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ABSTRACT

This paper is about increasing social inequality among the five

major social groups in India. The five groups are Scheduled Tribes or

Adivasis, Scheduled Castes or Dalits, Other Backward Classes (Hindu),

Muslims and the rest labelled as Socially Advantaged Groups (SAG). It

is measured in terms of Social Inequality Ratios expressed as ratios of

mean outcome in selected indicators of a comparator group to the mean

outcome in the same selected indicators of the best performing group

(or reference group) i.e. the SAG. The period under examination is 1993

to 2012. Both the initial period and the end period show a hierarchical

pattern with STs at the bottom followed by SCs, Muslims and OBC. In

some indicators there is an interchange between OBCs and Muslims.

The SAG is always at the top. We find this hierarchical social inequality

is  in tune with the well entrenched hierarchical social structure of Indian

society. Its persistence is sought to be understood in terms of 'durable

inequality' a la Charles Tilly. What is significant to note is the increase

in this hierarchical social inequality except in the case of education

defined as the percentage of adults with at least secondary level of

education. It goes without saying that the findings reported here do

have far reaching consequences for social solidarity and socially

equitable development.

Keywords: Social inequality, Durable inequality, Heirarchical

inequality, Capabilities, Dalits and Adivasis, Social groups,

Educational Attainment.
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Introduction

This paper is about the economic and social position of two large

groups of people referred to as ‘Dalits’ and ‘Adivasis’ – officially

classified as Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST) -  in

India within a framework of social inequality that continues to be

structured in a hierarchical order, broadly speaking. While the former

means ‘oppressed’ and constitutionally refers to a large collection of

castes in India who were historically treated as ‘untouchables’, the latter

means ‘original or earliest settlers’ who constitute a large collection of

tribes and usually lived in forests and mountainous regions with limited,

if not nil, interaction with the ‘mainstream’ society. A steady process of

exploitation and subordination by elites and rulers as well as non-elites

had resulted in their being at the bottom of India’s hierarchical social

structure. Since independence in 1947 and the adoption of a republican

constitution in 1950, the governments in India, both at the central and

provincial levels (called state-level), are mandated to address their

economic and social deprivations and thereby reduce the existing, what

may be called extreme inequality.  Positive discrimination - in the form

of reservation of electoral constituencies to ensure political participation,

reservation of a certain share of jobs in the central and state governments,

similar reservation in admissions to higher education - is an important

component of this constitutional mandate. In addition, there are a large

number of promotional measures to reduce consumption poverty and

ensure access to educational and other opportunities.  Special legislative

enactments are also in place to prevent what are called ‘atrocities’ and
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crimes. Special commissions are also in place to monitor the progress,

respond to grievances and alert the governmental system on important

matters of concern.

Yet studies have confirmed the practice of what may be called

‘caste discrimination’ in which the Dalits and Adivasis continue to be

relegated to the bottom. Economic analysis of disparity and

discrimination is an expanding area of research in India with notable

contributions (e.g. Thorat and Newman 2010, Deshpande 2011,

Madheswaran and Singhari 2016).  The question of the intersection of

caste and class is another issue that has been raised not only in academic

studies but also in political praxis1.

Social Inequality: Definitional and Measurement Issues

There are two types of inequalities in the economic literature; one

is vertical inequality, and the other is horizontal inequality. In the

economic literature, measurement of inequality is mostly focused on

vertical inequality, i.e. inequality among individuals/households in a

given universe as opposed to inequality among identified groups within

a universe. The most common measure of group inequality is based on

identity such as race, caste, gender, and so on.  Our focus here is on

horizontal inequality among social groups identified on the basis of

their caste and community identity. This we call social inequality. The

period selected is 1993-2012 i.e. the first two decades of the neoliberal

economic reforms with a historically unprecedented acceleration in

aggregate economic growth of over six per cent per annum.

Why focus on Social Inequality?:  In the Indian context, social

inequality has been a live subject in economic, social and political

spheres such that it became an organizing principle for both socio-

economic and political mobilizations both before and after

independence. Of course, it co-exists with modern organizing principles

such as workers, farmers, students, and so on.  The Indian Constitution
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not only recognizes the social inequality dimensions but has also strived

to reduce it through constitutionally mandated public policies such as

positive discrimination that we mentioned earlier. However, there has

been an impression created in recent times that the hierarchically

structured social inequality has been declining due to public policies

and that it is time to revisit them with a view to restructure  along purely

economic inequality conditions. This has some merit when purely

economic inequality measures (vertical inequality) point out the

increasing trend since the launching of neoliberal economic reforms in

the country. Based on earlier work focusing on limited indicators, we

proposed that social inequality in India has not only been persisting but

also increasing in recent times (Kannan 2014 esp. Ch 7)2. That in our

view suggests a close correspondence between economic deprivation

and social group identity notwithstanding the existence or otherwise of

vertical inequality within groups. The results reported here confirm not

only the persistence of social inequality but, more importantly, its increase

during the approximately first two decades of the economic reform period.

Given the persisting ideology of social hierarchy, we characterize this

as one of durable inequality.

How are the social groups identified?: Social groups are identified

as large groups consisting of numerous caste groups within specific

schedules of the Constitution as well as official recognition as socially

backward. They form three social groups called Scheduled Castes,

Scheduled Tribes and Other Backward Castes (Hindu). In addition, we

have added Muslims as a separate social group and all those who are not

officially recognized as not socially disadvantaged into one group called

Socially  Advantaged Group or SAG.  The rationale and background for

this typology of social groups is discussed in a separate section (see also

Table 1).

Dimensions of inequality:  There are different dimensions of social

inequality. In the case of India, given its current level of overall
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development, we are interested in measuring those indicators that tell

us something about the basic material requirements for a life of dignity.

The idea then is to compare the status of different social groups to see if

there is a hierarchical pattern (based on ranking) and if so to measure the

distance from the best performing social group.  And this takes us to the

space of capabilities a la Sen (1985). Capability is defined in terms of

freedom, i.e. the potential to act, but this is often difficult to measure.

Therefore the idea of ‘functioning’ becomes important because it

represents a situation of outcome in the sense of achievement. However,

we also realize that the difference between capability and functioning

in some cases could be very thin, as for example, in the case of education.

Being educated leads to a capacity to secure decent work, but being

educated is also an achievement in itself. Therefore without too much

hair-splitting, we measure selected outcomes in the space of capabilities/

functionings that we consider are basic to a life of dignity. Capabilities/

functionings are multidimensional. Based on availability of separate

data for the relevant groups we have selected (a) per capita net worth, (b)

consumption poverty, (c) educational attainment, (d) health indicators

such as infant mortality rate (IMR) and chronic energy deficiency (CED),

(e) housing condition, and (f) employment and livelihood outcomes.

These are then grouped into three categories based on what they mainly

stand for viz., (a) resource inequality, (b) capability inequality, and (c)

existential inequality.

