population of the World Health Organi-
zation). A fall below −3 standard deviations signals severe malnutrition.

 15. There are other sources of childhood morbidity, notably malaria, 
which is endemic in tribal areas.

 16. This is similar to the fi nding of Basu (1989) during her fi eld study 
questioning skewed intrahousehold food distribution as a key factor explain-
ing malnutrition and, hence, higher childhood mortality among girls in 
South Asia. She fi nds that the causal link between malnutrition and mortal-
ity is ambiguous. Other factors, such as differential utilization of modern 
health care (with girls clearly at a disadvantage), matter as well.

 17. This is not surprising given that improvements in the intensity of 
coverage are considerably more diffi cult to bring about, insofar as they are 
more costly and require a more coordinated immunization policy.

 18. A revenue village, a village with defi ned borders, is an administrative 
unit. A revenue village may encompass many hamlets.

 19. Tara Datt, personal communication, April 2010. The Naxal-affected 
areas are troubled by militant communist groups. For information about the 
rural roads program, see http://www.orissa.gov.in/RD/ruralworks/
FAQ-RW.htm.

 20. In the remote tribal areas of Gadchiroli (Maharashtra), the Society 
for Education Action and Research in Community Health, for example, is 
an international success story in maternal and neonatal health.

 21. The dam is estimated to have displaced between 100,000 and 
200,000 people (Joseph 1995; Morse and Berger 1992). Two-thirds of the 
affected families have been tribals (Paranjpye 1990).
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 22. Documenting people’s movements and protests over land in Chat-
tisgarh and Madhya Pradesh, Roy notes how civil society demonstrations, 
followed by a Supreme Court order, led to the release of nearly 9,000 bonded 
laborers in one district of Chattisgarh alone between 1986 and 1989.

 23. Kumari Madhuri Patil versus Addl. Commissioner [1994] RD-SC 
445 (2 September 1994).

 24. PESA came into effect on December 24, 1996. It covers the nine 
Schedule V states of Andhra Pradesh, Chattisgarh, Gujarat, Himachal 
Pradesh, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Orissa, and Rajasthan.

 25. Dev Nathan, correspondence dated May 25, 2009.
 26. The decision in Samatha versus the State of Andhra Pradesh, 1997 

was reiterated in Writ Petition (Civil) No. 202 of 1995, T. N. Godavaraman 
Thirumulpad versus Union of India & Others in the matter of M/S Vedanta 
Alumina Ltd.

 27. Even in states such as Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand, which have 
large proportions of tribals, roughly two-thirds of the population is 
 nontribal.
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3

Dalits

The legs of those born from the feet
were snapped like green buds.

Everyone says: “The safety of the pyramid is worth fi fty legs.
O come on,

bear a little pain.”
They paint the pyramid’s pinnacle

Your name is not mentioned.
Daya Pawar, Kondwada (1974)

Structural inequalities in India are determined, to a large extent, by 
the historical caste system, which has been the predominant marker 
of deprivation and privilege in India. The caste hierarchy is said to 
have evolved from different parts of the body of Brahma, the cre-
ator of the universe. Thus, the Brahmans, who originated from the 
mouth of Brahma, undertook the most prestigious priestly and 
teaching occupations. The Kshatriyas (from the arms) were the rul-
ers and warriors; the Vaishyas (from the thighs) were traders and 
merchants; and the Shudras (from the feet) were manual workers 
and servants of other castes. Below the Shudras and lowest in the 
order were the untouchables, who engaged in the most demeaning 
and stigmatized occupations (scavenging, for instance, and dealing 
in bodily waste). Stratifi cation along caste lines solidifi ed through a 
system of occupational segregation and rules of purity and pollu-
tion, which played out in strict adherence to norms of intermarriage 
and interdining. In practice, the caste system developed into a broad 
organizational framework for Hindu society wherein each caste 
consists of hundreds of endogamous jatis (subcastes), which are the 
operative social units.
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After independence, the Indian Constitution abolished untouch-
ability, and erstwhile untouchables came to be known in adminis-
trative and legal parlance as Scheduled Castes (SCs) through Con-
stitution (Scheduled Castes) Order 1950. A comprehensive listing 
of SCs was drawn up for purposes of targeting in development 
programs, compensatory policies to amend for prior discrimina-
tion, and policies to prevent violence against untouchables. A recent 
proposal to enumerate Other Backward Classes (OBCs) in the 2011 
Census has generated much controversy. While proponents of the 
enumeration feel it would strengthen the empirical evidence for 
indicators on OBCs and, hence, help target benefi ts for OBCs, oth-
ers believe that the step would only skirt the deeper, underlying 
issue of the defi nition of backwardness. The latter feel that the 
ideal would be to enumerate all subcastes and then identify the 
truly marginalized ones among them (for instance, see Desai 2010; 
Yadav 2010).

Concomitant to these administrative classifi cations, several sub-
castes within the SC category, over time, chose to identify themselves 
under a broad umbrella term, Dalits, or the oppressed people. The 
term politically united them in a process more empowering than the 
identifi cation by their individual names, which are associated with 
ritually impure occupations.1 More recently, the emerging literature 
on Dalits suggests that there has been a shift, which, if not systemic, 
is at least gradual, in the way caste hierarchy infl uences outcomes 
among Dalits. This is refl ected in many individual stories of hope 
and triumph that have a large demonstration effect and some aggre-
gated stories based on national data that this chapter documents (for 
instance, see Jadhav 2003, 2005).

The Laws of Manu, which lay down the foundations of gender 
inequality, also dwell at length on the manner in which castes should 
be ordered and the rules governing exchanges among them. While 
these rules have changed and evolved, B. R. Ambedkar, the iconic 
Dalit leader, confronted these foundational laws head-on in his 
scathing critique and rejection of Hinduism, which, he believed, was 
the religious and cultural system that stigmatized those he represented. 
The principle of “graded inequality,” Ambedkar (2004, page 60) 
argued,

has been carried into the economic fi eld. It does not recognize 
equal need, equal work or equal ability as the basis of reward 
for labor. Its motto is that in regard to the distribution of the 
good things of life, those who are reckoned as the highest must 
get the most and the best and those who are classed as the low-
est must accept the least and the worst.
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The historic public burning of the Manusmriti (Laws of Manu) 
by Ambedkar in 1927 is celebrated even today by Dalits across India 
in one of the many rites of self-assertion. Ambedkar’s political and 
ideological legacy has been the basis for some of the most powerful 
political and social movements in contemporary India. As a result, 
the national idiom around Dalits is not only about oppression, but 
also about assertion.

Despite the potent Dalit assertion, there is large heterogeneity 
among Dalits, and a similar diversity in the extent to which Dalits 
and those writing about them view how Dalits have fared during a 
period of rapid growth. While some argue that growth has touched 
and will continue to touch the lives of Dalits such that opportunity 
will trump entrenched inequalities (Prasad 2008, 2009a), others 
point to the persistence of degrading rituals and a belief system that 
conspire to keep Dalits out of high-quality education and jobs (see 
Hoff and Pandey 2004; Zaidi 2006; Thorat and Newman 2010). 
However, caste is not today, nor has it ever been, an immutable 
constraint to development or progress. As an institution, it has 
adapted to changing opportunities and circumstances (see Thapar 
1966; Srinivas 1966). In the last 20 years of rapid economic growth, 
too, we fi nd that outcomes by caste have changed in complex ways, 
but that this comes across more strongly in microlevel evidence. 
Yet, the opportunities today are far different from those at any 
other time.

This chapter focuses on two arenas, education and the labor mar-
ket, to examine the nature of change over the last two decades. 
Education and occupations both had ritual signifi cance in that they 
were the preserve of upper castes and relied on an elaborate ideology 
that excluded, particularly, Dalits and relegated them to what were 
called impure occupations. This historical disadvantage played out 
in terms of lower educational status among SC/Scheduled Tribes 
(SC/STs) in comparison with non-SC/STs. Caste has had implica-
tions for poverty and other welfare outcomes especially because 
occupations are passed down through generations, which makes it 
diffi cult for lower castes to move up. Recognizing the unfair disad-
vantage that certain castes and tribes have had through history, the 
Constitution of independent India put in place a set of provisions 
that mandated punitive action against discrimination on the one 
hand and affi rmative action in public employment and publicly 
funded education on the other. It is generally accepted that job quo-
tas in public employment have been successful in helping historically 
marginalized groups fi nd a space in the public arena. However, there 
are also concerns that elites within these groups have monopolized 
the gains in employment.
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The data and other material for this chapter have been taken 
mainly from the National Sample Survey (NSS), qualitative studies 
commissioned for the report (Jodhka 2008; Jodhka and Gautam 
2008; Witsoe 2008), and analyses based on the India Human Devel-
opment Survey (Desai, Noon, and Vanneman 2008; Dubey et al. 
2008). The chapter also draws on recent evidence from individual 
surveys and experimental studies that highlight the ways in which 
caste has mutated and the ways in which caste has remained the 
same.

Educational Expansion for All: Yet More for Some 
than for Others

One of the main ritual markers of lower caste status has been exclu-
sion from education or matters of the mind. SCs have generally 
lagged behind in higher education, and, while there is evidence of 
some convergence with the upper castes, it takes generations to over-
come the initial disadvantage. Microstudies continue to document 
discrimination against SC students by teachers in schools. Most 
Dalit students drop out by the time they reach the college level. The 
11th Five-Year Plan indicates that about 74 percent of Dalit boys 
and 71 percent of Dalit girls drop out of school between grades 1 
and 10 (Government of India 2008). For those who do manage to 
remain in school, there is evidence of both discrimination and lower 
returns to education. Dalit students are held back because of their 
low starting point, and, while affi rmative action policies boost the 
possibilities, their initial disadvantage holds them back. In this sec-
tion, we review evidence that points to factors beyond the demand 
and supply of education that infl uence outcomes, especially among 
Dalits. We also show that education has large and signifi cant effects 
on labor market outcomes, although not always in the direction one 
might expect.

Education is expanding across India, and Dalit men and non-SC/
ST women have similar trajectories in the growth of postprimary 
education. Figure 3.1 shows changes in postprimary education in the 
two decades after 1983.2 Despite a large gap between the educa-
tional attainment of SCs and non-SC/STs, the educational levels 
among SC men, in particular, have improved at a pace almost similar 
to the pace of the improvement recorded by non-SC/ST women. 
Thus, Dalit men showed a 39 percentage point improvement, which 
was close to the improvement among non-SC/ST women (38 per-
centage points). As one might expect, non-SC/ST men showed the 
most rapid improvement, 56 percentage points. At the bottom are 
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Adivasi (ST) women, followed closely by Dalit women. The latter 
showed only a 21 percentage point improvement in postprimary 
education after 1983. More worrying is the fact that growth in 
postprimary education among Adivasi men and women seems to 
have plateaued after 1999–2000. This trend needs to be observed 
more carefully in the forthcoming fi ve-year rounds of the NSS.

There may be greater convergence between Dalits and non-Dalits 
at higher levels of education. Desai and Kulkarni (2008) compare 
the probabilities of transition to the next educational level among 
SCs, STs, and Muslims with those of upper caste Hindus. Their 
results indicate that, while SC/STs continue to lag behind upper caste 
Hindus, the disadvantages have been diminishing over time, particu-
larly in the 1990s. Among Muslims, meanwhile, there has been a 
secular improvement in educational status, but this has not matched 
the improvements that SC/STs have experienced in terms of conver-
gence with Hindus. This may be because, while Muslims also suffer 
from educational disadvantage, they do not benefi t from affi rmative 
action policies, as do SC/STs, leading to the conclusion that the res-
ervation policy seems to have worked favorably for SC/STs.

All things equal: Belief systems still affect outcomes. Despite 
improvements in postprimary education, especially among Dalit 
men, the gap between Dalit men and their upper caste counterparts 
is still wide, and success or failure still depends to a large extent on 

Source: Calculations based on fi ve-year NSS rounds on the population aged 
15–59.

Figure 3.1 Change in Postprimary Education, by Caste and 
Gender, 1983–2005
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factors beyond the demand and supply of education. A strong expec-
tation of poor outcomes, for instance, may result in poor effort on 
the part of those facing discrimination. Comparing the job market 
performance of black and white employees in the United States, 
Datcher-Loury and Loury (1986) found that young men’s subjective 
attitudes and occupational aspirations had a large, signifi cant effect 
on the hours they worked independent of variations in objective 
factors. This effect was much stronger among black men than among 
white men and, in the case of the former, was relatively constant 
across widely varying data samples. Rao and Walton (2004) attri-
bute this to belief systems that are shaped by a historical legacy of 
discrimination. They note that culture, that is, the way groups defi ne 
themselves in relation to other groups through social practices and 
interaction, may perpetuate inequality within a society as individu-
als internalize their statistical chances of success or failure and trans-
form them into aspirations and expectations.

Experimental studies in India confi rm the importance of belief sys-
tems. Hoff and Pandey (2004), using controlled experiments with SC 
junior high school students in a village in Uttar Pradesh, found that 
beliefs shaped by a history of prejudicial treatment can have a signifi -
cant impact on children’s responses when opportunities are presented 
to them. The experiment involved three maze-solving tasks. In the fi rst 
task, the caste of students was not publicly revealed. In the second 
task, the caste of each subject was publicly announced. In the third 
task, students were separated into high and low caste (SC) groups, and 
the caste of each group was then revealed. While the authors fi nd no 
statistically signifi cant difference in performance if the caste is not 
known, the gap becomes signifi cant if the caste is made salient: the 
announcement reduces the average number of mazes solved by SC 
subjects by 23 percent. Segregation into high and low caste groups 
only deepens the decline in the performance of the latter.

Recent ethnographic evidence also points to the isolation of Dalit 
students in the classroom. Despite the assertions of equality in the 
Constitution and in school curricula, discrimination still exists, espe-
cially in villages. Chandrashekhar Gokhale’s words in Marathi, the 
local language among people in the state of Maharashtra, sum up 
the irony in a way to which the English translation fails to do justice, 
as follows:

Pratyek gaavabaher chhota Maharwada aahe
Chavathichya pustakat matra samanatecha dhada aahe
[Outside every village is a small Dalit hamlet.
Yet the fourth grade textbook includes a lesson on equality].

Chandrashekhar Gokhale, quoted in Shah et al. (2006, 75)
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The study by Geetha Nambissan on Dalit students in two Rajas-
than sites documents the insidious form that discrimination takes in 
schools. Dalits are particularly excluded in situations involving the 
sharing of food and water and prayers.

What emerges from the study are diverse spheres of school life 
where social relations and pedagogic processes fail to ensure full 
participation of Dalit children, and they are in fact subject to 
discriminatory and unequal treatment in relation to their peers. 
While on the one hand these experiences are detrimental to chil-
dren’s self-esteem and self-worth, on the other hand they are likely 
to have serious implications for their interest and motivation in 
studies. It is not surprising that the majority of Dalit children who 
enter and are formally “included” in schools often fail/perform 
poorly and discontinue their studies. (Nambissan 2010, 282)

There is also considerable anecdotal evidence indicating that stu-
dents from SC communities face discrimination in hostels, scholar-
ship grants, and so on.3

How Does the Labor Market Behave toward Dalits?

We have to recognize that even in a free society there are glass 
windows and glass ceilings. The fi rst step in dealing with such 
problems is to recognize their existence. The second step is to 
come up with universally acceptable policies that are not 
viewed as a zero sum game, but as win-win solutions through 
which everyone is better off and no one is worse off.

Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
Dalit-Minority International Conference

New Delhi, December 27, 20064

Because caste was, at its core, a system of occupational segregation, 
and occupations were inherited, the remnants of that system still 
mark labor market outcomes among Dalits. However, quotas in 
publicly funded education and public sector jobs have mediated 
these outcomes to an extent. This is because, while the public sector 
still dominates in wage employment, it represents only a small pro-
portion of all employment. This section documents the following:

• Labor force participation and the assignment of Dalits to 
different types of employment

• Changes in employment during the 20 years beginning in 1983
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• The relationship of education and labor market outcomes
• Wage differentials between Dalits and others in salaried employ-

ment
• Dalit entrepreneurship and the transition out of casual labor 

and into self-employment

Dalit Labor Force Participation and the Assignment to 
Various Types of Employment

Dalits are slightly more likely to participate in the labor force com-
pared with non-SC/STs; these effects are stronger among rural 
women than among other groups. The analysis in this chapter looks 
at labor force participation rates separately for rural and urban areas 
and for men and women. Regardless of caste, the majority of Indian 
men tend to report that they participate in the labor force, and open 
unemployment, though rising slightly, is, for the most part, con-
tained at less than 5 percent. Adivasi men show the highest labor 
force participation rates because the vast majority work on their 
own subsistence farms. Dalit men are only slightly more likely than 
non-SC/ST men to be employed, but Dalit women, who do not expe-
rience the same controls on mobility that upper caste women experi-
ence, are much more likely to be employed than their non-SC/ST 
counterparts. Adivasi women show even higher labor force partici-
pation rates. The ethnographic evidence does point, however, to the 
lower mobility restrictions on both Dalit and Adivasi women, which, 
combined with higher poverty rates, makes these women more likely 
to work outside the home (see also Das and Desai 2003). At the 
multivariate level, using regressions predicting the probability of 
participation in the labor force and controlling for a number of 
household and individual characteristics, one fi nds that Dalits are 
indeed more likely than others to be in the labor force (partial results 
are reported in table 3.1). Poverty drives the labor force participa-
tion of Dalits because they seldom have the luxury of staying out of 
the labor force.

For the most part, Dalits did not own land and have historically 
been workers in the fi elds of landed castes. Table 2.10 in chapter 2 
shows the distribution of land across caste and tribal groups. Over 
60 percent of the Indian workforce is self-employed, and agriculture 
is still the major source of self-employment. This is where the Dalit 
disadvantage plays out and explains the preponderance of Dalits in 
casual labor. Using usual principal status from the NSS, one fi nds 
that, in 2004–05, over 41 percent of Dalit men and 20 percent of 
Dalit women were engaged in casual labor as opposed to 19 percent 
of non-SC/ST men and 8 percent of non-SC/ST women (see table 3.2, 



Table 3.1 Odds Ratios Predicting Labor Force Participation

Indicator

Rural Urban

Men Men Women Women Men Men Women Women
SC 1.162*** 1.505*** 1.169*** 1.163*** 1.229*** 1.334 1.154*** 1.156**
ST 1.117* 2.023*** 3.182*** 3.182*** 0.98 2.306* 1.512*** 2.265***
Education: below primary 1.335*** 1.365*** 0.686*** 0.686*** 1.971*** 1.960*** 0.695*** 0.700***
Education: completed primary 0.855** 1.001 0.548*** 0.561*** 2.129*** 2.017*** 0.554*** 0.550***
Education: postprimary 0.222*** 0.271*** 0.367*** 0.362*** 0.370*** 0.385*** 0.465*** 0.481***
SC*primary completed 0.796 0.947 1.132 1.265
SC*postprimary 0.715*** 1.062 0.887 0.931
ST*primary completed 0.541*** 1.143 0.753 0.642
ST*postprimary 0.430*** 0.896 0.345** 0.412***

Source: NSS, 61st round, 2004–05.
Note: The table shows partial results from logistic regression models.
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001.
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Table 3.2 Small Labor Market Transitions among Dalit Men, While Dalit Women Are Exiting Casual Work 
and the Labor Market
percent

Employment type

1983–84 1993–94 2004–05

1. ST 2. SC 3. Non-SC/ST 4. ST 5. SC 6. Non-SC/ST 7. ST 8. SC 9. Non-SC/ST
Men

Regular 11.5 14.6 17.8 8.4 11.3 17.3 8.6 13.4 16.9
Nonfarm self-employed 5.3 10.9 16.4 5.5 11.2 17.8 8.5 15.6 24.0
Agricultural self-employed 42.3 18.0 32.9 35.9 17.1 28.8 34.6 14.2 23.5
Casual wage labor 33.1 44.6 17.9 40.6 47.6 19.3 36.3 41.7 18.6
Not in labor force, unemployed 7.8 11.9 15.1 9.5 12.9 16.8 12.0 15.1 17.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Women
Regular 2.1 2.9 2.6 1.8 2.3 3.0 2.6 3.8 3.8
Nonfarm self-employed 2.6 3.7 3.3 2.5 3.0 3.7 4.5 5.2 6.8
Agricultural self-employed 30.2 8.9 13.9 23.9 6.9 11.5 26.3 7.1 10.6
Casual wage labor 27.5 27.5 10.2 26.2 25.4 9.8 24.4 20.1 8.3
Not in labor force, unemployed 37.6 57.0 70.1 45.6 62.4 71.9 42.3 63.8 70.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Staff calculations based on NSS data, various rounds.
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columns 8 and 9). The landless status of Dalits also excludes them 
from the large employment category of farm-based self-employment, 
and, within casual labor, they are mostly farmworkers. While a few 
states have implemented the land reforms envisaged immediately 
after independence and have redistributed land to Dalits, this has not 
been the norm.

At the multivariate level, too, the main Dalit effect is in assign-
ment to casual wage work. Figure 3.2 graphs the predicted proba-
bilities calculated from multinomial regression models that estimate 
the assignment of Dalit men to various employment groups. For the 
most part, the results for Dalit men do not look different from those 
for other men except that Dalit men are much more likely to be 
casual laborers. The Dalit effect in casual labor is much stronger in 
rural areas, where Dalit men have a 23 percent greater likelihood 

Figure 3.2 Dalit Men: More Likelihood of Casual Labor in 
Rural Areas; Less Likelihood of Self-Employment in Urban 
Areas

Source: Data on men aged 15–59 in the NSS 61st round, 2004–05.
Note: For the core model, see annex table 3A.1.
All effects are signifi cant at the .001 level except not in labor force.
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than other men to be in casual wage work. In urban areas, while the 
effect is not as strong, one fi nds, after holding other characteristics 
constant, that Dalit men are 11 percent more likely than other men 
to be casual laborers. In urban areas, where the majority of nonfarm 
jobs and enterprises are located, being Dalit reduces the probability 
that one is an entrepreneur. As noted above, the fact that Dalits are, 
for the most part, landless means that they are also less likely to be 
farmers.

While many have received the benefi ts of public sector employ-
ment, Dalits still lag behind non-Adivasi/Dalit/OBCs in regular sala-
ried work and in nonfarm self-employment. The difference between 
Dalits and non-Dalits in regular salaried work is not huge because, 
overall, salaried work forms a small proportion of all employment. 
At the univariate level, compared with about 17 percent among 
non-SC/STs/OBCs, a little more than 13 percent of Dalits are regular 
salaried workers (table 3.2). Yet, the real differences are not in the 
proportions of Dalits and non-Dalits in regular salaried work, but 
in the kind of jobs Dalits land even in salaried work (see elsewhere 
below). The assignment to low-end jobs in the salaried market leads 
to wage differentials in favor of non-Dalits as a result mainly of 
occupational segregation.

We also discuss below the issue of nonfarm self-employment 
because the issue has been debated in public forums, and several 
microlevel research projects have tried to understand why Dalits 
have not graduated to self-employment during India’s period of 
rapid growth and in the context of the improving educational 
attainment among Dalits. At the univariate level, about one-fourth 
of non-SC/ST men (including OBCs), but only 15.6 percent of 
Dalit men, report that they are self-employed in the nonfarm sec-
tor (table 3.2, columns 8 and 9). Almost half of self-employed 
Dalit men are working in the manual trades (see table 3.4). 
 Figure 3.2 shows that, at the multivariate level, Dalit men have a 
huge disadvantage in nonfarm self-employment, especially in rural 
areas, where nonfarm enterprises are limited in any case and a 
large share of the nonfarm enterprises that do exist are likely to 
be ancillary to farm production. Controlling for a number of indi-
vidual and family characteristics, including region of residence, 
one fi nds that Dalit men are 4 percent less likely in rural areas and 
10 percent less likely in urban areas to be self-employed in the 
nonfarm sector. Women are generally excluded from nonfarm 
enterprises, and only about 5 percent of women are self-employed 
in the nonfarm sector. Given the small proportion, there is little 
scope for variation, and Dalits or Adivasi women are not signifi -
cantly more disadvantaged.
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Changes in Employment among Dalits

In the aggregate, despite small shifts, Dalit men continued to be 
found in casual labor during the 20 years beginning in 1983. Shifts 
in labor force activity among Dalits showed, overall, a slight decline 
in casual labor and a slight increase in nonfarm self-employment 
and in opting out of the labor force. Over the 20 years or so begin-
ning in 1983, the proportion of Dalit men in casual labor declined 
slightly, from 44.6 to 41.7 percent, while the proportion in non-
farm self-employment increased slightly, from 11.0 to 15.6 percent. 
These changes were small, however. Dalit men are still mainly 
restricted to menial, low-paying, and, often, socially stigmatized 
occupations, while upper caste groups are concentrated in pre-
ferred occupations.5

Recent small-area studies in north India suggest that changes are 
taking place, but that these cannot be aggregated into a consistent 
national picture. When Jodhka returned to the Haryana villages 
where he had done fi eldwork in the 1980s, he found profound 
changes in the relationship of Dalits with the land, as follows:

Nearly all of the Dalits have been landless and they no longer 
like working as labourers in the farms. Working with farmers 
implies accepting their domination and power. By refusing to 
work on land Dalits express their dissent against the tradi-
tional structure of patron-client ties. Even if it means cycling 
to the town for casual labour and no higher wage or secure 
income, a Dalit would refuse to work on land. Some of them 
also told me that work on farm was much more demanding 
and number of working hours invariably exceeded eight. 
Though their numbers had declined, two villages still had a 
number of attached labourers working with big farmers. . . . 
20 years back most of them were from local Dalit castes. Today 
not even one of them is a Dalit in any of the two villages. 
(Jodhka 2008, 21)

Prasad (2009b) also fi nds similar changes (highlighted elsewhere 
below) based on a survey in two blocks of Uttar Pradesh.

Over time, Dalit women, while moving out of casual labor at a 
more rapid pace than men, are also withdrawing from the labor 
force. Rather than transitioning from casual wage work to other 
forms of employment, Dalit women are opting out of the labor force 
more rapidly than any other group. In 1983, 57 percent of Dalit 
women were out of the labor force. By 2004–05, this had increased 
to 64 percent. While Adivasi women were also withdrawing from 
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the labor force during the same period, the magnitude of the with-
drawal was much larger among Dalit women. Non-SC/ST women 
have always been the least likely to be employed; this has not changed 
over time; and 70 percent of these women were out of the labor force 
in 1983, as well as in 2004–05.

The withdrawal of Dalit women from the labor force may be a 
replication of the pattern that non-SC/ST women have historically 
shown. This is on account of both cultural and structural factors. As 
their educational attainment has increased, Dalit women, like oth-
ers, are perhaps seeking more suitable employment opportunities. 
The chances are that the job quotas in the public sector have been 
cornered by their male counterparts, and, if they live with earning 
members in the same households, they may opt out of the labor force 
in the absence of suitable alternatives. It is also likely that, as Dalits 
become socially mobile, they replicate upper caste norms of female 
seclusion, and, for them, it likewise becomes a matter of family 
honor that women do not work outside the home (see Das and Desai 
2003). The issue of the withdrawal of Dalit women from the labor 
force needs to be examined in the next fi ve-year round of the NSS to 
determine the factors that drive it and whether policy can make a 
difference.

Educational Attainment and Labor Market Outcomes

Comparing racial and ethnic minorities in the United Kingdom and 
the United States, Loury, Modood, and Teles (2005, 5) make a gen-
eral statement that holds true for caste and tribe in India as well, as 
follows:

Racial and ethnic groups are not just fi ctive categories that exist 
only in the minds of outsiders. They are also real social group-
ings, through which mobility-relevant skills, habits, and atti-
tudes are produced. And, in some cases they harbor real institu-
tions through which resources are hoarded and distributed. 
Decisions to invest in education, to defer consumption, to accept 
or resist superiors in the workforce, and to delay or accelerate 
childbearing come down, in part, to questions of what “people 
like me do.” That is, they are affected by the meaning embedded 
in racial and ethnic identity, meanings that are produced by 
some combination of group insiders and outsiders.

That education across the board improves labor market outcomes 
is well documented. However, there is also evidence showing that 
returns to education vary by ethnicity. For instance, in Brazil, the 
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evidence suggests that whites are much more effi cient at converting 
their experiences and educational investments into monetary returns, 
while nonwhites experience increasing disadvantages in climbing the 
social ladder (Gacitúa-Marió and Woolcock 2008). In India, educa-
tion increases the likelihood of labor force participation among all 
men, but not among women (see chapter 4). The positive effects of 
education on male labor force participation are stronger in urban 
areas, where the bulk of the preferred jobs are located. The discus-
sion above shows that the major transitions among Dalit women are 
out of casual labor, but also out of the labor force. Moreover, educa-
tion has not expanded at the same pace among Dalit women as 
among Dalit men, and, in absolute terms, Dalit women lag far behind 
both their non-SC/ST women peers and their Dalit men peers. Those 
Dalit women who are employed therefore tend to be even more 
concentrated in casual labor than are their male counterparts. 
Because of the small variation in employment outcomes among Dalit 
women, much of our analysis is therefore based on the situation 
among Dalit men.

Returns to education seem to be lower among Dalit men than 
among others. Returns to education are conventionally measured 
in terms of earnings, but, if the labor market weighs heavily in 
self-employment, on which there are no earnings data, we can 
construct returns in terms of assignment to preferred employment 
types (see Das 2006). Figures 3.3 and 3.4 are based on cross-
tabulations between the educational status of men and the assign-
ment to employment type among different social groups in rural 
and urban areas. Across the board, higher educational attainment 
is associated with withdrawal from casual labor and entry into 
salaried employment. At the multivariate level, however, the mul-
tiplied effect of Dalit status and postprimary education actually 
appears to disadvantage Dalit men in rural areas (also see annex 
table 3A.1).

Bertrand, Hanna, and Mullainathan (2008) estimate the impact of 
reservations on lower caste groups in engineering colleges in India. 
They fi nd that, while marginal lower caste entrants do benefi t from 
the policy, the gains in their earnings deriving from admission are half 
the gains accruing to marginal upper caste entrants. This is mostly 
because few lower caste graduates end up being employed in high-
skilled jobs. The fi ndings of Bertrand, Hanna, and Mullainathan 
corroborate the fi ndings of the research of Deshpande and Newman 
(2007) on Dalit and non-Dalit graduates at three major universities. 
The latter fi nd that, despite being equally qualifi ed, Dalit students are 
far less likely to fi nd a job in the private sector. Kijima (2006) also 
documents lower returns to education among Dalits.
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Annex table 3A.1 shows the multiplied effects of Dalit status and 
education on labor force participation. It suggests that Dalits with 
both primary and postprimary education in rural areas are less 
likely to be employed. This perhaps refl ects, fi rst, that all men with 
education in rural areas are penalized; second, that Dalit men feel 
these effects more if they have postprimary education; and, third, 
that the growth of jobs in rural areas has not kept pace with the 
increase in the supply of educated Dalit men. In urban areas, while 
all men show a much higher likelihood of participating in the labor 
force if they have education, the effects among Dalit men are not 
statistically signifi cant. These results are reinforced by a study in 
Bijnor in Uttar Pradesh by Jeffrey, Jeffery, and Jeffery (2004), who 
fi nd that increased formal education has given young Dalit men a 
sense of dignity and confi dence at the village level, but that this 
cultural capital does not seem to translate into secure employment. 
They argue that this is leading to an emerging culture of “masculine 
Dalit resentment.” In response, Dalit parents are beginning to with-
draw from investing money in young men’s higher secondary and 
tertiary education.

Figure 3.3 Where Does Education Take Rural Men in the 
Labor Market?

Source: Simple weighted cross-tabulations based on NSS 2004–05.
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The exit from casual labor associated with higher levels of education 
is most pronounced among non-SC/ST men and least pronounced 
among Dalit men. For instance, in urban areas, where the bulk of pre-
ferred jobs are located, all men benefi t from education, but the effects 
on Dalit men are muted in comparison with the effects on other men 
(fi gure 3.4). While 22 percent of urban Dalit men without any educa-
tion are in salaried work, this is true of 47 percent of urban non-Dalit 
men with postprimary education. The increase in educational attain-
ment is also marked by an exit from casual labor. While 35 percent of 
uneducated Dalit men in urban areas are casual laborers, only 16 per-
cent of Dalit men with postprimary education do casual labor. In con-
trast, urban ST men seem to benefi t far more from education, and the 
exit from casual labor is more marked at higher levels of educational 
attainment. In chapter 2, we indicate that STs in urban areas generally 
do better in most respects and that this may be associated with ST elites 
who have established themselves in urban areas over generations. The 
effect of education is even more pronounced in the improvement in the 
chances among non-SC/ST men of exiting casual work.

Figure 3.4 Where Does Education Take Urban Men in the 
Labor Market?

Source: Simple weighted cross-tabulations based on NSS 2004–05.
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Is it Enough to Get a Salaried Job? What About Wage 
Differentials and Occupational Segregation?

The salaried market for most workers in India is remarkably tight, 
but, because most salaried jobs are still in the public sector, Dalits 
have the advantage of their reserved positions. Nonetheless, wage 
differentials between Dalit men and general category men are evi-
dent in almost all occupational categories. This fi nding on inequality 
in earnings concurs with other studies showing that caste is an 
important determinant of the wages received (Banerjee and Knight 
1985; Das 2006; Unni 2001). The wage distribution among Dalit 
workers may be similar to that of general caste workers at the bot-
tom and middle quantiles, but differences appear at the top quan-
tiles. The kernel density plots reproduced in fi gure 3.5 bear out this 
expectation, particularly for regular workers, where the distribution 
is shifted farther out to the right for general caste workers relative 
to the other groups (SCs and OBCs). If one controls for selection, 
the gap is increased. In contrast, casual workers are, in large part, a 
homogenous pool of low-skilled workers. Thus, the kernel density 
plots do not refl ect signifi cant differences across casual workers in 
different social groups.

Oaxaca-Blinder decompositions of wage differentials show that 
59 percent of the earnings gap between SC workers and regular 

Figure 3.5 Salaried Work: Wage Differentials between Dalits 
and Others Are Higher

Source: Das and Dutta (2008), based on NSS 61st round, 2004–05.
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general category workers is accounted for by differences in treatment 
or the return to characteristics rather than endowments. This does 
not imply that the entire treatment effect is attributable to discrimina-
tion. At least part of the effect may be caused by omitted variables 
such as ability or family background, and a large part may be caused 
by type of occupation. However, it may be argued that unequal earn-
ings have their roots in historical discrimination that indirectly results 
in lower investments in schooling or the poor quality thereof, poorer 
health, or lower social capital and, hence, lower earnings (Das and 
Dutta 2008). Similarly, what may appear discrimination in private 
hiring may actually be a discount factor applied to SC candidates 
because they had gained preferential admission. In this sense, private 
employers may not be acting irrationally or ineffi ciently, and the mag-
nitude of pure discrimination is diffi cult to judge.

The occupational typecasting of Dalits means they are stuck in 
low-paying jobs. This is the context in which the notion of Das and 
Dutta (2007) of glass walls plays out. Rather than stone walls, these 
are walls through which Dalits can see opportunities, yet not gain 
access to the opportunities. There are also glass ceilings, and Dalit 
workers fi nd obtaining high-paying jobs diffi cult. This indicates that 
there is both horizontal segregation (workers are restricted to certain 
occupations) and vertical segregation (workers from different social 
groups may be represented differently in the hierarchy of positions 
within the same employment type). In each case, the movement of 
Dalit workers through occupational categories and social hierar-
chies may be hampered by institutional barriers and negative social 
attitudes. Analysis indicates that educated Dalit men have an advan-
tage in low-end formal public sector jobs, ones that require primary 
education. However, a system of rationing seems to deter the entry 
of these men into higher-level jobs. Perhaps, once reserved quotas 
are fi lled up (especially for groups A, B, and C in the categorization 
of government jobs), SC candidates have few options or other ave-
nues such as self-employment. Thus, job quotas may be leading to 
the rationing of regular salaried (public sector) jobs among SC men, 
thereby adding a cap on their access to regular jobs, since these men 
cannot penetrate nonreserved public sector jobs. A corollary of this 
outcome is the creation of an entrenched elite among SC men that 
benefi ts from reservations across generations (Das 2006).

Some of the results on wage inequalities are explained by the fact 
that, even in the public sector, Dalits are concentrated in low-end jobs. 
Traditional caste patterns are replicated in the entry of SCs into the 
public sector workforce. Table 3.3 shows the representation of Dalits 
in government jobs in which they benefi t from reserved quotas. While 
SCs are represented proportionately to their share of the population at 
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each employment level within central government services, they are 
vastly overrepresented in the least skilled occupational categories at the 
lowest employment levels. In 2006, almost 60 percent of the sweepers 
in central government ministries were SCs, indicating that SCs are 
more likely to undertake ritually unclean work and manual work. If 
one ignores the sweepers, the average representation of Dalits in cen-
tral ministries is around 15.5 percent, but, if sweepers are included, this 
jumps to over 24 percent. This pattern explains to a large extent why 
Dalits with primary education have an advantage in rural areas, where 
the overwhelming majority of salaried jobs are in the public sector.

As increasing numbers of qualifi ed Dalit candidates apply in the 
salaried job market, especially in a context of an expanding private 
sector, what chances do Dalits have? Apparently, discrimination in 
hiring is exercised in a sophisticated manner in entry level-jobs in the 
private sector. Deshpande and Newman (2007) have interviewed 
postgraduate university students, including Dalits. Dalit students in 
degree programs comparable with those of their high caste counter-
parts show lower expectations and see themselves as disadvantaged 
because of their caste and family backgrounds. Because they arrive 
at college with weaker skills, on average, they play catch-up and 
often do not succeed in pulling even with more advantaged students; 
hence, they enter the job market with weaker English language and 
computing skills. In addition, they lack the social awareness and 
other abilities that dominate in the private sector culture.

Deshpande and Newman (2007) also fi nd that prospective hiring 
managers almost universally ask questions about family back-
grounds during employment interviews. Nonreservation students 
can offer biographies that are much closer to the upper-middle-class 

Table 3.3 The Representation of Dalits in  Government Jobs, 
2006
percent
Group SCs
A 13.0
B 14.5
C 16.4
D (excluding sweepers) 18.3
Sweepers 59.4
Average across groups A–D, including sweepers 24.3
Average across groups A–D, excluding sweepers 15.6

Source: Calculated from data of Ministry of Personnel, Public Grievances, and 
Pensions (2009).