How are they measured? These different dimensions call for

measurement. Measures used for vertical inequality are not fully

satisfactory for application in the case of horizontal inequality. Some of

these measures can be adapted as a single measure for finding out

horizontal inequality3.  But our objective is one of measuring the

distance between social groups and then to see if it is increasing,

decreasing or remains the same over the period selected. Given this

objective, we find that “ratios of average performance of pertinent groups

are the most straight forward and intuitively appealing measure of group
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inequality” (Stewart, et al. 2005:11). However, Stewart et al. also state

that the ratio of average performance may not be an adequate measure to

find out the distance if there are more than two groups. We overcome

this problem by taking the best performing group (SAG in our case) as

the reference group (i.e. the denominator to find out the ratio for a given

comparator group) and then rank these ratios to find out if there is a

‘hierarchy’. We call these ratios Social Inequality Ratios (SIR). To

generalize,

                       SIR =  
 Xic   ,

  i = 1 to n

   
 Xir

Where Xic stands for the mean outcome in ith indicator of the

compator group, and Xir stands for the mean outcome in ith indicator of

the reference group. The theoretical justification for this simple but

important measure comes from the proposition that under certain

conditions individual identity is largely determined by group identity

– as in the case of Dalits and Adivasis – to access opportunities for

enhancing capabilities. Here group identity sums up, more often than

not, the historically accumulated disadvantages. For certain other social

groups, it would represent the historically accumulated advantages as

in the case of our SAG.

For a deprivation indicator - e.g. incidence of poverty - a ratio

higher than one would indicate a lower rank and the difference would

then stand for the distance of the comparator group from the reference

group. For example, if the incidence of poverty among the  SAG is 20

per cent, and among the Dalits (SMD1) it is 30 per cent in the initial

period, then the social inequality ratio (SIR) is 1.5. That is to say, the

incidence of poverty is fifty per cent higher among the Dalits compared

to the SAG. In the second period say, after ten years, if the incidence of

poverty gets reduced by 10 percentage points among the SAG it will

give a figure of 10; if there is a 10 percentage point reduction in poverty
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among Dalits, it will then give a figure of 20. The SIR in the second

period will then be 2.0. This would then mean an increase in social

inequality because the incidence of poverty among the Dalits is 100 per

cent higher than that among the SAG. This, of course, is due to the

uneven rate of progress in reducing poverty.  If the dimension selected

is in terms of achievement (e.g. percentage of persons with at least

secondary education), a ratio of less than one would indicate a lower

rank and distance of the comparator group.  If the mean outcome is the

same for the two groups, the SIR would be one, and it would then be

taken as social equality in the selected dimension irrespective of whether

it is indicative of deprivation or achievement.

The Framework of Durable Inequality

Our objective here is a limited but important one. It is to understand

the status of Dalits and Adivasis in today’s India in a relational sense

within a framework of horizontal inequality among groups bounded by

social identity. It is, for this reason, we have divided the entire population

into five social groups and highlight the position of Dalits and Adivasis

that is invariably found to be at the bottom. While these two groups are

at the bottom, the other three groups are found to be in hierarchical

order with the (SAG)  at the top while the second and third places shared

by the next two groups interchangeably.

It is this ranking order of hierarchy that calls for a framework to

understand the entrenched social inequality in India.  The thesis of

‘durable inequality’, propounded by Charles Tilly (1998), seems to me

to provide a powerful framework to understand this horizontal inequality,

which we call social inequality, in India with a focus on the bottom

groups of Dalits and Adivasis. It is called ‘durable inequality’ because

they “last from one social interaction to the next, with special attention

to those that persist over whole careers, lifetimes, and organizational

histories” (ibid. p.6).  Moving away from individualistic analysis, Tilly

emphasizes the importance of group analysis based on differences
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between well-defined categories such as ethnicity/race, caste and gender.

To these inherited characteristics, he adds acquired characteristics such

as those based on citizenship and occupational classifications.  While

Tilly prefers to deal with paired categories such as female/male, black/

white, aristocrat/plebeian and so on, the idea of durable inequality allows

for a hierarchical relationship with more than two categories.  This is of

special interest to us since we are dealing with a hierarchical situation.

How some of the well-entrenched categories such as castes are created,

have a long history and as Tilly remarks, rightly so in our view, “humans

invented categorical inequality millennia ago and have applied it to a

wide range of social situations” (p.10).  However, according to Tilly, the

working of categorical inequality that becomes durable over time is

explained by two causal mechanisms of

(a) “exploitation, which operates when powerful, connected people

command resources from which they draw significantly increased

returns by coordinating the effort of outsiders whom they exclude

from the full value added by that effort”, and

(b) “opportunity hoarding, which operates when members of a

categorically bounded network acquire access to a resource that

is valuable, renewable, subject to monopoly, supportive of

network activities, and enhanced by the network’s modus

operandi” (p.10).

The first sounds very Marxian and the other quite Weberian.

There are two further mechanisms that cement the above two.  One is

called ’Emulation’ and the other ’Adaptation’. Emulation happens when

non-elites copy the elites’ organizational models and transplant existing

social relations from one setting to another (as in the case of migrants).

Adaptation takes place when daily routines and social interactions take

place on the basis of categorically unequal structures, as for example, in

information sharing and gathering, mutual aid, and political influence

and so on. In sum, “exploitation and opportunity hoarding favour the
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installation of categorical inequality, while emulation and adaptation

generalize its influence” (p.10).

This paper does not attempt to apply the working of the causal

mechanisms of categorical inequalities in the Indian context along the

abovementioned lines since that is a major task in itself and beyond the

scope of this paper. But the framework of horizontal inequality based

on categorical social groups helps us to understand the persistence of

hierarchical social inequality, which we characterize as durable in the

Indian context.  What we try to do here is to map out empirically this

social inequality in the selected dimensions (mentioned earlier) to see

whether it has increased, decreased or remained the same. This question

is important given the constitutionally mandated positive discrimination

extended to three social groups viz., OBC, SC and ST with a view to

reduce the gap between them and the socially advantaged group in

access to economic opportunities and resources. But we have a task of

first classifying the multi-religious and multi-caste vast Indian population

into meaningful categories that reflect the essential social hierarchy.

Social Groups in the Indian Context

From a social point of view, the Indian society’s caste system

consists of innumerable castes and sub-castes.  It is quite reasonable to

say that the very fine and thin distinctions among sub-groups within

major castes are getting increasingly irrelevant both in terms of social

interaction as well as policy attention. But the caste system, as a

hierarchically ordered social structure, continues to exert a powerful

influence in the society. The impact of such a hierarchical social structure

is perhaps felt most strongly at the bottom of the ladder where two

groups of population included in a special schedule of the Indian

Constitution called Scheduled Castes (SC), and Scheduled Tribes (ST)

find themselves locked into. The former consists of innumerable groups

with a common historical experience of being treated as ‘untouchables’

who were occupationally kept at the lower end as agrestic slaves for a
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variety of manual work.  The latter consists of innumerable tribes but

those who were outside the mainstream of the caste society having their

habitat in forests and mountainous regions with common property and

social norms and institutions4.  While the SCs had hardly any land or

any other agrarian assets, the STs had enjoyed possession of land, mostly

as common property of respective communities, and its cultivation.

However, beginning with the colonial forest policies and laws, they

have been subjected to a process of land alienation that continues to

this day.  Since the Constitution recognises them as the most

disadvantaged, we have grouped them together as ‘Socially Most

Disadvantaged’ (SMD) for purposes of our broad social categorization.

While the caste system with its legacy of the notion of ‘pollution’ and

‘highness’ and lowliness’ in occupations has its own peculiarities and

ritualistic associations, the notion of hierarchy is equally applicable to

other religious groups in India5. An overwhelming majority of SC and

ST communities are classified as Hindu in terms of religion. However,

there are sections of people who report as belonging to SC or ST category,

but belonging to non-Hindu religions such as Muslim, Sikh and

Christian. A very small number of Dalits have embraced Buddhism and

report their religion as such. Therefore, our group of SMD consists of all

those in SC and ST categories irrespective of their religious classification.

While they are officially referred to as SCs and STs, we use the

nomenclature ‘Dalits’ and ‘Adivasis’ interchangeably.