Note: Data pertain to central government services as of January 1, 2006, and 
exclude two ministries. Group A indicates the highest level, and Group D the lowest.
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professional ideal. While Dalit students often perceive a hidden 
agenda in questions on family background, the same questions 
appear to nonreservation students to be innocuous or sensible inqui-
ries from a human resources perspective. Iversen and Raghavendra 
(2006) fi nd that SC workers in south Indian eating places in Banga-
lore and Mumbai still fi nd it necessary to hide their identity to min-
imize workplace confl icts and also compete for jobs.

It is also possible that groups that are discriminated against adopt 
self-discriminatory behavior over time, that is, an expectation of 
poor outcomes given the history of poor endowments. Controlled 
experiments in other countries suggest that this may deepen stereo-
typing and that employers may simply act as “resonance boxes that 
refl ect these differences in endowments” (Márquez et al. 2007, 8).

There are also microstudies on caste and religion in the bustling 
information technology industry in India. Upadhya (2007) fi nds that 
the outsourcing industry needs, in particular, English-speaking grad-
uates who also have western social skills. These eligibility criteria 
manage to exclude Dalits from the pale of this growing opportunity. 
She cites her own study and other studies to show that, for the most 
part, three-quarters of the workers in jobs in information technology 
are from higher castes, while the remainder are in the OBC category. 
However, these are small samples and in no way representative of 
the entire information technology industry. Nonetheless, anecdot-
ally, it is well known that Adivasis and Dalits are not represented in 
these jobs in proportion to their strength in the population.

Dalit Entrepreneurship and the Transition out of 
Casual Labor

The issue of Dalit entrepreneurship has been in the national dis-
course for some time. Despite impressive microlevel studies on Dalit 
entrepreneurship, the national data do not seem to capture a shift 
into self-employment. SC men are, overall, less likely to have their 
own enterprises, but self-employment is rare among most men in 
India, and the hurdles for small (often household) enterprises are 
well documented, including by Kishwar (2002) and, most recently, 
Nilekani (2008). Self-employment is more relevant in urban areas 
than in rural areas, where farming is still the major basis for employ-
ment and the nonfarm sector is in its infancy (see elsewhere above). 
It seems that, in rural areas, Dalit men have a huge disadvantage in 
self-employment. This could be because most rural self-employment 
is ancillary to agriculture, and Dalits typically do not own land, but 
it may also be because rural Dalit men have fewer social networks 
and less access to credit, markets, and raw materials relative to their 
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urban counterparts. It is also likely that, because the national data 
from the NSS are no later than 2004, we are unable to catch the 
changes that have taken place in the last six or seven years.

Dalits are disadvantaged because they are traditionally typed 
into caste-based occupations, but also because they lack the social 
links to access credit, cheap raw materials, and markets so as to sell 
their produce (box 3.1). Figure 3.6 shows that Adivasis and Dalits 

Box 3.1 Intergenerational Mobility Is Visible, but 
Restricted among Dalits

Ratan Chandra Jatav is among the 321 respondents interviewed by Jod-
hka and Gautam (2008) for their study on Dalit entrepreneurs in Pani-
pat (Haryana) and in Saharanpur (Uttar Pradesh). He is 61 years old and 
a well-known businessman in Panipat. He owns two gas agencies and 
one petrol pump and has investments in transport and agricultural land. 
His net worth is about Rs 50 million. Ratan Chandra Jatav is a Dalit.

Ratan’s father is illiterate and worked as a sweeper in the local 
municipality, in addition to selling milk. Ratan remembers the experi-
ence of discrimination in his early years, starting at school. Few people 
bought milk from his family, and those who did kept a distance from 
him when he sold milk in the city. When he was allotted a gas agency 
(on the recommendation of another Dalit friend), Ratan recounts that 
he had to sell all his wife’s jewelry to raise the necessary money.

More than half the study respondents, who were engaged as small-
shop owners, cited the lack of social resources as the primary reason 
they were unable to expand their business establishments. They also 
reported experiencing discrimination in starting their businesses, includ-
ing in mobilizing fi nancing, fi nding locations to set up their shops, or 
facing hostile competition in the early years of the businesses. The few 
who had become successful were those who had not been as disadvan-
taged to begin with, that is, for example, they started with initial capi-
tal accrued from government jobs or had higher education.

Why, then, do Dalits consider becoming entrepreneurs? Because 
they see it as a means to move out of their traditional caste-based 
occupations.

“It is always better to have your own business than to be a slave 
to others,” concludes one of them. However, most of them, including 
Ratan, cannot avoid the traditional biases.

Ratan wraps up his interview with the following admission:
“Even now when they [non-Dalits] see me in a luxury car, they do 

not like it,” he says.

Source: Jodhka and Gautam (2008).
Note: Names have been changed to protect privacy.
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have fewer social networks than do upper castes, and the next sec-
tion documents why these are central to the success of small entre-
preneurs. The glass walls of Das and Dutta (2007) are a variation 
of the idea of glass ceilings whereby occupationally slotted castes 
do not leave their traditional trades or jobs. However, whereas, 
earlier, these were stone walls and Dalits were unable to move out-
side their traditional occupations, this chapter shows that there has 
now been a slight movement into self-employment, a movement 
more evident in microstudies and less evident in the aggregate 
data.

Self-employed occupations run the gamut from low-level subsis-
tence activities, such as street trading, to high-end business ven-
tures. The majority of self-employment is located in urban areas. At 
the national level, Dalit men in urban areas, even if they have 
obtained education, are less likely to be self-employed, despite 
microlevel evidence of thriving Dalit entrepreneurship. Only 24 
percent of Dalit men with postprimary education in urban areas are 
engaged in nonfarm enterprises. In contrast, 32 percent of their 
uneducated counterparts are so engaged. This may be indicative of 
the type of self-employed ventures uneducated men or those with 
lower educational attainment undertake in urban areas. These are 
usually low-end informal enterprises. Table 3.4 shows that self-
employed Dalit men are overwhelmingly in manual trades and are 
least likely to be in higher-status professional jobs or higher-earning 
sales jobs. Adivasi men seem to be concentrated in professional 
jobs, but only 8 percent are in nonfarm self-employment. As we 
point out in chapter 2, there may be a class of urban Adivasi men 

Figure 3.6 Adivasis and Dalits Have Few Social Networks in 
the Formal Sector

Source: Das and Dutta (2008), based on NSS 61st round, 2004–05.
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who represent an elite group that has managed to break out of the 
traditional concentration in agriculture and manual work.

A comparison of self-employment among two minorities, Dalits 
and Muslims, shows that the latter have managed to skirt the primary 
market and set up self-employed ventures, while the former have not. 
Das (2009) uses a conceptual framework based on ethnic enclaves 
that has been developed for the labor market in the United States. 
According to the framework, ethnic minorities skirt discrimination 
in the primary labor market by building successful self-employed 
ventures in ethnic enclaves or ethnic labor markets. Das uses entry 
into self-employment among educated minority groups, Dalit and 
Muslim men in this case, as a proxy for minority enclaves because 
the NSS does not include earnings data on self-employment. Based 
on multinomial logistic regression, she fi nds that the ethnic enclave 
hypothesis does not hold for Dalits, who do not manage to set up 
self-employed ventures, but it does overwhelmingly hold for Mus-
lims. Most insightful are the interaction effects between education 
level and Dalit or Muslim status. They show that, relative to other 
men, Dalit men with postprimary education have distinctly lower 
returns in the form of salaried jobs.

Previous microstudies point to the possibility that small SC 
entrepreneurs, especially in rural areas, are prevented from moving 
out of caste-based occupations into self-employed ventures. Either 
they are denied fair opportunities to participate in more lucrative 
trades, or they fail to participate in these trades out of fear of social 
pressure and ostracism (see, for instance, Thorat 2007). Some SCs 
may want to leave their traditional caste-based occupations by 
migrating or expanding into self-employed ventures. However, they 
may be prevented from doing so because of the potential loss of sub-
caste networks that serve as sources of mutual insurance. Munshi 
and Rosenzweig (2005) use a unique panel data set from 1982 to 

Table 3.4 What Do Self-Employed Men Do?
percent
Employment classifi cation STs SCs OBCs Others
Professional and technical (0, 1, 2) 60.55 28.50 42.82 37.51
Clerical (3) 0.09 0.08 0.29 0.43
Sales (4) 16.78 20.54 22.05 37.06
Service (5) 1.18 6.04 6.58 2.51
Other manual (7, 8, 9) 21.40 44.83 28.28 22.49

Source: Staff calculations based on data of the NSS, 61st round.
Note: The numbers in parentheses are the one-digit codes of the National Classifi -

cation of Occupations.
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1999 to show that households that out-marry or migrate lose the 
services of subcaste networks. These networks otherwise serve as 
useful sources of caste loans and insurance if alternative sources of 
fi nance or insurance are unavailable.

Respondents in focus group discussions with the World Bank 
Moving out of Poverty study team indicated that various roadblocks 
may, indeed, be hampering self-employment. For instance, youth in 
the village of Doulatabad (Andhra Pradesh) stated as follows:

There is a lot of inequality between the low castes and high 
castes. People of high castes have more opportunity to earn 
money as they can do good farming or start any business. They 
can get educated and can get a job. There is a lot of distance 
between the two and there is no sense of unity between them.

Nowhere was the bonding within caste groups as pronounced 
as in the socially stratifi ed context of Uttar Pradesh. In the village 
of Gokal, for instance, untouchability was common, and the higher 
caste Thakurs as a group did not allow the lower SC Chamars or 
Harijans to touch them or drink water from their wells. They also 
maintained a strong hold on all economic opportunities available 
in the village, making the lower caste laborers work on Thakur 
farms for a pittance and foiling all the attempts of the SCs to start 
small businesses. The Thakur-dominant panchayat (local govern-
ment) ensured that all development work that came to the village, 
including, for example, the brick laying of village roads or the 
establishment of an Anganwadi center (an integrated child devel-
opment service center), was focused in and around hamlets com-
posed of Thakur families.

“There is no freedom, sir,” observed a 45-year-old SC man. “Only 
the Thakurs are free. Neither can we do any work, drink water, nor 
can we do anything else.”

The success story of Dharavi, the Mumbai slum that has become a 
hub of bustling commercial activity among traditionally stigmatized 
workers turned formidable entrepreneurs, is legendary. Nilekani 
(2008) cites Jacobson (2007) in pointing out that these “15,000 
single-room factories with an annual output of US$1.47 billion” 
now include not only leather workers, but also furniture makers, 
private schools, and services such as cable television, beauty parlors, 
and water, electricity, and pest control for the slums. There is similar 
evidence also in other parts of the country (box 3.2). Using data 
from interviews conducted with a sample of almost 20,000 Dalit 
households in Uttar Pradesh, Prasad (cited in Wax 2008) fi nds that 
a majority of households send at least one member each to the city. 
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The resulting remittances have led to a change in spending patterns 
and in social and political spaces. In 1990, about 88 percent of the 
families Prasad interviewed in Gaddopur, a village in Uttar Pradesh, 
were asked to sit separately during public dinners organized by 
upper castes. In contrast, in 2007, only 30 percent were asked to sit 
apart (Wax 2008). Jodhka (2008) and Jodhka and Gautam (2008), 
in their fi eldwork for our report, describe the ways Dalits have cir-
cumvented the barriers and gained access to self-employment.

Despite localized changes, the space for mobility seems limited. 
There are signs of change, especially in urban areas, but, due to the 
initial conditions (for instance, their low levels of educational attain-
ment, lack of assets, poor access to markets and social networks, and 
so on), Dalits remain disadvantaged relative to other groups. This 
shows up both in the national data, where there is a preponderance 
of Dalits in the ranks of the casual workforce, as well as in microlevel 
studies.

Despite several positive changes, caste continues to play a role 
in the urban economy, and for Dalit entrepreneurs it was almost 
always negative. Dalits lacked economic resources, but even 
when they had economic resources they were crippled by a lack 

Box 3.2 State Support and Entrepreneurial Spirit Can 
Change Outcomes

A few years ago, The Hindu carried the story of Dalit entrepreneurs 
in Tirupur (Tamil Nadu) who had joined hands to revive their dis-
tressed enterprises. With support from the public sector Adi Dravidar 
Housing and Development Corporation, 43 ailing enterprises came 
together to form the Tirupur Apparel Park India Private Limited, a 
cluster company, with a share capital of Rs 2.8 million. The state 
government provided working capital of Rs 7.5 million.

“The recent developments have instilled confi dence in us. Govern-
ment agencies are much more supportive now,” said G. P. Lenin, one 
of the directors of the company. “We will soon become direct export-
ers. This is our dream and it will hopefully come true with active 
Government support.”

While there is no study to indicate how the initiative actually panned 
out, the case is indicative of ways in which entrepreneurial spirit and 
the creative use of state support can lead to positive outcomes.

Source: The Hindu, “Tamil Nadu: Dalit Entrepreneurs See a Ray of Hope,” 
January 12, 2007.
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of social resources. . . . The collective prejudice, originating 
from tradition, not only cripples their prospects in the market 
but also shapes their self-image. Caste is not simply a matter of 
past tradition or [a] value system incompatible with contempo-
rary market economy but a reality that continues to be experi-
enced as discrimination by the Dalit entrepreneurs. (Jodhka and 
Gautam 2008, 25–26)

In another study in an urban setting, in Pune (Maharashtra), 
Deshpande and Palshikar (2008) fi nd considerable occupational 
mobility among Dalits. In their account, new generations of Dalits 
have moved to higher-paying occupations relative to their forefa-
thers, a degree of net mobility (upward, less downward) that 
exceeds the mobility seen among other social groups in their sam-
ple. Yet, they fi nd that, despite sustained mobility across genera-
tions, 77 percent of the fourth-generation SC families interviewed 
were still stuck in the lower-middle class (including class IV employ-
ees, semi-skilled workers) or below, compared with 52 percent of 
OBCs, and 11 percent of upper caste families. The authors describe 
the Dalits’ inability to break through as “the price they have to pay 
for the handicap of the starting point” (Deshpande and Palshikar 
2008, 66). Low levels of mobility among excluded groups are not 
unique to India. The Inter-American Development Bank report on 
Latin America also shows that intergenerational mobility is low 
among many excluded groups and that this is explained to a large 
extent by human capital defi cits that have accumulated over gen-
erations (Márquez et al. 2007).

Social Networks: Does It Boil Down to Whom 
You Know?

The question is largely, but not solely rhetorical. Of course, it does 
not simply boil down to whom you know; social networks are com-
plex; and it is diffi cult to defi ne exactly how they affect the welfare 
of individuals and groups. Nonetheless, it is now well recognized 
that social networks and solidarity can help or hinder labor market 
and educational outcomes. Fafchamps and Minten (1998), using 
data on agricultural traders in Madagascar, show that social capital 
has a large effect on effi ciency, and, after controlling for physical and 
human inputs, they fi nd that more well-connected traders have sig-
nifi cantly larger sales and gross margins than less well-connected 
traders. Loury (1977), in his famous study of black youth, described 
how they start with disadvantages in the labor market because of 
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their lack of information on job opportunities and the parental 
 connections that would have given them such information. Put sim-
ply, black parents are much less likely to know where the jobs are or 
whom to call about jobs. There is similar evidence from rural Indo-
nesia, where Bebbington et al. (2006) fi nd that bonding social capi-
tal can lead to elite capture. The local elites in the sample sites were 
able to consolidate their power through connections to the govern-
ment and local private companies. O’Brien, Phillips, and Patsiork-
ovsky (2005, 1050) also fi nd evidence of the restrictive nature of 
bonding social capital in their study of Native American, post-Soviet 
Russian Federation, and midwestern United States communities. 
They state that “the negative externalities resulting from those situ-
ations [bonding social capital relationships] threaten the very core 
of liberal democratic institutions.” In the end, as Loury (1999) 
points out,

opportunity travels along the synapses of these social 
networks.

In their fi eldwork, Jodhka and Gautam (2008) found that Dalits 
identifi ed lack of resources and confi dence as barriers to risk-taking 
and to trying something new or having the courage to fail. This 
implicit aversion to risk is a marker of historical oppression whereby 
entire subcastes tend to stay in domains that are safe and known. 
Respondents also identifi ed social contacts and alliances with domi-
nant communities as central to the success of Dalit entrepreneurs.

More than the dominant business communities, we have to 
work with the dominant political community of the state, the 
Jats. Jats matter much more than anyone else does. If they sup-
port us and do not oppose us, we can progress. (Jodhka and 
Gautam 2008, 24)

Adivasis and Dalits have few institutional contacts. The India 
Human Development Survey, in an attempt to map social networks, 
asked respondents across India whether they had contacts in three 
major types of institutions: in education, the government, or medi-
cine (Desai et al. 2010). It found sharp differences among social 
groups that follow the expected status hierarchy: forward castes 
emerged at the top with the most contacts in these institutions, fol-
lowed by OBCs, Dalits, and Adivasis (fi gure 3.6). Most of these 
differences are attributable to the educational and economic differ-
ences among the groups. The exceptions are Adivasis, who have few 
contacts even relative to educationally and economically equivalent 
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forward caste Hindus. Muslims also have few contacts and, in this, 
are not much different from Dalits: a low standing relative to Hindus 
of equivalent education and economic position.

Dalits and Adivasis also tend to have lower levels of trust in local 
institutions. An analysis undertaken for this report looked at the 
correlates of women’s and men’s trust in several types of offi cials—
elected leaders, government offi cials, community workers, and the 
police—in the states of Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, and Orissa 
(Sharif 2008). In general, trust seems to be related to four main 
household and community-level factors: (1) household wealth 
(proxied by the ownership of durable goods); (2) caste or tribal 
status; (3) village, community, or government-supported groups; 
and (4) household location. Controlling for the location of resi-
dence, the study fi nds that, with some exceptions, SC and ST women 
are less likely than women in the general population to trust public 
offi cials. However, they are more likely than women in the general 
population to trust community health workers. This latter result 
could well be a product of better outreach of health workers among 
SCs and STs because of their poorer health status or because SCs 
and STs tend to use public systems more than other groups do. SCs 
overall and ST men are less likely to trust public offi cials. Caste and 
tribe markers, over time, may also increase social distance and mis-
trust among groups. In the 110 villages visited by the Moving out 
of Poverty team in Uttar Pradesh, mistrust across castes was evi-
dent. When asked whether people have to be alert to someone try-
ing to take advantage of them in their village, nearly 72 percent of 
the 1,350 respondents interviewed for the survey agreed strongly. 
Qualitative data also revealed deepening social cleavages and jeal-
ousy across groups in some areas.

Growing Dalit solidarity, combined with reinforced caste-based 
networks, is expanding economic exchanges and helping to main-
tain the space of Dalits in the labor market. To circumvent their 
disadvantages in building networks across social groups and, espe-
cially, among higher-status individuals and groups, Dalits and, par-
ticularly, Muslims seem to be strengthening their internal bonds and 
using these for economic purposes. Jodhka and Gautam (2008), in 
their survey of Dalit entrepreneurs, found that almost all of their 
respondents (94 percent) claimed that they had some form of asso-
ciation with Dalit movements in their region or in the country. About 
63 percent were involved with a local Dalit nongovernmental orga-
nization or a Dalit religious organization. This is confi rmed by Mun-
shi and Rosenzweig (2006), who use data on school enrollments, 
caste, and income in Mumbai over a period of 20 years to show that 
caste networks in the city, organized at the level of the subcaste or 
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jati, ensure that members of lower castes send their children (boys) 
to schools in which the local language is spoken. The goal is to keep 
the boys within the network of the jati, which can help them later in 
job searches.

There are also examples indicating how caste networks use their 
ritually ordered positions to respond to new opportunities. Kishwar 
(2002), for instance, documents how government sweepers in New 
Delhi, by asserting their monopoly over cleaning and garbage col-
lection on public land, have resisted the efforts of street vendors to 
self-regulate garbage disposal. Similarly, leather workers and metal 
workers in Uttar Pradesh have responded to new opportunities by 
organizing production through caste networks. During fi eldwork for 
this report, we found that women’s self-help group federations in 
Orissa were both caste-destroying in that they were most often mul-
ticaste groups and caste-enhancing in that they organized along caste 
lines. An example of the latter case is offered by a local federation 
in Bhadrak that decided to purchase milk only from the self-help 
groups among the gopal, the traditional cowherd caste.

Voice and Agency Have Accompanied 
Economic Change

You have now a way of bringing about change, an improve-
ment in your life conditions. That way is through political 
action, through appropriate laws. . . . You can make govern-
ment provide for you what you are now denied: food, clothing, 
shelter, education. . . . Hence instead of resorting to rosary 
counting or prayer you should now depend on the political 
path; that will bring you liberation. . . . The confl ict, hereafter, 
will not be between the British and the Indians, but between 
the advanced classes of India and the backward classes. No 
borrowed or hired person who does not belong to your class 
can further your welfare by the least degree. You must rid 
yourselves of internal divisions and organize strongly.

Speech of B. R. Ambedkar (1933), quoted in Gore 
(1993, 213)

Dalit self-assertion has perhaps been the most potent social move-
ment in postindependence India. In our section on labor markets, 
we ask: “how does the labor market behave toward Dalits?” An 
equally relevant question in the context of Dalit assertion is “how 
do Dalits behave toward the labor market and other social con-
straints?” The earliest movements of backward caste self-assertion 
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that became movements for political power started in Tamil Nadu 
in the 1920s. After Ambedkar, the Dalit movement gathered new 
strength in Maharashtra and, for a period, also some militancy 
through the rise of the Dalit Panthers. Ambedkar organized Dalits 
in a mass rejection of the Hindu idiom through their conversion to 
Buddhism, and, later, Dalit writing acquired leadership in poetry 
and literature. In Maharashtra, Dalit literature became a symbol of 
social protest in a movement replete with the symbolism of a new, 
alternative caste-free world.

Social movements asserting the power of Dalits also swept through 
other states and acquired political signifi cance. The southern states 
had already witnessed backward caste power turning into electoral 
power. The Republic Party of India in Maharashtra and the domina-
tion by OBCs of politics in Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka are other 
cases in point. This happened much later in the north. By the end 
of the 20th century, social movements had gathered strength in the 
Hindi belt as well, but only more recently have Dalit and OBC 
parties held power in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. These movements 
have enabled the establishment of a pan-Indian bond among Dalits 
that no other excluded group has been able to replicate. Gupta 
(2000) points out that, while the old feudal elite is giving way to a 
new, more assertive elite that has emerged from the erstwhile 
oppressed castes, the metaphor within which both elites operate is 
based on caste.

Both Gupta (2000) and Srinivas (1966) before him focus on the 
horizontal solidarity among Dalits that is gradually replacing the old 
vertical hierarchy. As a social and political force, regardless of the 
process of Dalit self-assertion, this has had huge impacts on Dalit 
status, and this is precisely where the real difference between Adiva-
sis and Dalits surfaces. Xaxa (2001) and Guha (2007) have argued 
that Dalits outperform Adivasis along a range of human develop-
ment and labor market outcomes mainly on account of better voice 
and agency (see chapter 2).

Far-reaching changes in the Indian economy over the last two 
decades have also had a bearing on caste dynamics. Surinder Jodhka 
returned to Haryana villages where he had done his doctoral fi eld-
work to examine how caste dynamics had changed. He found that, 
in 20 years, with the exception of a small number of people in the 
scavenging community, Dalit families no longer engaged in tradi-
tional caste occupations.

They go out of the village for work, and many of them have 
regular employment. Their dependence on local landowners 
for credit has also declined. They have moved away . . . from 
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the agrarian economy of the village and they rarely, if ever 
participate in the ritual life of the village, or the other caste 
groups on any occasion. In other words, they no longer see 
themselves as being a part of the social order of the caste sys-
tem. This has also given them a sense of independence and 
political agency. (Jodhka 2008, 27)

As one respondent from a backward caste in a Haryana village 
told Jodhka (2008, 26), “No one (backward caste) cares for anyone 
simply because he thinks he is a chaudhary (dominant caste). Chaud-
haries, if they are, they must be in their homes. We do not care.”

In a study on over 19,000 Dalit households in two blocks in the 
districts of Azamgarh and Bulandshahar in Uttar Pradesh, Kapur et al. 
(2010) document huge changes in the lifestyles and occupations of 
Dalits between 1990 and 2007. The changes included the near 
demise of the halwaha system, a kind of attached labor arrangement, 
similar to the situation Jodhka (2008) describes in Haryana villages. 
In addition, fewer Dalits were involved in traditionally unclean 
occupations, and almost 40 percent sent at least one member to 
work in an urban area. These fi ndings from Uttar Pradesh, which 
neighbors Haryana, are wholly consistent with the fi ndings of 
Jodhka (2008).

Witsoe (2008) reports similar evidence of dynamism in the caste 
hierarchy based on changed agrarian relations in rural Bihar. He 
writes that the “expanding economic status of many backward caste 
cultivators in the wake of the green revolution confl icted with their 
political marginalization, especially since the patron-client ties that 
had allowed their votes to be controlled by upper caste landlords 
were progressively weakening” (Witsoe 2008, 10).

Findings from these small-area studies need to be placed in a 
context of declining returns to rural landownership. Anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that, because of the declining returns in agriculture, 
there has, indeed, been an inversion in the social and economic 
structure in many villages. Because they did not own much land, 
most Dalits moved out, thereby weakening traditional patron-cli-
ent relationships. Thus, even though they did not gain much in 
absolute terms by moving out of a declining industry, they gained, 
in relative terms, compared with, say, upper caste groups that 
owned land.

Economic changes, including better opportunities and increased 
urbanization, have played a part in breaking down old caste norms 
and allowing Dalits a new space for action. Srinivas (1966) probably 
did not realize the extent of his clairvoyance when he identifi ed 
urbanization as one of the greatest propellers of the transformation 
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of caste. In his writings on the country-town nexus in India, sociolo-
gist Dipankar Gupta describes how Dalit aspirations to participate in 
political life are increasing with exposure to the urban setting. Boosted 
by the greater income associated with migration, low caste laborers 
are now seeking new social and political identities in the hierarchy of 
the village (Gupta and Sharma 1991). Similarly, in their study of Dalit 
entrepreneurs, Jodhka and Gautam (2008, 24) note as follows:

Those who had been successful in business, were invariably 
also attracted toward electoral politics. They found it much 
easier to enter into the mainstream political space. Social and 
cultural spaces seemed more diffi cult to penetrate. Democratic 
political process and the system of reserved quota of seats for 
Scheduled Castes seem to invite them to politics. Success in 
politics indeed helped them in their businesses. It provided 
them with some kind of shield in a social environment where 
they otherwise felt insecure and marginal.

The Dalit entrepreneurs also seemed to be aware of their move 
from traditional occupations to new urban occupations and the 
implications this was having for their caste identities and caste 
politics.

Along with the economic changes, a new class of young political 
entrepreneurs seems to be emerging in the unfolding political arena. 
These individuals are required to have the skills to network with the 
outside world of politics and development bureaucracy. At the same 
time, they must also link organically with different caste communi-
ties and demonstrate to these communities their leadership abilities, 
a step the older generation could not bring itself to take. The rise of 
politicians from among their own community can also aid the  Dalits 
in the creation of symbolic identities. Witsoe (2008) records the rise 
of the Yadavs under the Janata Dal’s rule in Bihar. In an ethno-
graphic account of one village in central Bihar, he describes how 
Yadav villagers, empowered by Yadav leadership in the state, 
became assertive in community life. They refused to cave in to the 
demands of their upper caste landlords or be socially subordinated 
by these landlords. Similarly, the Bahujan Samaj Party, many argue, 
has helped Dalits establish a political identity at the national level 
(Pai 2007).

Dalits have benefi ted politically from affi rmative action in the 
political arena. Constitutional amendments reserving seats in local 
governments for SCs seem to have contributed to a change in the 
power structure at the local level. In their study of 527 villages in 
four southern Indian states (Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, 
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and Tamil Nadu), Besley, Pande, and Rao (2007) fi nd that the 
reservations of pradhan (leadership) positions in village govern-
ments have been successful in enhancing targeting in government 
schemes—such as the allocation of Below Poverty Line cards—in 
favor of SC and ST households. More important, the authors indi-
cate that reservations have helped reduce the extent of political 
dominance otherwise exercised by traditional village elites, includ-
ing the upper castes.

Rao and Ban (2007) also look at the impact of caste-based soli-
darity movements on the welfare of lower castes. They use a natural 
experiment—the 1956 reorganization of Indian states along linguis-
tic lines—and fi nd that border villages matching on most other char-
acteristics (such as language, geography, and patterns of land distri-
bution) have different caste structures on different sides of the border. 
For instance, they fi nd caste broadening to be more prevalent and 
Dalits to be more empowered in villages in Kerala and Tamil Nadu 
than in the counterpart border villages in Karnataka, perhaps 
because of a history of caste-based social movements in the former 
two states. Similarly, they report considerable differences in the inci-
dence of landlessness (an important correlate of Dalit presence) in 
border villages in 2002, while, in 1951, there was no difference, 
highlighting the role state policies can play. They conclude that caste 
can be endogenous to economic and political change.

Their increased voice and self-assertion probably make Dalits 
both more prone to being victimized and more likely to report 
victimization. Crimes against Adivasis and Dalits have been com-
mon in India, and history has witnessed many grotesque acts against 
these groups. In recognition of this, the Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989, was brought 
into force in January 30, 1990, to check and deter crimes against 
SCs and STs by persons belonging to other communities. This 
enactment has extended protection to SCs and STs in criminal law 
in that the penalties it prescribes are more stringent than the cor-
responding penalties under the Indian Penal Code and other laws. 
Special courts have been established in major states for the speedy 
hearing of cases registered exclusively under these laws. Implemen-
tation has been uneven, however, and crimes against Dalits are still 
common (see Narula 1999).

Globally, the literature on violence against other vulnerable 
groups, notably women, has shown that, if they become more 
empowered, these groups are also more likely to be harassed (see 
World Bank 2008). However, greater empowerment also means 
that people in these groups are more likely to report crimes and 
seek redress. Thus, the issues of reporting and incidence become 



dalits 117

confused, and distinguishing the two issues is diffi cult. In India, 
data on the cases fi led under the Indian Penal Code and the Preven-
tion of Atrocities Act are collected and published regularly by the 
National Crime Records Bureau. They show that, in 2007–08, the 
incidence of crimes reported against Dalits increased by almost 
12 percent, but that the incidence of crimes reported against Adivasis 
increased by less than 1 percent (NCRB 2008). The India Human 
Development Survey also asked whether respondents had been vic-
timized physically. Overall, according to this self-reporting, Dalits 
have been victims of crime slightly more often (8.8 percent) than 
forward caste Hindus (5.5 percent), or Adivasis (5.3 percent). How-
ever, the higher victimization rate among Dalits is associated mostly 
with the higher concentration of Dalits in Bihar, Orissa, and West 
Bengal, where all castes and communities report higher crime rates 
(Desai et al. 2010). The lower victimization rate among Adivasis 
shown by both the India Human Development Survey and the 
National Crime Records Bureau deserves additional empirical inves-
tigation (NCRB 2008).

Conclusion

This chapter documents how Dalits have fared in a time period that 
saw the national economy record rapid growth. Through the lens of 
outcomes in education, the labor market, and the political space, the 
chapter fi nds the following:

• There has been some convergence in outcomes in education, 
especially in postprimary education, between Dalit and non- 
SC/ST men. However, while the catch-up has been impressive, 
Dalits still lag because of their low starting points. Dalit women, 
in particular, do poorly, faring only marginally better than Adi-
vasi women.

• Belief systems and the expectation of poor returns to education 
seem to explain why Dalit students continue to perform poorly 
in schools. Microstudies also suggest that there is isolation of 
and discrimination against Dalit students.

• Dalits are slightly more likely to participate in the labor mar-
ket. However, they remain largely in casual jobs. Over time, 
there has been only a slight shift away from casual labor into 
nonfarm employment among men. More Dalit women, how-
ever, seem to be withdrawing from the labor force, perhaps on 
account of more education and social mobility.
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• The picture that emerges on the employment options among 
educated Dalit men is more complex. In rural areas, higher 
educational attainment mostly hampers the employment 
opportunities among Dalits, mainly because there are few reg-
ular salaried jobs available. In urban areas, too, the combined 
effects of caste and education indicate that SC men have less 
chance (relative to other groups) of exiting casual labor and 
moving into regular salaried jobs if they have postprimary 
education. This may be a corollary of an increasing supply of 
educated SC men over time, leading to a system of job ration-
ing among SCs, who cannot compete in the nonreserved sala-
ried job market.

• Wage differentials between Dalits and others are a testimony to 
the continued disadvantage of Dalits in the labor market. Dif-
ferences in access to occupations, or glass walls, are an impor-
tant determinant of the wage gap. Recent research suggests that 
there is subtle caste-based stereotyping in private hiring.

• Microstudies, however, indicate cracks in the glass walls. Dalit 
men are gradually moving out of agricultural labor to relatively 
higher-paying nonfarm work and into trade and self-employ-
ment, where, however, they face other roadblocks. In addition 
to new economic opportunities, Dalit solidarity movements 
and affi rmative action policies have helped Dalits claim politi-
cal space. In this, they have been more successful than other 
excluded groups.

The words of Prasad (2008, 29) about the market generally con-
jure an image of how market forces are mutating the rules of purity 
and pollution conceived in the Manusmriti:

The market is more a new culture than anything else; it comes 
with its own set of tools, which are often caste-neutral. Com-
pare the brooms the street sweepers or traditional sweepers use 
with the ones deployed in the mall. The sweeper or toilet 
cleaner in the mall becomes a “housekeeper” or “janitor” for 
a host of reasons. The broom s/he uses is a near-machine, dis-
tinct and different from the traditional broom; additionally, 
these workers use gloves, wear a full uniform, complete with 
trousers, shirt, cap and shoes. Along with a new tool which 
neutralizes caste, the sweeper turns into a housekeeper, looking 
more like a paramedic than a traditional sweeper. In one stroke, 
the market has liberated the broom from its caste identity, and 
the occupation has become caste-neutral.



Table 3A.1 Type of Employment, Rural Men

Indicator

Nonfarm self-employed Self-employed farmers Casual wage workers Out of the labor force

(a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b)
age 0.013 0.013 −0.062*** −0.062*** −0.079*** −0.079*** −0.631*** −0.631***
age2 −0.000*** −0.000*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.008*** 0.008***
married2 0.051 0.052 0.218*** 0.218*** 0.213*** 0.210*** −1.079*** −1.081***
hhsize 0.068*** 0.068*** 0.004 0.004 0.028*** 0.027*** 0.007 0.006
below_prim −0.113** −0.116** −0.402*** −0.408*** −0.530*** −0.541*** −0.542*** −0.549***
prim_comp −0.371*** −0.357*** −0.659*** −0.656*** −1.080*** −1.116*** −0.543*** −0.547***
postpri −1.108*** −1.116*** −1.588*** −1.626*** −2.532*** −2.670*** −0.166*** −0.226***
hhhead 0.019 0.019 −0.107*** −0.108*** −0.01 −0.013 −0.780*** −0.781***
land_poss 0.141*** 0.140*** 0.645*** 0.645*** −0.784*** −0.784*** 0.339*** 0.340***
north −0.743*** −0.742*** −1.201*** −1.200*** −0.957*** −0.955*** −0.740*** −0.739***
south 0.207*** 0.206*** −1.921*** −1.922*** 0.234*** 0.230*** −0.632*** −0.634***
east 0.091** 0.092** −0.324*** −0.320*** 0.065 0.07 −0.091* −0.088*
NE −0.433*** −0.433*** −0.310*** −0.311*** −0.539*** −0.536*** −0.303*** −0.301***
muslim 0.476*** 0.473*** −0.192*** −0.199*** 0.083* 0.061 0.179*** 0.168***
otherel −0.141** −0.144*** −0.007 −0.007 −0.077 −0.077 0.156** 0.156**
sc −0.196*** −0.222*** −0.443*** −0.546*** 0.630*** 0.405*** 0.052 −0.104
st −0.575*** −0.572*** 0.065 0.061 0.666*** 0.645*** −0.044 −0.057
SCprim_comp −0.095 −0.064 0.087 −0.012
SCpostpri −0.029 0.129* 0.481*** 0.259***
_cons 1.063*** 1.080*** 3.343*** 3.377*** 4.510*** 4.580*** 11.306*** 11.351***
Statistics
N observations 115,390
Pseudo R-squared 0.258

Source: NSS data, 61st round, 2004–05.
Note: Reference: no education, central region, Hindu, non-SC/ST. Multinomial logit: type of employment, NSS round 61. Coeffi cients: Rural men only. 

Base category dependent variable: regular salaried work.
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001.
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Table 3A.2 Type of Employment, Urban Men

Indicator

Nonfarm self-employed Self-employed farmers Casual wage workers Out of the labor force

(a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b)
age 0.047*** 0.047*** −0.123*** −0.121*** −0.075*** −0.074*** −0.526*** −0.525***
age2 −0.001*** −0.001*** 0.002*** 0.002*** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.007*** 0.007***
married2 0.182*** 0.182*** 0.380*** 0.376*** 0.278*** 0.276*** −0.895*** −0.892***
hhsize 0.114*** 0.114*** 0.209*** 0.209*** 0.057*** 0.057*** 0.035*** 0.035***
below_prim −0.242*** −0.240*** −0.729*** −0.735*** −0.717*** −0.711*** −0.603*** −0.598***
prim_comp −0.437*** −0.377*** −0.980*** −0.946*** −1.257*** −1.183*** −0.888*** −0.845***
postpri −0.790*** −0.739*** −1.547*** −1.622*** −2.483*** −2.488*** −0.07 −0.065
hhhead −0.349*** −0.350*** −0.013 −0.018 −0.151*** −0.153*** −0.404*** −0.402***
land_poss 0.121*** 0.119*** 0.440*** 0.440*** −0.052 −0.049 0.156*** 0.154***
north −0.324*** −0.324*** −0.940*** −0.934*** −0.639*** −0.631*** −0.330*** −0.328***
south −0.168*** −0.166*** −1.204*** −1.207*** 0.581*** 0.578*** −0.245*** −0.244***
west −0.403*** −0.401*** −1.244*** −1.247*** 0.01 0.006 −0.448*** −0.446***
NE −0.131 −0.135 0.12 0.127 −0.17 −0.168 0.175 0.173
muslim 0.385*** 0.393*** −0.485*** −0.509*** 0.129*** 0.120*** −0.090** −0.090**
otherel 0.231*** 0.233*** 0.076 0.071 0.325*** 0.323*** 0.368*** 0.367***
sc −0.395*** −0.199*** −0.645*** −0.840*** 0.513*** 0.604*** −0.048 −0.031
st −0.577*** −0.570*** 1.077*** 1.073*** 0.402*** 0.402*** −0.164** −0.164**
SCprim_comp −0.269*** −0.293 −0.310*** −0.162
SCpostpri −0.274*** 0.476** 0.034 0.003
_cons −0.572*** −0.610*** −0.161 −0.132 2.038*** 2.011*** 9.096*** 9.075***
Statistics
N observations   63,664
Pseudo R-squared 0.208

Source: NSS data, 61st round, 2004–05.
Note: Reference: no education, central region, Hindu, non-SC/ST. Multinomial logit: type of employment, NSS round 61. Coeffi cients: Urban men only. 