At the top of the social hierarchy are the various upper castes in

the Hindu system with a common historical experience of access to

assets, education and a superior social status. These include not only

the Brahmins (the earlier priestly class), but also the classical social

groups of Kshatriyas (warriors and rulers), vaishyas (traders and money

lenders), and many other groups of landowners/cultivators, and those

engaged in services. The official policy recognises them, along with

most Sikhs, Christians and Jains, as those who do not suffer from

economic and social disadvantage and hence, not entitled to any official
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policy of positive discrimination. We have classified them into one

group called  ‘Socially Advantaged Group’ (SAG) that seems to be

eminently justified when we examine their asset position (see Table 2)6.

Then there are the innumerable caste groups such as artisans,

tenant/small cultivators, agricultural labourers and others whose caste

status was placed between the top and the bottom.  While some among

them have some access to land and other assets their general economic

backwardness and mobilization for affirmative action resulted in their

official classification as Other Backward Classes (OBCs).

In a few Indian States, large sections of Muslims have been

classified officially as OBCs and others as upper classes.  Since there is

no uniform policy in all Indian states about granting OBC status to part

or whole of Muslims, we have ignored this and kept Muslims as a separate

social group (minus the SCs and STs among them) since their economic

power as a group seems to lie sometimes closer to the OBCs and at other

times more closer to the SMD1 group of SC. The report of a high-level

committee set up by the Prime Minister in 2005 popularly known as the

Sachar Committee (by the name of its Chairman)7 and published in

2006 brought to the limelight the general economic backwardness of

Muslims despite a thin layer of elites. Therefore, these intermediate

groups of Hindu OBCs and Muslims are taken separately but grouped as

‘Socially Less Advantaged’(SLA1 and 2) that could also mean socially

less disadvantaged in relation to the Dalits and Adivasis.

In Table 1 we summarize the main social and economic

characteristics of this five-fold classification.
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Socially
Advantaged
Group (SAG):
Hindu Upper
Castes and all
other religious
groups (except
Muslim).

Socially Less
Advantaged
(SLA1): Hindu
OBC

Socially Less
Advantaged
(SLA2): Muslim

Socially Most
Disadvantaged
(SMD1): SC

Table 1:  Classification of Indian people into five social groups

Social Group Main social Main economic
characteristics   characteristics

A sense of high social
status; a high degree
of social interaction
including marriage
especially among
Upper caste Hindus,
Jains and Sikhs.

Need not accept the
SAG group’s sense of
high social status but
nurtures, more often
than not, a strong
sense of higher social
status vis-à-vis Dalits
and Adivasis, i.e.
SMD1 and 2 groups.

Sizeable sections of
converts from SLA1
and SMD1 groups
over a long period of
time.

Formerly treated as
‘untouchables’ and
subjected to the
bottom of the social
hierarchy. SCs here

Highest rank in terms of
net worth and total assets.
Although economically
differentiated, they
experience the least
incidence of different
types of deprivation.

Economically highly
differentiated and
experience a higher
incidence of various kinds
of deprivation than the
SAG group but much
lower than SMD1 and 2.
In several cases, this group
also outranks the SLA2,
i.e. Muslim.

Existence of a small layer
of wealthy elite. At the
lower level, less
differentiated and mostly
poor. Incidence of
economic and other
deprivation often closer to
SMD1 in some, if not all,
states.

Mostly landless and land-
poor as well as other assets.
Earlier subjected to
agrestic slavery of various
forms and engaged in

Cont'd.....
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This admittedly broad but hierarchical grouping of the vast Indian

population has a strong empirical basis with regard to their wealth

ranking. Table 2 showing the wealth status justifies our classification.

Note that all non-Hindu religious groups other than Muslim have high

net worth much higher than the Hindu Upper Castes which would justify

clubbing them in SAG.

The Classification is Both Social and Economic

This classification of the Indian population is obviously a mixture

of groups of castes and religions, and hence they are socio-religious

groups or social groups for short.  But we posit a strong sense of hierarchy

among them that is backed by hard economic data. That is to say, “caste

[and caste-like, I would add] is an autonomous and significant dimension

of inequality, injustice and oppression in Indian society” (Yadav 2012).

The official classification of OBCs has a strong economic dimension

since the attempt has been to identify caste groups that show distinct

economic disadvantages and attainments. I hope sociologists would

also agree that going by not only the economic worth of each group but

Social Group Main social Main economic
characteristics   characteristics

refers to all
irrespective of their
religious affiliation.

Formerly confined to
dwelling in forested
and mountainous
areas and treated as
outside the caste
system. STs here
refers to all
irrespective of their
religious affiliation.

manual labour often
treated as ‘menial’.

No history of individual
property but common
lands. Historically very
little accumulation of
wealth including means of
production. Bare
subsistence livelihood for
most.
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also social norms and practices of inclusion/exclusion, discrimination

and sense of social status our broad grouping of Indian population

conveys the hierarchical nature of Indian society. It is indeed a stylised

representation of the multitude of castes, tribes and also religions, the

last two of which may not normatively accept a caste system but accepts

something similar to it in practice. As will become clear later, every

indicator of well-being and ill-being strongly reflect this hierarchical

order. In this sense, this three-fold classification positing an upper band,

a middle band and a bottom band is an economic one with a strong

boundedness by a sense of social group identity and hierarchy. Although

the group ‘Muslim’ need not accept any sense of hierarchy in the social

system, the ground reality of the group’s social and economic existence

would place them in the middle.

SCs and STs or Dalits and Adivasis:
How many are they and where are they concentrated?

Our focus is on the status of the Scheduled Castes and Tribes now

popularly, if not officially, referred to as Dalits and Adivasis.  However,

understanding their position in the larger Indian society and how strongly

it is entrenched in a historically influenced ideology of inequality calls

for a mapping of the social inequality that considers all the groups. This

explains why we have chosen to adopt the abovementioned typology

of Indian people in relation to their admittedly broad socio-economic

background.

When we speak about the two bottom groups of the Indian

population, we are speaking of large population groups.  According to

the Population Census of 2011, the SCs accounted for around 201 million

(16.6 per cent of the total population), while the STs constituted around

105 million (8.6 per cent of the total population) that comes to, when

combined, a little more than a quarter of the Indian population.  To get

a comparative picture, one should note that its size of 306 million is

more than the total population of the United States of America or close
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to two times the population of the vast Russian Federation. This

population weight, however, is not so weighty in the Indian context

because there is hardly any major state in India with an SC+ST share of

more than one-third, except the North Eastern hilly region consisting of

seven small states with a high share of ST population.

While the SC population are spread all over the country, there are

some significant clusters. For example, six states out of the total 29

states (the contiguous North Western area of Punjab, Himachal Pradesh,

Haryana and Uttar Pradesh, the state of West Bengal in the east and

Tamil Nadu in the south) have between 20 to 32 per cent of their

population belonging to SCs accounting for 46 per cent of the total SC

population.  If we take all the states with an SC population share of 15

per cent and above the number of states rise to 15, accounting for 84 per

cent of the total SC population in the country.

The situation is somewhat different for STs who could be seen as

occupying a comparatively more advantageous position from the point

of population distribution. In the north-east of the country there are four

states (Mizoram, Nagaland, Meghalaya and Arunachal Pradesh) where

STs are in a clear majority ranging from 68 to 94 per cent of the

population but to this should be added the other three nearby states that

have a significant share ranging from 32 per cent in Tripura and 43 per

cent in Manipur with Sikkim at 34 per cent.  These areas,  traditionally

inhabited by the Adivasis,  later witnessed a steady inflow of migrants.