Base category dependent variable: regular salaried work.
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001.
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Notes

 1. Similarly, STs are also referred to as Adivasis. For purposes of the 
tables and fi gures presented in this chapter, we use the terms “SC” and “ST” 
because these are standard administrative and survey categories. In the text, 
we also use the terms Dalits and Adivasis (or tribals) interchangeably with 
SCs and STs, respectively.

 2. Postprimary education is coded as any education above the primary 
level. It is a huge category and not useful if we wish to examine fi ne changes 
across the educational system. However, higher education is so rare among 
STs and among SC women that multivariate analysis does not reach useful 
conclusions based on such small cell sizes.

 3. See, for instance, the Senthilkumar Solidarity Committee (2008) 
report on the suicide of Senthil, a Dalit research scholar at the University of 
Hyderabad.

 4. See http://pmindia.nic.in/speech/content.asp?id=482.
 5. STs are less beset by this demarcation because they were traditionally 

assigned a role outside the pale of the caste system. Because, for the most 
part, they own some land, they also show a higher likelihood of being active 
as agriculturalists.
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4

Women

A barren wife may be superseded in the eighth year; one whose 
children have died in the tenth; one who bears [only] daughters 
in the eleventh; but one who says unpleasant things [may be 
superseded] immediately.

The Laws of Manu IX, 811

The last few decades have seen remarkable progress in the status of 
women and girls, and most Indian families would not now be able 
to identify with the anachronistic Laws of Manu. Yet, this chapter 
demonstrates that the cultural roots of gender inequality are still 
strong and affect a range of outcomes among women. In addition, 
the progress has been slower than would have been expected based 
on India’s levels of growth in gross domestic product: it lags behind 
the progress in other countries at India’s income level. In absolute 
terms, women’s disadvantage stands out more in some indicators 
than in others: this includes women’s overall survival disadvantage 
in childhood and in the reproductive years and women’s disadvan-
tage in labor market outcomes. In addition, educational attainment 
among girls lags behind that among boys. However, as in other 
areas, in gender inequality, too, India is highly heterogeneous. While 
outcomes tend to be much poorer among Adivasi, Dalit, and Muslim 
women than among others (in absolute terms), gender inequalities 
are probably smaller among the former (at least among Scheduled 
Castes [SCs] and Scheduled Tribes [STs]) relative to upper caste Hindus. 
There are also large regional variations in most of these indicators. 
While we use aggregate data in this chapter that can be broken down 
only to the state level and to social groups, yet, within these groups, 
there is so much variation that we are unable to capture many of 
the nuances.
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This chapter focuses on three areas of female disadvantage. First 
is the survival disadvantage. Both young girls and women in their 
reproductive years are at elevated risk of death due to neglect or, in 
the case of female fetuses, at risk of being aborted. However, new 
evidence suggests that gender-selective abortions may be plateauing 
in coming years, though the evidence is inconclusive. Second, the 
chapter focuses on women’s participation in markets. Because of 
data constraints, we restrict the analysis to participation in the labor 
market and the relationship this has to poor access to credit. Women 
are also much less likely than men to be employed and earn cash 
wages if they are employed or to own property and durable assets. 
Third, we focus on threats to women’s physical security within and 
outside the home and the fact that this is correlated with poor health 
outcomes among women and their children. We address the issue of 
the voice and visibility of women within and outside the home and 
the extent to which this is correlated with better outcomes. The lit-
erature demonstrates that women’s agency and empowerment result 
in huge gains not only among women, but also among families and 
the community (Sen 2001; Nussbaum 2000).

We draw our evidence from multiple sources of data, both quan-
titative and qualitative. Our quantitative analysis is based on mul-
tiple rounds of the Indian National Sample Survey (NSS), the census, 
two rounds of the Indian National Family Health Survey (NFHS 
1998 and 2005), several rounds of the multicountry Demographic 
and Health Surveys, the Reproductive Child Health Survey II (RCH 
II 2005), and the India Human Development Survey (2005).

The Survival Disadvantage

Overall, Indian women are doing much better today than women of 
their mothers’ generation. If they overcome their initial and pecu-
liarly South Asian disadvantage in childhood survival, they will 
become healthier and more well educated than their mothers were. 
However, while there has been improvement in absolute terms, the 
gender gaps revealed by some indicators, such as infant survival, 
have widened. The starkest testimony to women’s disadvantage is 
the high mortality rates and poor health outcomes among women. 
These outcomes are tied up with cultural mores, poor opportunities, 
and the ineffi cient supply of services. As a result, Indian women 
often show worse outcomes than women in neighboring Bangladesh 
in a number of areas. Declines in mortality rates overall have occurred 
more slowly in India than in Bangladesh and Nepal. India and, to a 
lesser extent, Nepal are the only two countries on which recent 
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Demographic and Health Survey data show that the survival rate is 
lower among infant girls than among infant boys (fi gure 4.1).

At the same time, there have been notable areas of progress. 
Declines in fertility, for instance, free women from the cycle of 
childbearing and child-rearing and allow them to enter into other 
arenas. In India, fertility rates in several states are now below 
replacement levels and resemble rates in developed countries. How-
ever, fertility rates in other states resemble rates in much poorer 
countries (fi gure 4.2). Contraceptive prevalence is much higher than 
a decade ago, and maternal mortality—while at stubbornly high 
levels across South Asia, except in Sri Lanka (see fi gure 4.5 else-
where below)—is showing a decline that is sharper in India than in 
other countries.

Adverse child sex ratios in many Indian states have received 
considerable attention, but is there evidence of an incipient turn-
around? The strong preference for sons among Indian families 
plays out in the neglect of daughters and, over the last few decades, 
in the selective abortion of female fetuses. This has led to massive 
outrage. Amartya Sen, in 1992, famously drew attention to the 
“missing women” in China and India (Sen 1992). At the core of 
this preference for sons seems to be a number of cultural practices, 
including the taboo against receiving fi nancial help from daughters 
or considering daughters as old age insurance. Together with high 
dowry rates, this implies that daughters are perceived as a net loss 
in economic terms. In such a scenario, the easy availability of tech-
nology that detects the sex of the child allows families to abort 
female fetuses.

States in the north and west such as Delhi, Gujarat, Haryana, and 
Punjab show female-to-male ratios among children that are lower 
than the national average, suggesting a survival disadvantage among 
girls. Interestingly, some states, such as Gujarat, also show high rates 
of labor force participation by women and, consequently, higher 
economic independence among women, which usually deters son 
preference. In Haryana and Punjab, the sex ratios are so adverse that 
there is (now) a shortage of marriageable women, and the families 
of sons have to import daughters-in-law from across the country and 
across caste lines. Whether these trends will have longer-term conse-
quences is yet to be determined (Kaur 2004). However, not all states 
fare so badly. Indicators on Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Kerala, and 
West Bengal are encouraging.

A study on the processes that accompany low sex ratios in those 
states where daughter neglect is at its worst (including Haryana, 
Himachal Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Punjab, and Rajasthan) con-
fi rms the role played by social and cultural mores.
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Figure 4.1 Only in India and Nepal Is Infant Mortality Higher among Girls than among Boys
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Figure 4.2 Fertility Is Declining: Rates in Many Indian States Resemble Rates in Developed Countries
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[The] unintended consequences of contemporary social pro-
cesses (like later age of marriage and more education for girls), 
when combined with parental fears of the unattached sexuality 
of adult daughters in a context of a highly competitive and 
differentiated marriage market, are compounding the sense of 
burden represented by the birth of a daughter. She now requires 
many more years at home with higher investments in nutrition, 
health and education. Parental responsibility continues to rest 
on ensuring a “good” marriage, which takes her away from 
them, even though this does not necessarily represent the end 
of their responsibilities. Sons, on the other hand, embody a 
range of ritual and economic roles. If the current climate of 
economic volatility and masculine anomie makes them often 
fall short of expectations, nonetheless, at least one is essential 
for the future of the family. It is this conjuncture that is produc-
ing a falling child sex ratio. (John et al. 2008, 86)

A recent article in the Economist that focuses on “the worldwide 
war on baby girls” suggests that China and India are not the only 
countries with a dubious record of adverse sex ratios. It points out 
the following:

Other East Asian countries—[the Republic of] Korea, Singapore 
and [Taiwan SAR, China]—have peculiarly high numbers of 
male births. So, since the collapse of the Soviet Union, have 
former communist countries in the Caucasus and the western 
Balkans. Even subsets of America’s population are following 
suit, though not the population as a whole.2

However, the preference for sons seems to be declining, gradually, 
in some countries. Das Gupta, Chung, and Shuzhuo (2009) draw 
comparative evidence from the Republic of Korea to show that the 
“masculination” of child sex ratios there had declined after the fer-
tility preference for sons decreased, but that there was a lag between 
the two sets of trends. Combined with a host of policy interventions 
and the increased entry of women into the workforce, Korea man-
aged to reverse the skewed child sex ratios. There is evidence of this 
happening in China as well, which had child sex ratios far worse 
than those in India. In India, too, as table 4.1 shows, the preference 
for sons is beginning to decline in a few states, such as Haryana and 
Punjab (which used to represent the worst examples of adverse sex 
ratios), and we may be at the cusp of a turnaround. However, it is 
diffi cult to judge given the lack of data on the situation in other parts 
of India.



women 133

What Das Gupta, Chung, and Shuzhuo (2009) call an incipient 
turnaround is evident in the signs of positive change that John et al. 
(2008) report from their careful ethnographic work in a few north-
ern states. For instance, they fi nd the following:

Post-2001, families in Rohtak and Fatehgharh Saheb are show-
ing a greater acceptance of the fi rst girl child than was true in 
the 1990s, even though second and third births remain harshly 
skewed against girl children. Also important is the fact that 
data on health and nutrition from Kangra, Fatehgarh Saheb, 
and Rohtak point towards lesser discrimination against surviv-
ing girl children. Qualitative data from these two sites also 
reveal a desire among mothers to ensure better futures for their 
daughters. (John et al. 2008, 87)

Marriage is the fulcrum around which women’s lives revolve, and 
this has both cultural and welfare implications. Deepa Mehta’s con-
troversial fi lm Water drew attention to the status of women who had 
married too early and were then widowed. While the fi lm is set in 
the early 20th century, early marriages are still the norm in much of 
India. Socioreligious reform movements in India in the 19th and 
early 20th centuries recognized early marriage as one of the major 
social ills, more so because young girls would be widowed and 
would have to lead highly oppressive lives because widow remar-
riage is still not the norm in India. Pandita Ramabai’s writing in 
1888 holds true to a large extent even today; indeed, it was probably 
also true of Muslim women at the time, as it is today: “It is not easy 
to determine when the childhood of a Hindu girl ends and the mar-
ried life begins” (Pandita Ramabai Saraswati 1888, cited in Tharu 
and Lalita 1993).

About 60 percent of Indian girls are married by the time they are 
18, and many are married by age 15 (Desai et al. 2010). Cohabita-
tion occurs fairly soon as well, and almost one-fourth of Indian 
women even in the youngest age-group (20–24) have had their fi rst 

Table 4.1 The Decline in Reported Son Preference in India, 
1992–93 to 2005–06
Year of survey India Punjab Haryana
1992–93 1.42 1.57 1.53
1998–99 1.35 1.36 1.46
2005–06 1.27 1.22 1.32

Source: Das Gupta, Chung, and Shuzhuo (2009), based on NFHS-3 and Retherford 
and Roy (2003).
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child by the time they are 18 (PRB 2008). Globally, though the num-
bers have improved over the years, this puts India on a par with 
Guyana and Senegal and at a level well below Vietnam, where only 
4 percent of girls in the same age-group have had a child by age 18 
(fi gure 4.3).

As with other indicators, there is considerable diversity across 
states within India in the age at marriage as well. The proportion 
of girls who are married by the age of 18 is quite high even in 
Kerala. In Bihar, 86 percent of the girls are married by the age of 
18. In Rajasthan, where the mean age at marriage is among the 
lowest in the world and 79 percent of girls are married by the age 
of 18, activists have been fi ghting against the custom of child mar-
riage (Desai and Andrist 2010). On the notoriously auspicious day 
of Akha Teej (a holy day among Hindus), which falls in the lunar 
month of Vaisakha, marriages can take place without priests, and, 
so, children are married off in mass ceremonies. This has brought 
intense public attention to the issue, but early marriages in Rajasthan, 
as in the rest of India, are the result of a complex set of factors that 
hinge primarily on a pervasive culture of son preference (Singh, 
Dey, and Roy 1994).

A system of village exogamy that distances married women 
socially and geographically from their natal families also prevents 
young women from being able to voice their needs during periods of 
strain. Combined with a system of patrilocality, which entails that 
married women live in the family homes of their husbands, young 
brides, especially in rural areas, are isolated in the families of their 
husbands. A multitude of folk songs document the isolation and lack 
of power of young women, although a fair number also dwell on 
everyday forms of resistance (for instance, see Tharu and Lalita 
1993). Rabindranath Tagore’s evocative poem describing a young 
bride from a village who has been married into a city gives the fl avor 
of this isolation:

No one understands why I cry,
They wonder, they want to know the cause.
“Nothing pleases the girl, she ought to be ashamed.
It’s always the same with girls from the villages.
All these friends and relations to keep her company,
But she sits in a corner and shuts her eyes.”

Rabindranath Tagore, “Bride”3

While early marriage and cohabitation can place inordinate pres-
sure on young girls, the importance assigned to these factors as 
explanations for a number of poor outcomes such as high maternal 
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Figure 4.3 Nearly One-Fourth of Indian Women 20–24 Had 
Their First Child by the Age of 18
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mortality needs to be qualifi ed. Thus, while better outcomes in fertil-
ity and in education among women are expected to be associated 
with increasing age at marriage, South Asian countries demonstrate 
that this need not always be the case. In Bangladesh, India, and 
Nepal, age at marriage has risen only slowly over the last 10 years, 
but fertility has declined across the board; indeed, some Indian states 
resemble the low-fertility countries of the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (see Amin, Selim, and Waiz 
2006; Basu 1993; World Bank 2008). In Bangladesh more than in 
India or Nepal, there has been a huge growth in secondary school 
enrollments, and girls now leave boys behind. Early marriage and 
cohabitation are probably more important in their translation into 
early childbirth (see figure 4.3; also see Caldwell, Reddy, and 
Caldwell 1983; Marimuthu 2008). However, the literature on the 
direct effects of early marriage and early childbirth on outcomes 
such as maternal and child health is inconclusive. Thus, many of the 
data in the United States on teenage childbearing and the associated 
outcomes refer to teenage mothers (overwhelmingly nonwhite) who 
are also poor and lack social support. In contrast, in South Asia, 
where early marriage and fertility are the norm and family support 
is more forthcoming, early marriages may not necessarily result in 
poor outcomes such as high levels of maternal deaths or low birth-
weights. Nonetheless, younger mothers do run higher mortality risks 
associated with fi rst births, and there is no way to establish which 
way the relationship would go (for a discussion on Bangladesh, see 
World Bank 2008).

In Sub-Saharan Africa, a report on adolescent fertility notes that 
many of the problems associated with adolescent childbearing actu-
ally stem not from childbearing, but from the societal condemnation 
of the act in cases where the women are unmarried (Bledsoe and 
Cohen 1993). This leads such women to attempt abortions, with 
dangerous consequences. Similarly, changes in the social context, 
such as a rise in formal educational attainment, urbanization, and 
contraceptive use, could affect adolescent decisions about childbear-
ing, as well as the societal acceptance of adolescent childbearing. 
The report concludes with the following observation:

It is virtually impossible to separate the effects of young age 
per se on health risks from the social effects produced by the 
father’s refusal to recognize a child. We conclude that the social 
context of adolescent childbearing has an effect on the out-
come for the mother and the child that is as important as the 
physiological maturity of the mother. (Bledsoe and Cohen 
1993, 3)
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While a number of programs have targeted women in independent 
India, the focus on adolescent girls is a development of the last decade 
or so. The 11th Five-Year Plan for the fi rst time placed policy empha-
sis on adolescent girls as a discrete group in need of special attention. 
A new program, the Rajiv Gandhi Scheme for Empowerment of Ado-
lescent Girls, has been launched to provide resources to strengthen 
life skills among adolescent girls who are at risk of early marriage and 
early childbearing (see Government of India 2008, 2010).

Like many other gendered outcomes in India, marriage patterns 
have both economic and cultural roots. The earlier a daughter is mar-
ried off, the smaller the dowry her family has to pay. Moreover, since 
family honor is so closely linked to women’s chastity, marrying a girl 
off while she is young shifts the onus of her security and chastity to the 
husband’s family. Natal families are then not expected to receive fi nan-
cial help from their daughters, nor do they expect their daughters to 
support them in old age. This also means that girls, once married and 
given dowries as their bequests, are no longer perceived to have a share 
in their ancestral property, despite legal reforms to facilitate women’s 
inheritance (for instance, see Agarwal 1994, 1995; Kaur 2004).

The India Human Development Survey 2005 asked parents with 
daughters if they would consider living with the daughters in old age 
or receiving fi nancial help from them. A similar question was asked 
as part of the World Bank Survey of Gender Norms, which was car-
ried out in Bangladesh in 2006. At fi rst, the Indian respondents 
replied the same way as the older generation of Bangladeshis: only 
about 9–10 percent said they would consider living with their daugh-
ters or receiving help from them (fi gure 4.4). However, once probed, 
about 24 percent of them said it was acceptable to live with daugh-
ters in old age. What is surprising is not that the proportion answer-
ing yes increased after probing, but that, even after probing, over 
three-quarters of Indian parents do not see daughters as sources of 
old age support. Young women, in contrast, are more accepting in 
terms of both receiving help from their daughters or giving help to 
their parents. In a survey conducted in 2005 by the Grey Global 
Group in India, 67 percent of the young women interviewed said 
they planned to take care of their parents into old age.4

Childbearing is entangled with cultural factors such as the early 
age of marriage, which, if combined with poor access to health care, 
are responsible for large numbers of maternal deaths. It is diffi cult to 
obtain reliable data on maternal mortality rates and the associated 
causes in the absence of comprehensive data on the registration of 
deaths and the causes of death. Measurement is additionally compli-
cated in the Indian context given that most women give birth at home. 
Estimates derived from household surveys are therefore subject to 
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wide confi dence intervals and long period rates (often, for 10-year 
periods). Based on existing data, fi gure 4.5 shows that Indian women 
face a 1 in 70 chance of dying in childbirth. This falls at the high end 
of the global spectrum; other comparators have much better out-
comes. For instance, Chinese women face a one in 1,400 chance, and 
Vietnamese women, a one in 280 chance of maternal death. Within 
India, there is considerable variation across states, and some have 
performed more poorly than others over the fi rst few years of the 
millennium. Assam, Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Madhya 
Pradesh, Orissa, Rajasthan, Uttaranchal, and Uttar Pradesh together 
accounted for about 65 percent of all maternal deaths during 1997–
2003 (Registrar General 2006). Assam also showed the slowest 
decline in maternal mortality rates over the fi rst fi ve years of the mil-
lennium, and the maternal deaths there are the highest in the country. 
On the other hand, worringly enough, maternal mortality rates have 
increased in Haryana and Punjab over time (table 4.2). Cultural fac-
tors such as low age at marriage and general neglect of women play 
a role; other proximate correlates of high maternal death are the lack 
of care among women during pregnancy and childbirth. The govern-
ment is cognizant of the slow pace of decline in maternal mortality 
overall, and the National Rural Health Mission has undertaken 

Figure 4.4 A Majority of Indian and Bangladeshi Parents Do 
Not Consider Daughters as Sources of Old Age Support
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Figure 4.5 Indian Women Face a 1 in 70 Chance of Dying in Childbirth
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 interventions to address the issue (Registrar General 2006). The 
Janani Suraksha Yojana, for instance, is a cash transfer program that 
creates incentives for pregnant and lactating women to access health 
care and take nutrition supplements (box 4.1).

Despite progress over the last decade, less than half of Indian 
women receive complete antenatal care, and most births take place 
at home. Overall, almost 60 percent of all women and 80 percent of 
Adivasi women give birth at home, and only a little over half of all 
women who gave birth in the three years before NFHS 2005 had 
had three or more antenatal visits. The coverage of complete ante-
natal care (three or more visits) expanded in 1998–2005, the most 
among Adivasi women and the least among OBC women (table 4.3). 
This is partly because Adivasi women started from a low base of 28 
percent in 1998. Even now, Adivasi women have the poorest cover-
age, though they are in the process of catching up not so much with 
the national average, but with Dalit and OBC women. OBC women 
appear to have been left out in the drive to expand antenatal care, 
and, in years to come, they should be an important specifi c focus. 
Still, a large proportion of pregnant women, over three-fourths, 
received tetanus shots before delivery, and about two-thirds took 
iron supplements.

Table 4.2 The Slow Decline in Maternal Mortality Rates, 
India, 2001–03 to 2004–06
rates per 100,000 live births
India and major states a. 2001–03 b. 2004–06 Decline, a − b
All India 301 254 47
Assam 490 480 10
Bihar, Jharkhand 371 312 59
Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh 379 335 44
Orissa 358 303 55
Rajasthan 445 388 57
Uttar Pradesh, Uttaranchal 517 440 77
Andhra Pradesh 195 154 41
Karnataka 228 213 15
Kerala 110 95 15
Tamil Nadu 134 111 23
Gujarat 172 160 12
Haryana 162 186 −24
Maharashtra 149 130 19
Punjab 178 192 −14
West Bengal 194 141 53
Other 235 206 29

Source: National Rural Health Mission based on Sample Registration System esti-
mates of the Registrar General, Ministry of Home Affairs.
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Box 4.1 Conditional Cash Transfers to Improve Survival 
and Development Outcomes among Women and Girls

Conditional cash transfer schemes have been implemented in India for 
more than 15 years.

The key centrally sponsored schemes include the following:
Indira Gandhi Matrisahyog Yojana was launched in 2009 by the 

Ministry of Women and Child Development. This conditional mater-
nity benefi t scheme aims to provide cash to pregnant and lactating 
women who have fulfi lled specifi c conditions such as pregnancy reg-
istration, iron fortifi cation during pregnancy, attendance at counsel-
ing sessions, birth registration, and immunization, as well as exclusive 
breastfeeding for newborn children.

Dhanalakshmi was launched in March 2008 by the Ministry of 
Women and Child Development and covers 11 blocks across seven 
states. The scheme provides cash transfers and insurance coverage (in 
certain cases) to the family of the girl child (preferably to the mother) 
on fulfi lling certain specifi c conditions for the girl child, including birth 
registration, immunization, school enrolment, continued attendance in 
primary and secondary school, and marriage after the age of 18.

Janani Suraksha Yojana was launched under the National Rural 
Health Mission in 2005. The main objectives are to reduce maternal 
and neonatal mortality by promoting institutional childbirth and by 
making medical care available during pregnancy, childbirth, and post-
birth. Women receive cash assistance if they give birth in a govern-
ment health center or accredited private institution. Eligibility criteria 
and incentives in rural and urban areas differ across low- and high-
performance states with respect to institutional delivery rates.

Balika Samriddhi Yojana was started in 1997 and covers girl chil-
dren (born on or after August 15, 1997) in poor families in rural and 
urban areas. An eligible girl child is entitled to a postbirth grant of 
Rs 500 and annual scholarships for each successfully completed year 
of schooling as long as she is unmarried and attends school regularly 
until grade 9.

State-sponsored conditional cash transfer programs include the 
following:

Ladli was launched in Delhi and Haryana in August 2005. After 
the birth of their second daughter, parents are given a cash incentive 
for every child every year for fi ve years. In addition to being unmar-
ried at 18, the child must be enrolled in an early childcare center or 
school and be fully immunized appropriately for the age before the 
parents can receive the regular payments.

Devi Rupak Yojana was introduced in Haryana. If parents undergo 
sterilization after the fi rst or second child, they are given a monthly 
pension for 20 years.

(continued next page)
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Why is the uptake of prenatal services so low? The public health 
system has been concerned about the low demand for maternal health 
services, and cultural and behavioral factors have been implicated (see 
Basu 1990). Medical practitioners often cite ignorance as the reason 
for the poor outcomes among women (Khandare 2004). It is true that, 
of the women who had given birth at home, a majority felt that it was 
not necessary to go to a medical facility (table 4.3). However, the low 
demand for health care may be triggered by gaps in supply, the inabil-
ity to reach a health center in time, or lack of information on whether 
a health center is open. For instance, women in remote areas face dif-
fi culty in reaching health facilities because of poor road access. In a 
series of unannounced visits to primary health centers across 19 states 
in 2002–03, Chaudhury et al. (2006) found that doctors were avail-
able at fewer than 40 percent. Absenteeism ranged from 30 percent in 
Madhya Pradesh to 71 percent in Bihar (Muralidharan 2007). In other 
ways, too, the poor quality of care and the lack of trust in providers 
may deter women from accessing care, and the opportunity costs of 
seeking care may be too high in forgone wages or the cost of travel.

We also examine an omitted variable—violence against women—
and the extent to which this is associated with poor reproductive 
health outcomes. Over one-third of Indian women reported that 
they had experienced spousal violence at some time, and about 

Box 4.1 (continued)

Kanya Jagrit Jyoti was introduced in Punjab in 1996–97. A cash 
amount is invested (in the name of the benefi ciary) with the Life Insur-
ance Corporation. Between 6 to 12 years of age, the child receives a 
monthly scholarship. The rate of the scholarship is doubled at 12 to 
18 years of age. At the end of the scheme, the benefi ciary receives a 
lump sum, plus an accrued bonus, provided the parents continue to 
follow the norm of two children per family and the child passes at least 
matriculation. This scheme has about 8,000 benefi ciaries every year.

Kanya Vidya Dhan Yojana was introduced in rural and urban 
areas in Uttar Pradesh. The scheme provides a cash sum to each girl 
in a poor family who passes the intermediate examination from the 
Uttar Pradesh Board.

Apni Beti Apna Dhan was introduced in Haryana in October 1994. 
The scheme pays a cash amount to mothers within 15 days of the birth 
of a girl child to meet the nutritional requirements of the child. 
Another sum is invested, within three months, in a savings account in 
the name of the newborn. Eligibility is restricted to socioeconomically 
disadvantaged families that have three or fewer children.

Source: World Bank (2010a).
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 one-fourth had experienced violence in the past year, according to 
NFHS 2005. A number of factors are associated with the experience 
of violence, and our multivariate analysis confi rms the fi ndings of 
previous studies showing that the education of women and their 
partners, the attitudes of each about violence, and the alcohol con-
sumption among husbands are common correlates (see Kishor 2007). 
Violence against women is a marker of extreme inequality in gender 
relations; addressing the issue for its intrinsic value has important 
implications for human rights, but also has an instrumental value.

Globally, research shows that women who have experienced vio-
lence are more likely to experience health-related complications. 
Their children are also more likely to be sick and die in infancy or 
childhood. Heise, Pitanguy, and Germain (1994) identifi ed violence 

Table 4.3 Antenatal Care Improved in 1998–2005, but 
Most Women Still Do Not Find Giving Birth in Medical 
Facilities Necessary
percent
Indicator SC ST OBC Other Total
% change in antenatal care 1998–2005a

Three or more antenatal visits 6 12 1 11 6
First antenatal visit during 
 fi rst trimester 10 11 8 13 10
Prenatal care practitioner
Doctor −2 −3 −2 6 −1
Midwife, nurse 20 19 14 13 16
Other health professional 0 1 1 2 1
Home health worker −15 −8 −18 −11 −14
Traditional assistant 2 3 1 1 2
Other −11 −14 −9 −13 −10
No assistance −11 −14 −9 −13 −10
Why was your last child not delivered at a medical facility?b

Too costly 30 23 27 23 26
Facility not open 3 5 3 3 3
Too far, no transportation 12 17 9 11 11
Do not trust facility, 
 poor-quality service 3 2 3 3 3
No female provider 1 1 1 1 1
Husband, family did not allow 6 5 5 8 6
Not necessary 69 72 74 70 72
Not customary 6 7 7 6 6

Source: Staff calculations based on NFHS 2005 data.
a. Among the 51 percent with three or more antenatal care visits in 2005.
b. Actual percentage. Among the 41 percent who had not received institutional 

delivery in 2005. The categories are not exclusive; multiple reasons were allowed.
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as a public health issue, but there was little empirical evidence at the 
time. Since then, a number of surveys have been fi elded that seek an 
understanding of violence and its possible impact (on Latin America 
and the Caribbean, for instance, see Morrison, Ellsberg, and Bott 
2004). A recent multicountry World Health Organization report 
shows that violence against women is associated with sexually trans-
mitted infections such as HIV/AIDS, unintended pregnancies, gyne-
cological problems, induced abortions, and adverse pregnancy out-
comes, including miscarriage, low birthweight, and fetal death 
(WHO 2005). There are similar fi ndings on India (Jejeebhoy 1998; 
Ahmed, Koenig, and Stephenson 2006; Kishor and Gupta 2009).

Our results show a significant association between violence 
against women and reproductive health outcomes. Nearly 81 per-
cent of women who have never experienced violence reported receiv-
ing antenatal care, in contrast to only 67 percent among women who 
had experienced violence. After controlling for a number of house-
hold and individual characteristics, including ability to reach a health 
center and whether the distance to a health center is a problem, we 
fi nd that violence against women has a signifi cant association with 
reproductive health. Table 4.4 shows that women who had given 
birth in the three years prior to NFHS 2005 and who had any expe-
rience of spousal violence in their lives had 18 percent lower odds of 
receiving any antenatal care, 13 percent lower odds of being given 
iron supplements, and 15 percent lower odds of receiving tetanus 
shots prior to childbirth compared with women who had not expe-
rienced any spousal violence. This is particularly important because 
the majority of women receive tetanus shots, iron supplements, and 
at least one antenatal visit. Who are the women who do not receive 
these services? It is likely that the residual among women who do 
not receive these services is particularly oppressed; the strong cor-
relation with the violence variable is evidence for this conclusion.

We have also examined another important aspect of reproductive 
health: the likelihood of a birth that is not a live birth because of 
abortion, miscarriage, or still birth. Overall, about 18 percent of 
Indian women in NFHS 2005 had had a non-live birth of this kind, 
and 22 percent of these women had also experienced violence by 
their husbands. This bears out at the multivariate level even more 
(see table 4.4, model 4). After controlling for a number of charac-
teristics such as the birth order of the child, the mother’s age, her 
education, the husband’s education, household wealth status, region, 
urban or rural location, religion, and caste, one fi nds that, relative 
to women who have not experienced violence by their husbands, 
women who have experienced such violence are one and a half times 
more likely to have experienced births that were not live births.



Table 4.4 Indian Women Who Experience Domestic Violence Also Report Poorer Reproductive Health Outcomes

Indicator

One or more 
antenatal visits 
(last pregnancy)

Given tetanus 
injection before 

birth

Given iron 
supplements in 

pregnancy

Ever had a 
terminated 
pregnancya

Child 
stunted 

(last birth)b

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Has ever been hurt by husband 0.824*** 0.853** 0.872*** 1.466*** 1.114**
Urban area 1.076 0.792*** 0.801*** 0.94 1.021
Wealth quintile: second 1.141* 1.198** 1.042 0.971 0.91
Wealth quintile: middle 1.054 1.316*** 1.113 1.09 0.806***
Wealth quintile: fourth 1.418*** 2.076*** 1.156 1.081 0.652***
Wealth quintile: wealthiest 1.916*** 4.244*** 1.271* 1.19 0.455***
Size of agricultural land owned by household, acres 0.992** 0.994** 0.995* 0.995 1.0
1 = SC 0.771** 0.901 0.97 0.779*** 1.301***
1 = ST 1.151 0.993 1.340*** 0.680*** 1.045
1 = OBC 0.691*** 1.007 0.761*** 0.908 1.141*
Religion: Muslim 0.948 1.003 0.812** 1.008 1.038
Religion: Christian 0.728* 0.695** 0.896 0.758* 1.092
Religion: other (non-Hindu/Muslim/Christian) 0.885 0.709* 0.764* 0.629*** 1.101
Mother’s age at last birth: 25–34 1.187** 1.059 1.268*** 1.474*** 0.889**
Mother’s age at last birth: 35–49 1.175 0.9 1.071 1.663*** 0.797*
Partner’s education level: primary 1.341*** 1.436*** 1.293*** 1.122 1.014
Partner’s education level: secondary 1.275*** 1.487*** 1.170** 1.199** 0.957
Partner’s education level: higher 1.430* 1.731** 1.519*** 1.505*** 0.684***
Respondent’s education level: primary 1.819*** 1.691*** 1.876*** 1.158 0.817***
Respondent’s education level: secondary 2.682*** 2.793*** 2.155*** 0.858* 0.739***

(continued next page)
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Table 4.4 (continued)

Indicator

One or more 
antenatal visits 
(last pregnancy)

Given tetanus 
injection before 

birth

Given iron 
supplements in 

pregnancy

Ever had a 
terminated 
pregnancya

Child 
stunted 

(last birth)b

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Respondent’s education level: higher 5.074*** 7.315*** 4.372*** 0.681** 0.584***
Birth order: penultimate 0.587* 0.676 0.656* 1.497 2.303***
Birth order: 3 to 5 0.348*** 0.470** 0.499*** 1.42 2.348***
Birth order: 6 plus 0.199*** 0.281*** 0.322*** 1.188 2.903***
Birth interval: 8 to 24 months 1.094 1.177 1.145 0.681 0.612*
Birth interval: over 24 months 1.259 1.293 1.196 0.893 0.447***
Listens to radio at least once a week 0.926 1.112 1.163** 1.014 0.953
Watches television at least once a week 1.679*** 1.467*** 1.353*** 1.221*** 0.948
Can go to health facility alone, 2005 (yes) 1.216*** 1.123* 1.234*** 1.153** 1.112**
Distance to hospital presents problem (yes) 0.718*** 0.573*** 0.85 0.799* 0.939
Region: East 0.560*** 1.929*** 0.816*** 1.025 0.9
Region: Northeast 0.608*** 0.663*** 0.746*** 0.967 0.807**
Region: South 3.910*** 2.242*** 1.988*** 0.624*** 0.796***
Region: North 1.298*** 1.032 0.937 0.735*** 0.805***
Region: West 1.787*** 1.650*** 2.121*** 0.683*** 1.237**
Intercept 3.394*** 2.874*** 1.289** 0.142*** 1.078
Number of observations 20,905 20,929 21,107 21,470 17,153
Pseudo R-squared 0.225 0.19 0.138 0.03 0.051

Source: Staff calculations based on NFHS 2005 data.
a. A child is stunted if height-for-age is less than −2 standard deviations of the World Health Organization’s reference population parameters for the 

height-for-weight ratio.
b. Terminated pregnancy refers to pregnancies ending in miscarriage, stillbirth, or abortion.
*p = .05 **p = .01 ***p = .001.
Robust standard error (odds ratios reported).
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The well-being of children is also conditioned by their mothers’ 
experience of violence. That maternal characteristics have a signifi -
cant effect on children’s well-being is now well established. What is 
less well known from the empirical literature is that the children of 
women who have experienced violence are at greater risk of malnu-
trition and death. We look at stunting (defi cient height-for-age) as a 
marker of chronic malnutrition. About 45 percent of the women 
who had had children in the three years preceding NFHS 2005 had 
children who were stunted, and the mothers of over half (51 percent) 
of the stunted children under the age of 3 had experienced violence. 
This also bears out at the multivariate level. Model 5 in table 4.4 
shows that, after controlling for a host of family, maternal, paternal, 
and child characteristics, we fi nd that children whose mothers have 
ever experienced violence at the hands of their husbands are 1.14 
times more likely to be stunted than the children of mothers who 
have not been abused. This corroborates the analysis of Kishor and 
Gupta (2009) using the same data and the analysis of Jejeebhoy 
(1998) based on a survey in Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh. After 
controlling for a variety of factors, the former found that mothers 
who had experienced violence had children who were underweight 
and had poorer immunization coverage. The latter found that the 
offspring of mothers who had experienced violence showed a higher 
likelihood of fetal death or death in infancy. There is similar evidence 
on other countries (on Nicaragua, for instance, see Åsling-Monemi 
et al. 2003). This indicates that violence prevention should be built 
more intentionally into reproductive and child health programs.

What are the likely pathways by which violence and poor out-
comes are associated? Clearly, violence is an important health issue 
and can incapacitate women. However, women who have experi-
enced violence are also likely to be more disempowered than others 
in intrahousehold relations. The psychological impact of violence or 
the threat of future violence is likely to make the women less able to 
take care of themselves and their children. It is also likely that vio-
lence is a result of empowerment: women who are more empowered 
and fl out social norms are at greater risk of violence.5 Whatever the 
direction of causality, it is reasonable to conclude that violence is 
associated with poor outcomes among women and their children, 
the costs of which are too high and too pervasive to ignore.

What can help protect women from violence? The evidence on 
whether employment protects women or confers on women greater 
vulnerability to violence is mixed. Thus, while some studies suggest 
that employment protects women, others suggest the opposite, that 
is, if women contribute signifi cantly in economic terms to the house-
hold, their enhanced economic worth itself places them at greater 
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risk of violence (see Hadi 2005; Bates et al. 2004; Kishor 2007). In 
our analysis of women who had experienced violence in the 12 
months prior to NFHS 2005, we fi nd that educational attainment 
above the secondary level and family socioeconomic status are the 
greatest protectors. Other correlates are region and location, which 
also indicate where the greatest interventions are needed. However, 
the husband’s education matters, too, and men who have had sec-
ondary or higher education are less likely to strike their wives. How-
ever, once we control for the husband’s attitude toward violence 
(whether or not it is acceptable to hit), the effect of secondary and 
higher education disappears, and, inexplicably, men who have pri-
mary education become the more likely perpetrators of violence. The 
husband’s alcohol consumption has the largest effects on whether a 
woman experiences violence, but women’s own attitudes matter as 
well. Therefore, interventions that address the attitudes of both 
women and men and men’s drinking behavior, especially in high-risk 
urban areas, would likely make a big difference.