Despite this, the tribal population has a strong socio-cultural and hence

political presence that perhaps points to the existence of a measure of

social and cultural capital.  Therefore, the entire northeast as a contiguous

region merits attention given the fact that they have been able to escape

the bottom trap in the hierarchical social structure in many respects,

especially in the matter of enhancing basic human capabilities. But

their share in total ST population is so small (8.4 per cent) that it has

hardly made any perceptible change in the group average.  This means



19

the tribal or Adivasi question is largely, if not only, confined to 10

states accounting for 82 per cent of the Adivasis in the country. This

includes the three states of Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand8,  and Odisha with

a share of 31, 26 and 23 percent respectively.  In fact, the economic and

social condition of the Adivasis is perhaps the worst in these states

suggesting a tough socio-economic regime despite their significant

presence and potential to influence the electoral political process. It is

in these three states, where large sections of Adivasis are caught in the

crossfire of the conflict between the state (both representing central and

state governments) and the groups that go by the name of ‘Maoists’,

advocating armed conflict against ‘class’ enemies and the state9.

Sources of Data for Mapping Social Inequality

Mapping social inequality according to our classification, required

the processing and computation of unit level data from large scale

national surveys. In fact, such mapping has been made possible by the

availability of data largely from the National Sample Surveys (NSS)

along with other sources as National Family Health Surveys (NFHS).

Different rounds of surveys were, thus, covered to estimate the results

for such indicators as wealth, consumption, education, health, housing,

and so on.  As with most such surveys, there are some limitations

including those arising out of the responses of the interviewees. For

example, consumer expenditure data is widely perceived to capture the

reality for low income and middle-income groups but not necessarily

for the high-income groups because their luxury consumption need not

necessarily get fully reported. This makes consumer expenditure less of

a satisfactory proxy for income, although income poverty measures in

India are usually reported on the basis of consumption expenditure.  If

anything, the magnitude of estimated inequality is likely to err more on

the conservative side. Such a possibility also might hold good for the

estimated wealth status. Another important limitation is that group

inequalities that we discuss here are based on group averages. That
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ignores the intra-group inequality and its consequences while comparing

across groups.  These limitations are, therefore, to be kept in mind.

Despite these limitations, I think the exercise in understanding

social inequalities based on aggregate data helps in constructing an

overall macro picture that provides rough orders of magnitude and of

disparity as the case may be. They are not only highly relevant for

policy purposes but also serve as a background for detailed scholarly

investigations many of which are  based on a limited local context often

focused on a particular group(s). I see a complementarity between the

two approaches usually divided between economists on one side and

sociologists and social anthropologists on the other.

Types of Inequality

 Following Therborn (2006), we classify the different dimensions

of inequality across the social groups into three types. They are  (1)

Vital inequality, (2) Existential inequality, and (3) Resource inequality.

Vital inequality “is the most important of all, given its reference to the

ultimate question of life, health, and death”, while existential inequality

refers to the “unequal recognition of human individuals as persons”.  It

has to do with respect or the lack of it in the form of humiliation or

recognition.  The reference to individuals in my view need not necessarily

be related to an individualistic phenomenon because groups of people

especially those belonging to bounded categories (such as Blacks, Dalits

or Romas) have been subjected to various forms and kinds of existential

inequality. Resource inequality would refer to the most important

economic resource of wealth or income, but Therborn also includes,

following Pierre Bourdieu, other resources such as cultural and social

forms of ‘capital’ (Therborn 2006, pp 6-8).

This multidimensionality is something that needs to be stressed,

especially in a context of hierarchical inequality of social groups such

as the one that we deal with here. But we are inclined to make some
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amendments.  Following Amartya Sen, we would recognise vital

inequality as part of the broader inequality of capabilities because bodily

health as well as education, which Therborn includes under resource

inequality in the form of skill, goes beyond their instrumental value as

resources.  Being healthy and educated is something to be desired and

pursued by valuing them intrinsically. In this way, we would like to

examine the inequalities across the broad social groups that we have

classified in terms of (1) Resource inequality, (2) Capability inequality,

and (3) Existential inequality.

Of course, these three types are not water-tight compartments.

Rather they often interact so closely that inequality in one sphere could

easily lead to another and vice versa.  Lack of economic resources could

easily result in inequalities in health and education that then could lead

to situations of shame, lack of respect and/or recognition.  It could also

make people in a categorical group vulnerable to all forms of exploitation

and/or exclusion limiting opportunities to access any one or more of

these for reducing inequality.

Resource Inequality

Asset Inequality

Among all resources, economic resources undoubtedly occupy

the leading role.  Economic resource-poor or resource-less status creates

a weak ‘initial condition’ for those groups which find themselves at the

bottom.  These could be due to historical factors or natural conditions

(e.g. arid or desert areas) or endowments. We examine two important

resource inequalities; one relating to wealth and the other income (taking

consumption as a proxy due to lack of income data).

The empirical evidence of wealth status is critical because it

indicates not only the ability of households in different categories to

withstand times of stress but also a basic ‘capital’ to derive a flow of

income as well as social status.  The great inequality in wealth distribution



22

is based on two important indicators10.  One is the per capita total asset

that is a representation of the value of both physical and financial assets,

and the other is the ‘net worth’ that is derived by deducting outstanding

debt from total assets. The evidence from two rounds of the National

Sample Survey data that allowed us to compute the social group-wise

net worth, and presented in Table 2, show high inequalities across the

social groups in a hierarchical manner.  Though there has been

considerable alienation of land among Adivasis, groups of them still

continue to have some land as their property that has ranked them above

the Dalits, who have historically been mostly landless. Therefore, this

places the social category of Dalits or SC at the bottom of the social

inequality ladder. Some net worth for such groups could be due to the

value of their residential property, howsoever meagre it might be.

However, as we shall see later, this ranking would change with the

Adivasis at the bottom in terms of poverty as well as capability and

existential inequalities. As we shall see later, Dalits in some regions

show some dynamism in group mobility although their ranking

continues to be at the bottom but next only to the Adivasis.

However, the striking feature of this wealth inequality, presented

for two points of time, is the fact that it has increased sharply across

social groups.  Such an increase, apart from inflation, is the result of

differential opportunities for accumulation in a period of neoliberal

capitalist macroeconomic policies.  This is evident in the Social

Inequality Ratios (SIR) where the referral group is the SAG. If the SIR is

one for any social group, then the social inequality is zero as between

the two groups. If it is less than one, then it shows the disparity with

respect to the SAG. In the year 2022, the net worth of the bottom group

of Dalits was only  24 per cent of the per capita net worth of the SAG. By

2012, it declined to 18 per cent. This we take as a measure of increasing

social inequality. Such an increase is also evident for all other three

social groups.
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Inequality in the Incidence of Poverty

In my earlier collaborative work, the question of India’s poverty

measurement was addressed to show that the official bivariate

classification of people as ‘Below the Poverty Line’ and ‘Above the

Poverty Line’ does not make much sense given the many layers or

bands of poverty and non-poverty. As such the entire population was

divided into six groups of Extremely Poor, Poor, Marginally Poor,

Vulnerable, Middle Income and High-Income categories (see Kannan

2014: Chs 2, 3 and 6).  By combining the first three categories, we

created a group called ‘Poor and Marginally Poor’ (PMP). Further, when

the next category of ‘vulnerable’ was added to this, we created a group

called Poor and Vulnerable (PV) that was equivalent to the international

‘poverty line’ of PPP$2. This category of Poor and Vulnerable constituted

the majority of the Indian population. The residual category may be

combined to represent the middle class and above.