Landownership can help protect women from violence, but also 
has other positive effects. A study on domestic violence in India fi nds 
that, more than any other factor, the ownership of land protects 
women against violence and enhances the esteem and worth of women 
in the household and the community (Panda and Agarwal 2005). The 
ability of women to inherit land is limited, however, by the Hindu 
Succession Act 1956, which accorded rights to ancestral property only 
to male family members. The legislation was amended by some states 
in 1994 to grant daughters equal coparcenary birth rights in joint 
family property.6 Deininger, Goyal, and Nagarajan (2010) compare 
outcomes in the inheritance of land by males and females from fathers 
who died before and after the amendment of the act in Karnataka 
and Maharashtra. They fi nd that the amendment not only helped 
expand the probability of daughters owning land (a direct effect), but 
helped increase female empowerment within the household. A slight 
rise was seen in the age of marriage (a proxy for women’s bargaining 
power within a household), but a more pronounced effect was evident 
in education among girls. Girls who had begun their education after 
the amendment came into force had attained 1.8 more years of educa-
tion as of 2006 relative to those girls who had completed their educa-
tion before the amendment came into force.

The ownership of property is not, of course, the same as control 
over property, but it is a starting point in enhancing voice. While for-
mal property rights in South Asia do not exclude women, cultural 
pressures often force women to give up their inheritance. A recent 
piece of legislation gives women far-reaching legal protection against 
abuse or threats of abuse by their spouses, partners, or other males in 
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the family, but, as in the case of other laws such as those targeted at 
reducing the social ills of dowries, enforcement is the key (Anderson 
2003).7 Better dissemination of information on the content and impli-
cations of laws could also signifi cantly raise their potential impact on 
gender outcomes (Deininger, Goyal, and Nagarajan 2010).

Markets and Assets: Some Progress, but 
Continuing Disadvantage

A recent New York Times article reported on Indian women in the 
elite banking sector as follows:

In New York and London, women remain scarce among top 
bankers despite decades of struggle to climb the corporate lad-
der. But in India’s relatively young fi nancial industry, women 
not only are some of the top deal makers, they are often run-
ning the show.” (Timmons 2010)

The large numbers of young women in the business processing 
industry have also captured the public imagination with their high 
salaries and independent lifestyles. Clearly, women’s visibility in the 
high-end urban labor market is much greater than it was a decade ago, 
but this is far from the norm. This section documents the patterns of 
labor force participation among women and reiterates that educated 
women tend, for the most part, to stay out of the labor force.

NSS data suggest that the labor force participation of women 
aged 15–59 has virtually stagnated, from about 36 percent in 1983 
and 33 percent in 1993 to 35 percent in 2005. The stagnation is 
driven mainly by rural areas; urban areas have seen a 7 percent 
increase, from 20.3 percent in 1993 to 21.8 percent in 2005. How-
ever, the measurement of women’s work is complicated, and differ-
ent methods may yield different results. For instance, in a survey in 
urban New Delhi, Sudarshan and Bhattacharya (2009) have found 
participation rates that are considerably higher than those recorded 
by the NSS. The main reason for the difference is the inclusion by 
the former of all home-based piece-rate activities as work.

There is vast heterogeneity by geographical area. A recent study 
fi nds that the coeffi cients of variation in employment and labor 
 participation rates among women are nearly four times the coeffi -
cients among men (World Bank 2010b). In addition to low employ-
ment and participation rates in the northeastern regions (including 
Tripura), Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, female employment rates are low 
in West Bengal and in prosperous Punjab as well. Female employment 
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and participation rates are much higher in Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, 
Karnataka, Maharashtra, and Tamil Nadu. Another analysis fi nds 
that female employment rates in West Bengal and Bangladesh are 
quite similar and hypothesizes that this may be caused by the low 
participation of women in agriculture in both areas (World Bank 
2008). The largest increases in the female labor force participation 
rate during 1993–94 and 2004–05 were in regions that had either a 
low basis, such as the north and the northeast, or in regions that 
experienced high economic growth rates, such as the southern and 
western states.

The regional variation also shows up at the multivariate level. 
The regression results in table 4.5 show that, in comparison with the 
core Hindi belt states (undivided Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, and Uttar 
Pradesh), the labor force participation of rural women was lower in 
the eastern and northern states, but more than three times higher in 
the southern and western states (each statistically signifi cant). Among 
urban women, the central region showed lower participation rates 
compared with all other regions, but the odds ratios were not as 
high. So, women in the more rapidly growing regions with more 
liberal norms of female mobility in the west and south were much 
more likely to be employed than were women in the central states.

There is also great heterogeneity in female labor force participa-
tion by caste and tribal status. The higher participation rates of SC 
and ST women in the labor market relative to their upper caste peers 
are now well documented and show up also at the multivariate level 
(see table 4.5). However, ST women, like their male counterparts, 
work mostly in agricultural self-employment and have seen hardly 
any change over time. Chapter 3 shows that SC women, unlike SC 
men, have moved out of casual labor at a much slower pace than 
other groups and are more likely to withdraw from the labor market 
over time. In comparison, women in the upper castes have always 
been more likely to stay out of the labor force. Their occupational 
profi le looks quite different from that of their male counterparts as 
well (fi gure 4.6).

Framing the conundrum: education lowers the likelihood of wom-
en’s participation in the labor market. Table 4.5 reports odds ratios 
that predict the probability of labor force participation. Two kinds 
of explanations have been articulated. The fi rst is a demand-for-labor 
argument, which says there is a dearth of well-paying, secure jobs for 
educated women. Hence, educated women, who also belong to the 
higher socioeconomic strata, prefer to opt out of the labor force 
rather than accept low-status (manual) jobs. The second, a labor-
supply argument, rests on cultural mores and values of status and 
seclusion that may cause higher-status households to prohibit women 
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to work or demand jobs. The two arguments are mutually reinforc-
ing. It is true that women with higher education stay out of the labor 
force if there is another earning member in the household or because 
of an income effect. However, this explanation is muddied by the fact 
that there are few appropriate (regular salaried) jobs.

Not only is it diffi cult to separate cultural factors from economic 
opportunities, but, often, the cultural affects the structural, and vice 
versa (see Das and Desai 2003; Das 2006). Thus, the extent to which 
women’s belief systems create stereotypes and prevent women from 

Table 4.5 Women in Rapidly Growing Regions (West and 
South) Show Higher Odds of Labor Force Participation

Indicator
Rural
men

Rural 
women

Urban
men

Urban 
women

Age 1.933*** 1.148*** 2.074*** 1.304***
Age squared 0.991*** 0.998*** 0.990*** 0.997***
Married 2.792*** 0.705*** 3.864*** 0.291***
Household size 1.004 0.966*** 1.058*** 0.960***
Education: ref: no education
Education: below primary 0.917* 0.629*** 1.251** 0.624***
Education: completed 
 primary 0.498*** 0.479*** 1.05 0.471***
Education: postprimary 0.138*** 0.323*** 0.215*** 0.480***

Household head (yes) 1.924*** 3.006*** 1.191*** 3.690***

Land possessed date of 
 survey, hectares 1 1.001*
Region: ref: central
North 1.067* 0.895*** 1.337*** 1.031
South 1.578*** 3.868*** 1.618*** 2.571***
East 1.230*** 0.680*** 1.348*** 1.275***
West 1.383*** 3.581*** 1.360*** 1.718***
Northeast 0.900*** 0.738*** 0.859*** 1.366***
Survey year: ref 1983
Survey year 1993–94 1.019 0.885*** 0.919*** 0.982
Survey year 2004–05 1.068*** 1.232*** 0.992 1.169***
Household has child under 5 0.899*** 1
Religion: ref: Hindu
Muslim 0.986 0.412*** 1.328*** 0.605***
Other religion 0.968 0.787*** 0.886** 1.139***
Caste: ref: non-SC/ST
SC 1.018 1.260*** 1.065 1.336***
ST 1.198*** 3.146*** 0.927 1.658***
Constant 0.001*** 0.081*** 0.000*** 0.008***

Source: NSS data.
*p = .05 **p = .01 ***p = .001
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Figure 4.6 Occupational Structure Is Changing More among 
Men than among Women, and the Differences across Social 
Groups Are Large
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entering the labor market from a position of strength is not known. 
Also unknown is the manner in which hiring authorities uncon-
sciously assign women to female occupations. In the case of Dalits, 
for instance, recent experiments have shown that caste stereotypes 
affect not only the majority community, but also minority caste 
groups, in this case, Dalits. In a fi eld experiment designed to test 
discrimination in hiring in Lima, Peru, Moreno et al. (2004) found 
that women had much lower expectations of the wages they would 
receive relative to men. This led women to aim at wages that were 
6–9 percent lower than the wages targeted by men.

Muddy waters: income effect or discouraged worker effect? The 
literature on women’s labor force participation, particularly in the 
developed countries, indicates that women’s employment decisions 
are often contingent upon the employment status and earnings of 
their husbands (see Cohen and Bianchi 1999). Das (2006) uses NSS 
data (55th round) to determine if the income or employment status 
of husbands affects women’s employment probabilities. She fi nds 
that the education and wages of husbands do lower the probability 
of employment among women. Moreover, after controlling for the 
incomes of husbands, she fi nds that women’s postprimary education 
shows a positive correlation with women’s labor force participation. 
In fact, it takes the form of a “U,” with high labor force participa-
tion by uneducated women, the lowest labor force participation 
among women who have completed primary education, and rising 
participation among women with postprimary education.

Thus, women with higher education may stay out of the labor 
force because of an income effect, but this conclusion is muddied by 
the lack of jobs that women would want to do. In the absence of 
regular salaried jobs, the only options available to educated women 
are low-status, low-paying manual work, especially in rural areas, 
such as work on family farms or as petty vendors, domestic servants, 
or day laborers. In the face of such unsuitable employment oppor-
tunities, households decide to withdraw female labor if there is 
another earning member (if women are household heads, they are 
more likely to be employed). Because educated women are usually 
married to educated men and are likely to have some fi nancial 
resources, they remain out of the labor force instead of accepting 
poorly paid jobs as casual wage workers.

Women in the labor force are mostly self-employed, and only 
13 percent receive any wages at all. Self-employment is more signifi -
cant among non-SC/ST women compared with women belonging to 
the SC or ST category. The latter tend to work as casual wage work-
ers out of necessity. While the 2004–05 numbers on women’s wage 
work are about double the numbers in 1983 (13 relative to 6  percent), 
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they are still extremely low. This is partly caused by the fact that 
women are overrepresented in unpaid work. Over the last 20 years 
or so, the patterns in labor market activity have remained more or 
less the same among all categories of workers. The greatest changes 
seem to have occurred among the men who are moving into nonfarm 
self-employment, but this is more true of non-SC/ST men than of 
others (fi gure 4.6). However, SC men also seem to be making a quiet 
transition out of casual wage work into nonfarm self-employment 
and regular salaried work. Women’s participation in nonfarm self-
employment has also increased, but this is more true of non-SC/ST 
women than of others. SC and ST women have seen small increases, 
though the increase is negligible among the latter. As education has 
expanded among SC women, the share of these women has also 
risen in the category of people out of the labor force.

Wages have a salutary effect on women’s voice and decision mak-
ing if women earn as much as their husbands do. NFHS 2005 shows 
that about one in fi ve women who is currently married and who 
works for wages earns at least as much as her husband. Further-
more, women who earn about the same as their husbands are more 
likely to have a major say in the use of the earnings of their husbands 
relative to women who earn less than their husbands and women 
who earn more than their husbands (Kishor and Gupta 2009).

Inequalities in wages and opportunities are an additional disin-
centive for women to work. During the post–World War II period in 
the United States, the increased labor force participation of married 
women is explained by an increase in women’s wages, which trumped 
the negative effect of the wages of the husbands on labor force par-
ticipation. Thus, when women’s wages rose, this substituted for the 
income effect of men’s wages (Mincer 1962, cited in Blau 1998). In 
India by the fi rst few years of the millennium, we had little reason 
to believe that anything similar was happening. The relatively fl at 
participation of women in the workforce and the high levels of the 
wage differentials between women and men indicated that, unless 
salaried work among women expands, households would curtail the 
supply of educated female labor.

Our calculations based on the 61st round of the NSS 2004–05 
show that women’s nominal weekly wages are, on average, 71 per-
cent of men’s wages in regular salaried work and 56 percent of men’s 
wages in casual work. The kernel density plot in fi gure 4.7 indicates, 
across the distribution, that women’s wages are much lower than 
men’s wages. Using Oaxaca-Blinder decompositions conducted with 
NSS data from 1999–2000, we have found that only 27.5 percent of 
the difference in casual wages between male and female workers 
could be explained by human capital and location attributes, while 
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the rest were unobserved factors (Das 2006). Some of these unob-
served factors may well involve discrimination. Thus, gender ideolo-
gies can spill over into hiring patterns and exclude women. Low and 
unequal wages and their concentration in agricultural labor and in 
female occupations represent added disincentives for women to 
work outside the home.

In a survey of 407 male and female professionals in their late 20s 
and early 30s in eight major cities, Teamlease (2008) found that 
respondents were of the opinion that men have a better chance to be 
successful in the workplace. However, there were regional differences. 
One-third of the respondents in cities in the regions in which women’s 
participation in the labor market is higher, namely, Ahmedabad, 
Chennai, and Mumbai, said women have a better chance of getting 
ahead in the workplace. Respondents in Hyderabad, Kolkata, and 
New Delhi reported that there were equal opportunities for men and 
women to make progress in the workplace. Finally, about three-
quarters of the respondents agreed that women faced constraints in 
advancing to senior-level positions.

Counting aspirations: Indian women clearly want to work outside 
their homes. One of the explanations for women’s low participation 
in the labor market is that they would prefer not to work, given the 
pervasive culture of seclusion, especially in states where women’s 
employment rates are low (see Das 2006). We fi nd quite the reverse 
in women’s responses to the question in the NSS on the reason women 

Figure 4.7 Women Are Paid Less than Men across the Wage 
Distribution

0

0

2

2

4

4

6

6

8 10

ke
rn

al
 d

en
si

ty

log weekly cash wages

males females

Source: Data of NSS 2004–05.



156 poverty and social exclusion in india

did not work outside the home. Over 89 percent of the women 
respondents doing only domestic work said that they did this because 
they were obliged. Over 56 percent said there was no other member 
of the household who would take on their household duties. One-
third of women doing only domestic work said they would accept 
paid work in addition to their household duties. Clearly, household 
responsibilities are paramount, but the majority said they would like 
regular part-time jobs (fi gure 4.8). Those who said they wanted regu-
lar full-time work seemed to be looking for salaried work, but, among 
the rest, the preference was self-employment.

Credit shortfall: One of the reasons for women’s low representa-
tion in nonfarm employment is the poor access of women to credit 
markets and fi nancial products. About 75 percent of the women 
who want work, in addition to their household duties, cite tailoring 
and dairy as the two areas where they would like to work. Perhaps 
these preferences are colored by the visibility of women in these 
occupations, but this appears to be a proxy for nonfarm employ-
ment. Almost 60 percent of the women say fi nance is a major con-
straint, and this may, to a large extent, explain why women are so 
poorly represented in nonfarm employment and why their transition 
out of agriculture is so slow (table 4.6).

Menon and Rodgers (2009), using NSS data, look at informal 
and formal channels for loans accessed by men and women and fi nd 
that the likelihood of engagement in self-employment in response to 

Figure 4.8 The Aspirations of Women Doing Only Domestic 
Work
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a loan is substantially stronger among women than among men. 
They suggest that women have moved toward self-employment in 
the more capital-intensive areas of livestock and dairy farming. They 
also fi nd that the steady rise in the production of bidi (an Indian 
cigarette) as a leading occupation among rural self-employed women 
during the 1990s was especially pronounced among women who 
had not taken out loans. The predominance of women who had not 
taken loans in bidi production is consistent with the low capital 
needs in this industry.

The existence of the barriers women cite in their efforts to enter 
self-employment is also borne out by data on access to fi nancial 
markets. The calculations of Desai et al. (2010) from the India 
Human Development Survey indicate that fewer than 20 percent of 
Indian women have their names on bank accounts either individu-
ally or jointly. Similarly, NFHS 2005 data show that fewer than 40 
percent of women are even aware of the credit available to them 
(table 4.7). Using offi cial data of the Reserve Bank of India, Chavan 
(2008) fi nds that only 12 percent of all individual bank loan accounts 
belonged to women in 2006. Furthermore, for every Rs 100 of bank 
credit given to a man, a woman received only Rs 15. Even when 
women know that credit facilities exist, they probably often cannot 
negotiate the procedures or believe that they can actually obtain the 
loans. Only about 10 percent of women who are aware of credit 
facilities actually make the applications (table 4.7). Clearly, the 
accounts of self-help groups (SHGs) do not translate into women 
opening their own accounts.

Caste and religious disparities also play a role in the awareness 
of and access to credit. While 29 percent of non-SC/ST/OBC women 
have their names on bank accounts, only 16 percent of OBC 

Table 4.6 Three in Five Women Cite a Lack of Credit 
as a Reason for Not Doing the Work They Want
percent
What do you need to facilitate the work you want? Share
Nothing 4.24
Finance and credit 58.50
Raw materials 3.68
Assured markets 7.58
Training 15.63
Accommodation 0.87
Other 9.50

Source: Staff calculations based on the NSS 61st round, 2004–05.
Note: The sample consists of women who are currently doing domestic 

work, but who say they would also like to do other work.
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women, 13 percent of Dalit women, and 10 percent of Adivasi 
women have their names on individual or joint bank counts (Desai 
et al. 2010). Although Muslim women are more likely to be in 
nonfarm self-employment, only 13 percent of them have their 
names on bank accounts, and ST women lag behind all others in 
the awareness of the existence of loans (table 4.7). It also appears 
from the study by Chavan (2008) that caste disparities in terms of 
access to banking services widened between 1997 and 2006. In 
2006, Adivasi and Dalit women received only 1.3 percent of the 
total credit given under small borrower accounts; this compares 
with 4.8 percent in 1997.

A rights-based alternative for poor women: the Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS), 
which has adopted a rights-based approach to livelihoods, is an 
example of a program that explicitly seeks to provide paid work to 
poor women. The scheme mandates that at least one-third of work-
ers should be women and makes several provisions to enhance the 
participation of women (for example, the provision of crèches at 
worksites for working mothers and a guarantee of equal wages 
among men and women). The numbers on participation, however, 

Table 4.7 The Poor Awareness of Women about Available 
Credit Facilities
Population group Know of loans Applied for loansa

All India
SC 38 12
ST 30 10
OBC 39 12
Other 41 7
Total 39 10
Urban
SC 41 9
ST 37 6
OBC 49 10
Other 42 4
Total 44 7
Rural
SC 36 14
ST 29 11
OBC 34 14
Other 40 9
Total 36 12

Source: NFHS 2005.
Note: The table refers to women’s awareness and use of business loans.
a. Among those women who know about the existence of loan programs.
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are uneven across Indian states. Women’s participation in the pro-
gram exceeds 50 percent only in Rajasthan (fi gure 4.9). While Kerala 
and Tamil Nadu rank higher than Rajasthan in women’s participa-
tion, the overall uptake of work through the scheme in these two 
states is so low that the absolute impact of the program on women 
is limited. Based on fi eldwork in six northern states, Khera and 
Nayak (2009) fi nd barriers that still constrain women’s participa-
tion. These include, but are not limited to, social norms concerning 
working women, the lack of adequate childcare facilities (which are 
only provided for window dressing), and exacting productivity 
norms in some states that require harsh labor practices if women are 
to earn the minimum daily wage.