Since the official poverty line has been changing from time to

time, we take here the international poverty line for developing countries.

There are two lines; one is called the ‘extreme poverty line’ equivalent

to one PPP dollar per capita per day in the 1990s ( revised to 1.9 in 2011)

and the other ‘poverty line’ (equivalent to 2 PPP dollars per capita per

day and revised to 3.2 in 2011)11    Based on these two poverty thresholds,

the inequality ratios are presented in Table 3.

Social group-wise data for 1993-94 are not available for SLA1

(OBC) group separately. We, therefore, have four social groups to

compare between 1993-94 and 2011-12. What the results show is the

hierarchical pattern in the incidence of poverty with the least incidence

for SAG+SLA1 combined at 29 per cent followed by Muslim at 41 per

cent and then SC and ST at 52 and 56 per cent respectively.  While there

has been a decline for all groups in 2011-12 the hierarchical social

ranking has not changed. Our measure of social inequality in terms of
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the SIRs refers to a state of deprivation. Therefore an SIR of more than

one would indicate a situation of disparity i.e. a higher percentage of

poor than the referral group. Therefore a higher SIR in this indicator

would be taken as higher inequality. The social inequality picture comes

out sharply for 2011-12 since we have separate data for all five groups.

The incidence of extreme poverty is close to five times among the ST

and around 3.5 times among the SC as compared to the SAG. The only

group that seems to have reduced the inequality gap is the Muslim for

both extreme poverty and poverty. However, from the point of the Dalits

and Adivasis, the inequality picture should be viewed as a matter of

great concern.

The extent of deprivation or economic resource inequality has a

bearing on accessing such human capabilities as health and education.

This then leads us to examine what we call Capability Inequality and to

what extent this is also entrenched in a social hierarchy.

Capability Inequality

The concept of capability and its application to human

development has witnessed considerable enrichment that now recognises

both the instrumental and intrinsic values (see Sen 1999).  Education is

one of the most basic and critical types of capabilities that could include

a wide range of knowledge acquisition, including skills. But educational

capability is predicated on acquiring a minimum or critical threshold of

basic skills such as reading, writing, computing, and so on. Therefore,

levels of educational attainments could be reckoned as a reasonable

measure of one of the basic human capabilities. As in the case of income

or consumption poverty, this can also be measured in terms of gradations

or levels.  However, changes in educational attainments are not a

continuous process as far as individuals are concerned.  Once

opportunities for access to schooling are missed very few are in a position

to recover the lost ground, and they remain deprived at a given level for

life. It often takes a generation to close the gap because the new



27

opportunities, whenever they emerge, are then taken advantage of by

the next generation, if the situation so permits.

Inequality in Educational Attainment

A large majority of people in today’s India was illiterate at the

time of independence in 1947.  The first Census of India after

independence – 1951 - reported a literacy rate of just 17 per cent among

the Indian population. While literacy has been enhanced considerably

(74 per cent in 2011), the progress in raising the educational level has

been painfully slow especially for the Socially Most Disadvantaged

groups of Dalits and Adivasis. Given the critical role of a minimum

level of education in a fast changing economy and society, we present

in Table 4 a category called Secondary education and above for adults

i.e. 15 years and above. This category includes all those who have

completed 10 years of education as well as those with higher

qualifications including graduates. Educational attainment could be

critical, not just to individuals but also social groups, to close the

inequality gap in their quest for dignity and equality.  We shall see later

how this somewhat positive picture could play a role in determining the

future prospects for progress especially for the Dalits and Adivasis.

In absolute terms the progress made is something that needs to

be noted although the level of achievement continues to be low compared

to similar countries in Asia. Overall those with at least a secondary level

of education increased from 17 per cent to 33 per cent during the 18 year

period but the social inequality continues to be pronounced.  However,

in the case of educational attainment there has been a catching up process

as revealed in the SIRs. For example, the inequality ratio of Dalits for

secondary and above increased from 0.36 in 1993-94 to 0.55 compared

to the SAG+OBC group combined. That every social group is now in a

process of catching up is something that is so different from the opposite

picture with regard to several other measures is something that needs to

be kept in mind.
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Inequality in Health Status

Health status embodies a whole range of inequalities.  For

categorical groups who are at the bottom of the asymmetrical relationship

in the society these manifest as higher rates of mortality especially

among children, shorter life span, low energy, and a whole range of low

and ill health. We take two indicators that we consider are sensitive and

critical. The first is the survival rate of children before attaining age one.

A lower probability of survival is definitely an indication of a collective

inability to ensure the survival of children. The other indicator is that of

Chronic Energy Deficiency (CED) among men and women. In daily life,

it manifests as individuals belonging to distinct groups with less energy

and crucial deficiencies in other nutritional indicators. This not only

leads to low productivity, but at times even limited ability to perform

work which affects their livelihood, for that is the only ‘capital’ that

they have.  “The ability to go about without shame”, as Amartya Sen has

put it, is an existential manifestation of this capability inequality. In

that sense, it is also closely related to the dimension of existential

inequality.

We have comparable data for two time points of 2005 and 2016.

As revealed in Table 5, Dalits and Adivasis have the highest IMR

compared to other social groups. In fact, the hierarchical order is quite

evident. The SAG experiences the lowest IMR followed by the Muslims,

OBC, SC and then ST during 2005. All of them experience an

improvement during the next decade.  And in 2016 the hierarchical

order remains the same but with increasing inequality as presented in

the SIRs.  OBCs have caught up faster and their IMR is almost equal to

Muslims. Adivasis have managed to outpace, albeit marginally, the

achievement of Dalits. Least progress is among the Muslims, and hence

they have experienced a greater social inequality although they have

managed to hold on to their second rank position. But the broad

hierarchical order with increased inequality has remained.
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Table 5: Infant Mortality Rate per 1000 live births by Social Group

Year SAG SLA1 SLA2 SMD1   SMD2 All
(Others)  (OBC)  (Muslim)  (SC) (ST)  Popn

2005-06 48.01 58.12 50.64 64.53 64.63 56.96

2015-16 30.98 41.68 41.24 45.22 44.42 40.72

Social Inequality Ratios with SAG as the Reference Group

2005-06 1.00 1.21  1.05 1.34 1.35

2015-16 1.00 1.35 1.33 1.46 1.43

Source: Computed from unit level data from NFHS-3 and 4.

The findings in the case of CED are presented in Table 6. On these

two counts, the social inequality in India clearly follows the hierarchical

pattern that we found in the earlier discussion.  However, some aspects

of this inequality need to be stressed.  All the four social groups face

significant inequality as against the top group of SAG except Muslims

in the initial period with the inequality ratios for Dalits and Adivasis

being the highest for both men and women in both the periods. It is also

significant to note that CED among women from socially advantaged

group (SAG) is considerably lower than men in the socially most

disadvantaged groups of Dalits and Adivasis. During this period of ten

years, the increase in social inequality is confined to women in OBC

and ST. At the other extreme women from the socially most

disadvantaged groups of Dalits and Adivasis show the highest incidence

of CED that are higher than the men from the same social group. This

clearly points to the stronger link between gender, class and social

identity given the fact that most Dalit and Adivasi women workers are

also low paid workers.
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Existential Inequality

“Existential inequality means, above all an unequal distribution

of freedom to act and of personal respect.  In the past century, this has

above all involved issues of race/ethnicity and gender, although there

is also the Indian phenomenon of caste, as well as outlying areas of

slavery or servitude in Africa and America. The class structuration of

human existence is a persistent and pervasive theme of social life, which

will require a treatment of its own” (Therborn 2006:22).

Racial or caste segregation especially in its extreme forms of no

entry into certain spheres (e.g. the historical experience of Dalits being

prohibited from using public roads or public wells or entering temples

which still survives in some parts/villages) is an existential inequality

and so is, as Therborn emphasizes, patriarchy where women’s freedom

and recognition are  adversely affected. A number of practices of

existential inequality have been legally banned in India (e.g.

untouchability), but many remain.  But here I take a more materially-

based example that has a durable character for those at the bottom: that

of not having a decent shelter to live in.

Existential inequality in this example relates to the sense of shame

arising out of lack of dignity, most of which is often a function of the

high degree of deprivation of economic resources and human

capabilities.  We consider here the absence of basic housing amenities

that denies a minimum of dignity and social existence of some value.

We take the case of deprivation suffered in accessing six selected basic

amenities.  These are: (1) not having a per capita floor area of at least 60

sq. ft, (2) no private latrine,  (3) no separate kitchen, (4) no drinking

water facility within premises, (5) no electricity for domestic use such as

lighting, and (6) housing structure that is  in need of major repair,

classified as ‘bad’ or ‘katcha’. There is no doubt that some of these are

too stringent thresholds such as the floor area and lack of a private

latrine that should qualify for extreme deprivation and the indignity

arising out of it and that is precisely why we view them as examples of

existential inequality. The findings are presented in Tables 7 to 10.
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The 49th Round of NSS on Housing Condition does not permit

separation of data for Muslims and OBC as these two social group

identities are not recorded. Hence our comparison is with reference to a

composite group of SAG+OBC+Muslim. However, this limitation has

been overcome in the 69th Round where we are able to compute data for

all five social groups.

Having to live with the shame of not having a private place as a

toilet, especially for the women, is only one example of existential

indignity.  The other deprivations in terms of the housing condition are

also manifestations of having to lead a life of indignity for families. In

Table 7, we have presented these deprivations separately for three social

groups in which the Dalits and Adivasis find themselves at the bottom.

That there is a hierarchy even in these individual deprivations is brought

out in Table 8 showing the findings for 2011-12 for all five social

groups. The bottom position is occupied by either the Dalits or the

Adivasis. On two counts, Adivasis as a group are less deprived than the

Dalits viz. (a) floor area, and (b) having a separate kitchen. But in the

remaining four indicators, they find themselves worse than the position

of Dalits. In the middle position, OBC group is above that of Muslim

group in three out of six deprivations, thus interchanging their middle

positions equally. The least deprived in all the six indicators is that of

the SAG.

The descriptive statistics with reference to six indicators given in

Tables 7 and 8 do not tell us the multidimensional nature of deprivation

in housing. We, therefore, report the results of a multidimensional measure

where we have identified the share of households deprived in three or

more indicators out of the six that we have selected. The share of

households in this multidimensional measure has indeed come down

from 78 to 36 per cent during the period shown here but in a socially

uneven manner with the result that the inequality gap for ST and SC

groups has increased considerably (see Table 9). These are borne out by
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the inequality ratios which are worked out for these two bottom

categories with reference to the other three groups, combined due to

lack of individual group data for 1993-94. Such data were available in

the latest 2012 Round of the NSS, which shows (see Table 10) a much

higher horizontal inequality between the top social category of SAG

and the bottom category of Dalits and Adivasis. The multidimensional

housing deprivation among Adivasis and Dalits is 4 and 3.5 times higher

compared to the SAG category.

Table 8: Percentage of households that are deprived in terms of six
selected basic housing amenities in India, 2011-12

Social Group Floor No No No No   “Bad”
area Private   separate  DWWP Electricity housing

<60sq ft   toilet   kitchen

SAG 17.2 19.1 28.4 28.2 4.8 10.4

SLA1 (OBC) 28.2 49.3 48.3 43.7 14.6 21.8

SLA2 (M) 39.0 31.4 47.3 35.1 17.9 20.8

SMD2 (SC) 41.0 58.6 62.1 54.9 20.4 29.9

SMD1 (ST) 32.2 67.5 56.4 72.3 29.7 41.2

All 29.6 43.4 46.7 43.6 14.3 22.2

Social Inequality Ratios with reference to SAG for 2012

SAG 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0

SLA1 (OBC) 1.6 2.6 1.7 1.5 3.0 2.1

SLA2 (M) 2.3 1.6 1.7 1.2 3.7 2.0

SMD1 (SC) 2.4 3.1 2.2 1.9 4.3 2.9

SMD2 (ST) 1.9 3.5 2.0 2.6 6.2 4.0

Note:  “Bad” housing is defined in the NSS survey as those requiring
major repair.  This is equivalent to the classification of “dilapidated”
adopted in the Population Census reports on housing condition. No
separate data for OBCs in 1993-94.

Source: Computed from NSS 69th Round.
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Table 9: Incidence of households with Multi-dimensional Housing
deprivation by  socio-religious group- All India (1993 &
2012)

Total  Other than SC ST

ST/SC

1993-94 78.28 72.75 91.67 91.89

2011-12 36.41 29.34 52.50 60.20

Inequality Ratios

1993-94 1.00 1.26 1.26

2011-12 1.00 1.79 2.05

Source: Computed from unit level data of NSS 49th and 69th Rounds.

Table 10:  Multi-dimensional Housing deprivation index by socio-
religious group and residence (2011-12)

H(%) SIR

All Population 36.41

SAG (Others) 15.03 1.00

Muslims 32.07 2.10

OBC 37.77 2.51

SC 52.50 3.49

ST 60.20 4.00

Note: H(%) = Percentage of deprived households; SIR = Social
Inequality Ratio. Source: Computed from unit level data from NSS

69th Round.

Employment and Livelihood Implications of being at the bottom of
the Social Ladder

The empirical evidence presented here to show the entrenched

nature of social inequality with Dalits and Adivasis at the bottom brings

out the formidable nature of deeply rooted barriers to achieve a life of

dignity and less inequality.  The main mechanism through which people

at the bottom hope to overcome their poverty and relative deprivation
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is through employment. But the employment situation in India, as indeed

in most other similarly placed countries, has been undergoing

transformations of a regressive nature. The employment situation has

received considerable attention of scholars, although linking it with

social groups and their inequality has been somewhat recent. The reports

of the National Commission on Enterprises in the Unorganized Sector –

NCEUS for short – have been instrumental in providing a macro

framework for understanding the relationship between work, earnings

and social group identity.  When it measured the informal sector and

informal employment in the Indian economy, the NCEUS (2008) also

underlined that the association of the SCs and STs with both poverty

and high informality in work is quite close. Informality was measured in

terms of insecurity in work as well as the absence of non-wage benefits

when in wage work.

For the Dalits and Adivasis, low economic staying power, poverty,

and low education have resulted in irregular or casual work in both

agriculture and non-agriculture.  Such self-employment as were reported

for them were also of a survival nature as street vendors or home-based

workers, who were no more than disguised wage workers either on

putting-out or piece-rate systems, especially for the women. Recent

data show some increase in the share of what is called ‘regular wage

workers’, suggesting a qualitative transformation in the type of

employment.  However, detailed analysis has shown that this is the

result of relaxation and non-enforcement of labour laws in the formal

sector of the economy; in fact, an increasing trend of open encouragement

to recruit temporary workers on a mass scale is noticed.  Given the

declining opportunities in rural areas, especially in agriculture and the

growth of construction and related sectors in urban areas, there has been

a shift of labour from agriculture to non-agriculture in India. The share

of employment in agriculture and related occupations declined from

around 69 in 1983 to 56 in 2005 and then to 49 per cent in 2012. Such

a process preceded by a much sharper decline in the share of national
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income in agriculture would suggest a structural transformation.