Yet, overall, the scheme remains an attractive employment option 
among poor women. Khera and Nayak (2009) conclude that sig-
nifi cant benefi ts have already started fl owing to women through the 
scheme. First, the program has widened employment opportunities 
in villages, thereby making it feasible for women to work despite 
bearing household responsibilities. Second, the program provides 
work under relatively safe and decent conditions, at fi xed hours, and 
at a minimum wage that is signifi cantly higher than the wage women 
otherwise receive as private laborers. Finally, the wages earned 
through participation in the scheme give women the fl exibility to 
spend money on their own needs. Most participants end up buying 
food or medicines. In the case of single women, these benefi ts are 
even greater. (Box 4.2 offers another example of a scheme targeting 
women in poor households.)

Figure 4.9 Almost Half of MGNREGS Participants Are 
Women, but Some States Do Better than Others, 2010
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Voice and Visibility in Public Spaces

No longer the passive recipients of welfare-enhancing help, 
women are increasingly seen, by men as well as women, as 
active agents of change: the dynamic promoters of social trans-
formations that can alter the lives of both women and men. 
The nature of this shift in concentration and emphasis is some-
times missed because of the overlap between the two 
approaches. The active agency of women cannot, in any seri-
ous way, ignore the urgency of rectifying many inequalities 
that blight the well-being of women and subject them to 
unequal treatment; thus the agency role must be much 

Box 4.2 Kudumbashree: Innovation for Results

Kerala’s Kudumbashree Program is innovatively “reaching out to 
families through women and reaching out to the community through 
families,” as its slogan announces. It has more than 3.7 million mem-
bers organized in nearly 200,000 neighborhood groups and covers 
about half the households in the state. Since their inception (in 1998), 
the saving and credit groups have mobilized Rs 18 billion as thrift and 
have disbursed loans amounting to Rs 35 billion.

Women in poor families are organized in three-tiered community 
development societies. At the lowest tier are neighborhood groups of 
20–45 at-risk families. These groups are federated at the ward level 
into an area development society and also at the municipal level into 
a community development society. Like other SHG models (such as 
in Andhra Pradesh), Kudumbashree promotes women’s empower-
ment through savings, credit, and microenterprises linked through the 
three-tiered network and onward to banks under the bank-linkage 
program promoted by the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural 
Development.

The Kudumbashree experiment is unique in its conscious interface 
with local governments under the state government’s People’s Plan 
Campaign. Kudumbashree draws funds from various sources to 
ensure fi nancial sustainability and scalability. For instance, it uses the 
provision in the Swarna Jayanti Shahari Rojgar Yojana, the centrally 
sponsored urban poverty alleviation program, to encourage microen-
terprises. This makes Kudumbashree a comprehensive model for local 
development rather than merely a microfi nance-led model to enhance 
economic empowerment.

Sources: Nair (2008), Kumar (2008), Government of Kerala, http://www
.kudumbashree.org.
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 concerned with women’s well-being also. Similarly . . . any 
practical attempt at enhancing the well-being of women can-
not but draw on the agency of women themselves in bringing 
about such a change.

Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (1999, 189–90)

The literature on women’s agency and empowerment is now vast 
and complex. The larger part of it focuses on intrahousehold agency 
and women’s ability to exercise power and thereby affect their own 
and their families’ well-being. A background paper for this report 
shows that there is a positive association between men’s earnings 
and whether their wives read a newspaper regularly, do not practice 
seclusion (purdah or ghunghat), and speak English, even after one 
controls for a number of household and individual characteristics 
(Desai, Noon, and Vanneman 2008). This section addresses the issue 
of women’s voice and visibility, partly in the household, but espe-
cially in the community and society as a whole.

Giribala, the protagonist of Mahasweta Devi’s short story of the 
same name, resists a lifetime of poverty and humiliation. Her fi nal 
act of resistance—walking away from an impossible situation—is 
symbolic of the methods women can use to defy and circumvent, 
while also acquiescing. No measure of decision making and empow-
erment can quite capture the complexity of the dialectic between 
women’s oppression and agency or the fact that the two can coexist. 
Innumerable women protagonists of Indian literature bring this dia-
lectic out in ways that statistical analysis cannot achieve.

While there is a long history of anthropological work on the sub-
ject, the National Family Health Survey was among the fi rst set of 
surveys to allow for an aggregate measurement of women’s voice in 
the home. A recent report based on NFHS-3 shows that, among the 
decisions in which women are likely to participate, women are most 
likely to participate in decisions about their own health care (62 
percent), followed closely by decisions about visits to their own 
families or relatives (61 percent) and decisions about purchases to 
meet daily needs (60 percent). Women are least likely to participate 
in decisions about large household purchases (53 percent). Age, edu-
cation, and employment status are among the variables that are cor-
related with women’s decision making in the home. For instance, 
women’s place in the lifecycle determines the extent to which and the 
arenas within which women can wield power (Das Gupta 1995). 
The multivariate analysis of the number of decisions made alone 
shows that the number is higher, on average, among women with 
earnings, women earning at least as much as their husbands, women 
who are older, and women living in urban areas. Education and 
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wealth do not have a direct positive association with the number of 
decisions women make alone (Kishor and Gupta 2009). Also, women 
who have more control over their own income, mobility, and voice 
in decisions in the home have healthier and more better-educated 
children (Dufl o 2003; Qian 2008; Luke and Munshi 2007; Dyson 
and Moore 1983; Eswaran 2002).

Voice and public action can change outcomes. Let us take the 
example of women’s participation in MGNREGS. The states that 
do well on many other indicators, including overall performance 
in MGNREGS, do not compare with Rajasthan, which (along with 
Kerala and Tamil Nadu) shows a significant participation by 
women in the program. Rajasthan is a state otherwise known for 
poor indicators on gender equality, its feudal culture, and restric-
tions on the mobility of women. Yet, states such as Gujarat and 
Madhya Pradesh, in which rural poverty and tribal populations are 
high (both factors that should pull women into the scheme) do not 
do as well as Rajasthan. Why is this the case? We hypothesize that 
Rajasthan’s performance is a function of voice and public action. 
The state has had a long history of struggle against the irregular 
payment of wages in public employment programs. In fact, the 
movement for equal wages among women workers has its origins 
in the Women’s Development Program in the 1980s. The program 
took up the issue of women’s wages in public employment schemes 
wherein contractors would take thumb impressions of uneducated 
women on receipts, but pay them lower wages than were due (see 
Das 2008). Subsequent movements and programs built upon the 
momentum of the Women’s Development Program. Mazdoor Kisan 
Shakti Sangathan, for example, which is perhaps the most vocal 
and infl uential network today, aims to ensure that MGNREGS 
succeeds in Rajasthan. This network voluntarily and tenaciously 
monitors the program, demanding government accountability. 
As a result of its efforts, public offi cials and government institu-
tions in Rajasthan are much more responsive and alert to problems 
in MGNREGS.

There are several other high-profi le examples of welfare activities 
that are conducted hand in hand with advocacy. This is the case of 
Gujarat’s Self Employed Women’s Association, or Maharashtra’s 
Annapurna Mahila Mahamandal, or the national Mahila Samakhya 
Program. Each of these provides a service of some kind, assistance 
with self-employment or education, for example, but also organizes 
women into groups to demand accountability. In addition to these 
more well-known examples, there are a host of small-scale move-
ments across India that have placed issues of gender inequality and 
women’s status in the public domain.
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Legislation and policy have played a large part in giving women 
space and voice in the public domain. As this report was being fi nal-
ized, the Women’s Reservation Bill became law after years of intense 
lobbying. In 1993, the 73rd Constitutional Amendment reserved 
seats for women in local bodies. There are at least two ways in which 
women’s representation in local and national government is impor-
tant. The demonstration effect of the greater presence of women in 
the public domain is instructive for society as a whole and can change 
perceptions about women’s voice. It also gives women experience 
and develops leadership for the next step in representation. At 
another level is the question of whether women’s presence as deci-
sion makers changes the outcomes for other women and for gender 
equality. In general, well-intentioned legislation can also have good 
and not so good effects (box 4.3).

Do women leaders at the local level take up issues that are impor-
tant to women? The evidence on India is thin, and it is mixed. For 
instance, women leaders in West Bengal invest more in water and 
road projects and less in nonformal education, while, in Rajasthan, 
women leaders invest more in water and less in roads (Chattopadhyay 
and Dufl o 2004; Dufl o and Topalova 2004; Bardhan, Mookherjee, 
and Parra Torrado 2006). In a study on 13 states, Munshi and 
Rosenzweig (2008) fi nd that women representatives are better at 
claiming public resources for their constituencies. Yet, others fi nd 

Box 4.3 Legislation Can Have Unintended Consequences, 
Both Good and Not So Good

In a bid to eliminate the crossborder traffi cking and exploitation of 
women, several countries have age restrictions and other safeguards 
requiring women to produce documentation that they will be legiti-
mately employed and that their interests in the receiving country will 
be protected. However, migration policies that seek to protect women 
have been double-edged swords: they address genuine threats, but, in 
the process, also prevent women from responding to the demand for 
female labor in other countries. The Indian Emigration Act was 
amended to prevent women under age 30 from migrating as house-
maids and caregivers. Nongovernmental organizations are concerned 
that this will lead to the illegal and undocumented migration of 
younger women and prevent them from accessing any benefi ts to 
which they may be entitled in the receiving country. Other countries 
also have age limits on women migrants, but whether this contributes 
to women’s welfare or increases vulnerability is unclear.

Source: Manchanda (2007).
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that women leaders perform no better than men leaders and that 
institutional factors and context matter more. In a study across 527 
villages in four southern Indian states (Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, 
Kerala, and Tamil Nadu), Ban and Rao (2008) fi nd that women in 
reserved gram panchayats (local government administrative units) 
perform better if they have more political experience and if they 
live in villages less dominated by upper castes and in states where 
the panchayat system is more mature (for example, Kerala). Simi-
larly, using data from a primary survey in four states (Chattisgarh, 
Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, and Rajasthan), Rajaraman and Gupta 
(2009) fi nd that economic fundamentals matter more than the gen-
der of the sarpanch (elected village leader) in making policy choices. 
In their sample, women sarpanches show a preference for expendi-
tures on water, but on account of factors such as poor access to water 
pumps in their gram panchayats or a history of outbreaks of water-
borne diseases. In this, they only refl ect more closely the preferences 
of their electorates. (There are also numerous studies of the issue 
elsewhere; see box 4.4 for an example from Latin America.)

SHGs have been among the most successful empowerment pro-
grams; they have had positive effects on participants and on collective 
actions for communities. SHGs have built on previous programs of 
group formation, such as the program Development of Women and 
Children in Rural Areas, but their virtual saturation of the rural space 
can be attributed to the push undertaken based on the initial  guidelines 
of the Reserve Bank of India, which mandated public sector banks to 

Box 4.4 The Challenge of Giving Excluded Groups 
Space in Political Decision Making in Latin America

Latin America has a good track record in the area of educational quo-
tas and quotas to increase women’s participation in representative 
government bodies. By 2005, 11 countries had adopted such quotas. 
However, there are still only incipient efforts to incorporate quotas for 
excluded populations such as Afro-descendants and indigenous peo-
ples. According to data from Brazil and Nicaragua, Afro-descendants 
are poorly represented politically. In 2003, only 27 of 594 Brazilian 
congressmen (roughly 5 percent) identifi ed themselves as people of 
African descent, although 45 percent of Brazil’s population is of Afri-
can descent. In Nicaragua, there is not a single Afro-descendant in the 
national assembly, although Afro-descendants make up 9 percent of 
the country’s population.

Source: Márquez et al. (2007).
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lend to women’s SHGs. This placed the onus equally on banks and 
state and district administrations. Over the years, SHGs have become 
platforms for women to aggregate and voice their demands and hold 
local institutions accountable, including the panchayats. They are 
also a training ground for future women leaders at the local level. 
Through her careful interviews in West Bengal, Sanyal (2009) shows 
that SHGs also provide powerful platforms from which women’s 
groups can take collective action, in addition to the empowerment 
effects among members at the individual level.

A recent study in Andhra Pradesh attributes an increase in the 
political voice of women who are active in SHGs partly to a reduc-
tion in social divisions. A Dalit member interviewed for the study 
highlights the change as follows:

The SHGs help you realize that the blood in you and me is the 
same. In the meetings [now] everyone sits together. There is 
no discrimination. This is one major change that has taken 
place after the establishment of SHGs in the village. (Narayan, 
Prennushi, and Kapoor 2009, 251)

After accounting for standard demographic predictors, educational 
levels, exposure to the media, and the standard of living index of 
households, another study found that the presence of SHGs in a 
 community, as well as participation in group events relating to family 
planning, had a positive effect on the adoption of family planning in 
Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu (Dev, James, and Sen 2002).  However, 
the direct impact of SHGs on incomes is less clear; we have also noted 
the small number of women who have  individual bank accounts.

One of the factors that hinder women’s visibility and voice in the 
public domain is the threat of physical harm and the lack of security 
outside the home. In addition to family-based violence, the percep-
tion women and their families have of their safety and security in 
public places and women’s fear of sexual harassment (known popu-
larly and even reported in the media by the demeaning term “eve-
teasing”) pose barriers that have hitherto not been measured by 
national surveys in India.8 Threats to women’s security in public 
places also infl uence the ability of women to access markets and 
services and to claim spaces for themselves. This is where policy can 
make a huge difference. Making public spaces safe for women 
would be a major step forward in enhancing women’s access to 
these spaces. Anecdotal evidence of the existence of pressure on 
local administrations in cities such as Bangalore, Hyderabad, and 
Pune, where the new outsourcing industry employs young women 
on night shifts, suggests that the governmental response to such 
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pressure is important. Moreover, issues of security in general and 
women’s security in particular have been taken up, for example, by 
India’s National Association of Software and Service Companies. 
Backing by such infl uential lobbies is important in ensuring that 
security concerns are addressed. Yet, in rural areas, women seldom 
have lobbies that articulate this demand (Das 2008). Indeed, educa-
tion and other, more subtle barriers continue to blunt the aspira-
tions of women in this and other areas (box 4.5).

Box 4.5 What Do You Want to Do? Who Do You Want 
to Be? What Is Stopping You? The Aspirations of Young 
Girls in a South Delhi Slum

Shahana is a 14-year-old from Tigri, a huge slum consisting of around 
3,500 shanties in south Delhi. She is among several young girls who met 
together for the World Bank’s Moving out of Poverty pilot study in New 
Delhi. Shahana enjoys playing in the streets. She aspires to be an athlete 
some day. Shahana does not attend school. Instead, she says she feels 
sick walking in the summer heat everyday fetching pails of water.

Nine of the 11 girls interviewed for a discussion on youth aspira-
tions in Tigri cannot read or write or dropped out of school after grade 
6. Given the pressure on girls in the community to marry early and the 
stigma attached to women working, a majority prefer professions that 
are based in the home. Some in the group hope to make a living by 
doing minor tailoring jobs. Four of the 11 girls prefer this profession 
because it would allow them to earn a living while staying at home.

“Our parents would never allow us to go out and work,” said 
Anita. “At least this way, we would be able to earn some money, if 
needed, even when we are married.”

Another popular choice of profession is beautician. Four of the 
girls in the group expressed a preference for this profession. Most feel, 
however, that their parents are in no position to borrow money for 
their training.

“How can they spend money on my career when they also have to 
save for my sisters’ and my dowry and wedding feast?” asks Shabnam.

The strain on family income was reported by most as the main 
reason for leaving school. A few said they left voluntarily because they 
had to walk two or three miles every day to the education center and 
had no energy left to study and do housework. The threat of physical 
harassment also restricts mobility and means that younger girls like 
Shahana, rather than older postpubescent ones, have to walk the one 
or two miles to fi ll water from community taps every day.

Source: Moving out of Poverty interviews.
Note: Names have been changed to protect privacy.
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Conclusion

This chapter brings out selected aspects of female disadvantage in 
India. The main messages are as follows:

• Women today are doing better than their mothers’ generation 
along a range of outcomes that include health, education, 
voice and visibility, and, to an extent, participation in the 
urban labor market.

• There are large inequalities across states in most areas of 
 women’s status.

• Poor access to reproductive health means that too many women 
die unnecessarily in childbirth.

• Violence against women is a strong correlate of a number of 
poor outcomes among women and their children.

• Despite a period of dramatic growth, female labor force par-
ticipation rates virtually stagnated from 1983 to 2004–05. This 
is especially a problem in rural areas.

• Heterogeneity across social groups is pronounced, and Adivasi 
and Dalit women, in particular, are left out of nonfarm self-
employment.

• Women seem stuck in farm-based employment; a major reason 
why they are not transitioning into nonfarm self-employment 
is their poor access to credit facilities.

• Over time, women’s voice and agency both in the home and 
in public spaces have increased, but the extent to which this 
has impacted aggregate outcomes is unclear even at the 
local level.

Through examples and in the embedded discussion, this chapter 
also shows that, despite the deep cultural roots of many of the 
adverse outcomes among women, the innovative use of policy and 
programs can make a difference. Countries that have been more 
successful than India in improving outcomes among women demon-
strate that national vision has helped shape policies not only that 
target women, but also in the relevant sectors more generally. In 
low-fertility countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development, for instance, tax laws that reward employed 
women, while also encouraging fertility, have been central in the 
high levels of women’s labor force participation. Sri Lanka showed 
us decades ago that fi xing the health system with a view to lowering 
mortality rates had a salutatory impact on infant mortality, women’s 
fertility, and women’s status. In Bangladesh, a successfully imple-
mented secondary school stipend program, along with growth in 
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women’s employment in the garment export industry (which requires 
basic literacy and  numeracy), has meant that enrollments are now 
higher among girls than among boys. Girls enroll because, in addi-
tion to the stipend, their families perceive a return to sending their 
daughters to primary school. In contrast, the returns to education 
for girls in India come only at higher levels, that is, after the comple-
tion of secondary school. What each of these initiatives has accom-
plished is, fi rst, to defi ne an objective of gender equality or women’s 
empowerment and, second, to determine which policy needs to be 
“engendered.”

Notes

 1. The Laws of Manu, trans. W. Doniger, with B. K. Smith (London: 
Penguin Books, 1991).

 2. Economist. “Gendercide: The Worldwide War on Baby Girls: Technol-
ogy, Declining Fertility and Ancient Prejudice Are Combining to Unbalance 
Societies,” March 4, 2010. http://www.economist.com/node/15636231.

 3. Rabindranath Tagore: Selected Poems, trans. W. Radice (London: 
Penguin Books, 1985).

 4. Bloomberg Businessweek. “India’s New Worldly Women,” August 
22, 2005. http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/05_34/
b3948530.htm.

 5. For a discussion of the pathways, see World Bank (2008).
 6. Coparceners refers to a group of family members who acquire 

notional shares in joint family property, including land, to be realized upon 
inheritance. The amendment was extended to all states in 2005.

 7. The legislation includes a comprehensive defi nition of domestic vio-
lence, but its critics claim that the provisions are too draconian and may be 
misused by women to harass men.

 8. See World Bank (2008) for results on Bangladesh.
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