However, I had earlier pointed out that it is a case of lop-sided

transformation of the economy characterized by a “horizontal transition

from old informal/insecure employment (rooted largely in feudal

relations) to new informal/insecure employment based on market

relations” (see Kannan 2017:273).  Here again, the Dalits and Adivasis

find themselves in the lowest position in a scheme of hierarchical

inequality.

This point needs some elaboration.  First of all, those at the bottom

of the social ladder, especially the Dalits and Adivasis, have very little

assets as we have shown in Table 2. Therefore their main route for

livelihood is that of employment.  Here the structure of the economy

and the level of per capita income are relevant factors in the sense of

employment status and level of wages. In the Indian context, despite

attaining a high rate of growth of the economy, the structural

transformation in employment has been so slow that the quality of

employment continues to be poor. This is reflected in half the

employment categorized as ‘self-employment’ dominated either by ‘own

account workers’ with or without unpaid family labour or engaged in

small scale production and services with the help of a few hired workers12.

Of the remaining, roughly half the employment is in the category of

wage employment. However, the wage employment segment is

dominated by ‘casual work’ denoting no regularity in employment or

any entitlement to non-wage benefits of any kind, including social

security provided by the employer. Average daily wages in casual work

is only 30-35 per cent of the wages in what is called ‘regular work’.

Given the asset-poor background of those at the bottom of the

social ladder within a hierarchical social structure, what we find is a

similar hierarchical ranking in social inequality. But there are no strong

signs of increasing social inequality; instead, there are signs of some

small reduction in social inequality. Table 11 presents a summary of
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some crucial results based on the National Sample Survey data. Two

important labour market characteristics given there relating to

educational attainments of workers and the labour status of wage workers.

In terms of educational attainment, we take at least a secondary

level of education as a minimum threshold. The social distance is quite

strong, and it becomes more palpable for 2011-12 where we have the

data separately for the SAG and the OBC. In fact, a majority of workers

belonging to the SAG now have at least a secondary school pass

(including graduates and above) whereas it is only 15 per cent for SMD2

group of Adivasis at the bottom followed by 19 per cent for those

belonging to the SMD1 group of Dalits. The SIRs presented in Table 12

show some catching up for all the three bottom groups (and presumably

for OBC too), but it is relatively faster for the Dalit group. In terms of

increasing their share of regular workers in the total wage workers, there

is also some catching up among Dalits and Adivasis but not among

Muslims. Despite this slow catching up, the SIR for Casual work status

is a sign of increasing vulnerability in employment. The incidence in

both regular and casual statuses can go up resulting in a decline in the

incidence of self employment.

These favourable changes, howsoever small, should have resulted

in some small catching up in terms of income derived from wages for the

Dalits and Adivasis compared to other social groups. However, as shown

in Table 12, the inequality has widened for Adivasis and Muslims while

it remained the same for Dalits by taking the combined wage income of

the first two social groups viz., SAG and OBC. When separate data

available for 2011-12 is examined, we get a clear picture of the significant

inequality for all the four social groups in relation to the top one, i.e. the

SAG.  These figures in Table 12 pertaining to wage income per household

calls for some explanation. Wage income per household is calculated

by taking the number of wage earners in a given category, the share of

regular and casual wage workers among them, and the daily wages for
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casual and regular workers and the number of days worked. The total

amount thus found was divided by the total households in that category.

There is an additional inequality indicator given in Table 12

when wage income per households for the social groups are represented

in terms of the share of per household GDP. A number of studies had

earlier pointed to the declining share of wages in organized

manufacturing (see, e.g., Goldar 2013, Kannan and Raveendran 2009,

and Abraham and Sasikumar 2017) and also a decline in the share of

wages in total national income (see Gill (2012). What we find here is in

conformity with this trend when wage income of social groups is

examined there is a decline in the wage income taken as a percentage of

per household GDP for all social groups. For Dalits, Adivasis and Muslims

it is only a quarter of the per household GDP as against 30 per cent for

OBC and 58 per cent for the SAG.

In the language of durable inequality, what we find here is the

matching of exterior characteristics with interior characteristics.

Summing Up the Findings

Our attempt has been to pose India’s basic developmental

achievements in terms of its social structure. The period of analysis is

approximately two decades since the initiation of neoliberal economic

reforms.  As such, the initial year of 1993-94 may be treated as the sum

of the achievements made during the earlier four-and-a-half decades.

The hierarchical social structure adopted for our empirical investigation

is an aggregation of castes and religious communities into broad social

groups, three of which follow the classification adopted in the

Constitution of the country. What we find is not only the persistence of

the social inequality in the hierarchical sense but also its increase in a

majority of cases. The only dimension where the social inequality has

somewhat decreased is that of educational attainments, an important

element of human capability.
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Table 13 sums up the results. The reference group for measuring

inequality is the Socially Advantaged Group consisting of Hindu Upper

Castes and those belonging to religious communities other than Muslim

(such as Christians, Sikhs, Jains, Zoroastrians and others). Given the

limitation of data availability for 1993-94, the reference group has been

expanded to include the Socially Less Advantaged group of Hindu

OBC.

Of the nine indicators of welfare and capability, the Adivasis have

experienced an increase in social inequality in all indicators except

education during the period of economic liberalization. The record is

somewhat better for the Dalits in that they have experienced an increase

in social inequality in only five out of the nine. Of the remaining, there

has been no change in three indicators. Only in educational attainments,

there is some decrease as in the case of the Adivasis. For Muslims, the

situation is somewhat better than the Dalits. Out of the eight indicators

available for comparison, there has been an increase in social inequality

in four but in two others – consumption poverty and education – there

is a decrease in social inequality. In the case of the two indicators of

health, there has been no change.

The only indicator where there has been some lessening of social

inequality for all the four social groups of OBC, Muslim, SC and ST is in

education as measured by the incidence of adults with at least a secondary

level. This shows that aspirations and efforts made by the socially

disadvantageous groups to seize opportunities for educational

advancement. It is also an expression of rising aspirations. More on this

later.

When we take our end-period, i.e. 2011-12, we are in a position to

obtain a clear picture of the terrain of social inequality. What it shows in

Table 14 is the well-entrenched nature of social inequality that we see it

as ‘durable inequality’. At the top, the position of the SAG seems to be
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Table 14: Social Inequality Ratios  and  Ranking  of  Social  Groups,
2011-12

Indicator SAG SLA1 SLA2 SMD1 SMD2

(OBC) (Muslim)  (SC)   (ST)

Inequality Ratios

Wealth 1.00 0.39 0.26 0.18 0.18

Education 1.00 0.61 0.44 0.41 0.34

Health (Men) 1.00 1.30 1.30 1.40 1.60

Health (Women) 1.00 1.40 1.30 1.50 1.90

Infant Mortality* 1.00 1.35 1.33 1.43 1.46

Extreme Poverty 1.00 2.78 2.37 3.45 4.64

Poverty & Vulnerability 1.00 1.80 1.64 1.90 2.10

Housing 1.00 2.51 2.10 3.49 4.00

Wage income 1.00 0.52 0.44 0.44 0.42

Ranking

Wealth 1 2 3 5 4

Education 1 2 3 4 5

Health (Men) 1 2 2 4 5

Health (Women) 1 3 2 4 5

Infant Mortality 1 2 3 4 5

Extreme Poverty 1 3 2 4 5

Poverty & Vulnerability 1 3 2 4 5

Housing 1 3 2 4 5

Wage income 1 2 3 3 5

  Note: IR stands for Inequality Ratios. Higher the value for groups
other than the SAG higher the inequality except for education.
For education higher the value lesser the inequality since it is
measure in terms of the incidence of adults with at least a

secondary level of education. * stands for 2015-16.
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well entrenched, and that is no surprise given their advantageous initial

condition. At the bottom are the Adivasis with a distinct disadvantage

being lower than the Dalits in ranking except for the wealth indicator

that is perhaps a sign of their ownership of some land. However, what

needs to be emphasized is the persistence of Adivasis and Dalits at the

bottom of the social structure despite the constitutional protection on a

number of spheres and an array of promotional interventions by national

and state governments. At the middle are the OBC and Muslim. But here

Muslim group occupies the second rank, after the SAG, in four out of

nine indicators and an equal position in health of men indicator. In the

remaining but important indicators viz., wealth, health of women and

education, OBC group occupies the  second rank. There could be several

factors but the one that might have played a significant part could be

location of residence. A majority of Muslims reside in urban areas and

that might have given them some advantage given the record of OBC

group whose majority live in rural areas.

The overall scenario is one of durable inequality. Even in

education where there is some closing of the gap, the inequality is quite

huge. Among Adivasis, those with a secondary level or above of

education is equivalent to only one-third of those among the SAG. For

the Dalits and Muslims, this is 41 and 44 per cent respectively.

Durable Inequality and its Core Mechanisms

Given the limited objective of mapping the social inequality and

its hierarchical structuring in  India, this paper does not address the

subsequent question of how such categorical inequalities become

durable inequality over long periods of time. The core ideas of

exploitation and opportunity hoarding by members of categorically

advantaged groups continue to be relevant even today. Much of the

literature dealing with the survival, livelihood and egalitarian struggles

of the two most disadvantaged social groups of Dalits and Adivasis

could be viewed from the perspective of these two core concepts and



47

their working, not just in the ‘sites of work’ but everyday social existence.

Two further concepts of emulation and adaptation are indeed helpful in

understanding how exploitation and opportunity hoarding become much

more generalized when social and economic barriers are erected to

prevent access to resources, capabilities and existential dignities. Stories

and documentation of land alienation, lack of access to land to the

landless Dalits, extreme difficulties in accessing opportunities for

capabilities, and the indignities meted out as punishment for breaking

the categorical boundaries are the mechanisms that entrench the social

inequality and make it durable. The fact that they take place in a context

of national independence, citizenship and equality of social, economic

and political rights before the law should have attracted far more policy

attention that they have. That the phenomenon of durable inequality

based on categorical inequalities is not confined to India is only small

comfort.

Future Prospects

In this overall dismal scenario, there is every reason to be

pessimistic.  However, history has also witnessed an almost continuous

process of struggle for basic economic, social and political rights, and

dignity. Despite increasing social inequality over the last three decades,

there are also signs of group mobility among Dalits and Adivasis, where

the inequality has been reduced somewhat.  The prominent one is that

of educational attainment.  It also points to the growing share of

population whose enhanced capability will certainly emerge as a

valuable resource in egalitarian movements and struggles. To understand

the situation, we isolate the group of people in their prime youth say,

21-35 years, who have attained a minimum of secondary level of

education. This exercise (see Table 15) presents us with some very

important insights.   First of all, the progress achieved by Dalits and

Adivasis within one generation of around 30 years is quite impressive.

In the early 1980s, there were only one in twenty persons with at least a
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secondary level of education and just one in hundred with at least a

graduate degree among the Dalits.  It rose to one in 11 in 1993-94. By

2012, there were a little more than one in four youth with at least a

secondary level of education and one in 14 with at least a graduate

degree.  The performance of Adivasis is somewhat less than Dalits but

quite close and hence no less significant. Secondly, this segment could

act as a model for the future younger age groups, and at the current pace,

it will lead to an increasing segment of ‘educated’ in these socially

disadvantaged groups. There is no guarantee that they will be able to

compete effectively with their counterparts in the socially more

advantaged groups of SAG and SLA1, i.e. OBC. The point is about their

potential for awareness creation, mobilization and plausible collective

action.  In fact, groups of educated Dalits and Adivasis are asserting

their rights and publicly protesting against the indignities faced by

them.  The 2017 event at the University of Hyderabad is only one example

that has got national attention. There is a growing body of literature

coming from Dalits and their organizations as well as from groups of

Adivasis. The emergence of political parties with Dalit emancipation as

the objective needs to be seen in the context of the emergence of an

educated class who are in a position to articulate their demands and

rights in the political platform. While political positioning is quite

significant, we are also aware of the emergence of ‘Dalit Capital’

emphasising the economic dimension, howsoever minor it might be

with all its continuing shackles of identity (e.g. Prakash 2015).

From the point of the ability to seize opportunities for employment,

there is the factor of quality of education that may well be a barrier for

the weaker social groups because of the ability of the economically

better off SAG to obtain quality education. This might well exacerbate

the social tension.

This overall scenario has to be tempered by the regional

dimension, which is not part of this paper.  Our examination of the



49
T

ab
le

 1
5:

  
P

er
ce

nt
ag

e 
of

 p
er

so
ns

, 2
1-

35
 y

ea
rs

, w
it

h 
di

ff
er

en
t 

le
ve

ls
 o

f 
ed

uc
at

io
na

l 
at

ta
in

m
en

t 
in

 I
nd

ia
 b

y 
so

ci
al

gr
ou

ps
, 2

01
1-

12
 a

nd
 1

99
3-

94

Y
ea

r
SA

G
SL

A
1

SA
G

+
SL

A
2

SM
D

2
SM

D
1

(O
th

er
s)

 (O
B

C
)

 O
B

C
 (

M
us

lim
)

 (S
C

)
 (S

T
)

A
ll

V
er

y 
L

ow
 E

dn
 (I

L
+

PB
)  

19
93

-9
4

N
A

N
A

57
.9

1
76

.2
3

81
.4

9
85

.2
5

66
.4

3

20
11

-1
2

21
.0

9
41

.8
9

33
.9

2
54

.7
7

55
.7

8
64

.3
9

43
.3

9

M
id

dl
e 

sc
ho

ol
 1

99
3-

94
N

A
N

A
15

.0
5

11
.4

1
9.

15
7.

42
12

.9
5

20
11

-1
2

16
.7

6
18

.9
3

18
.1

18
.4

17
.7

4
16

.3
9

17
.9

2

H
ig

h 
sc

ho
ol

 &
 a

bo
ve

 b
ut

 b
el

ow
N

A
N

A
18

.5
4

9.
27

7.
52

5.
87

14
.4

9
G

ra
du

at
e:

 1
99

3-
94

20
11

-1
2

36
.2

6
27

.5
3

30
.8

7
20

.0
3

19
.5

7
14

.1
9

25
.8

9

G
ra

du
at

es
 &

 a
bo

ve
 1

99
3-

94
N

A
N

A
8.

5
3.

09
1.

85
1.

46
6.

13

20
11

-1
2

25
.8

8
11

.6
6

17
.1

1
6.

81
6.

91
5.

03
12

.8

C
on

t'd
...

.



50

In
eq

ua
lit

y 
R

at
io

 w
ith

 r
ef

er
en

ce
 to

 S
A

D
 +

 S
L

A
1

V
er

y 
L

ow
 E

du
ca

tio
n 

19
93

-9
4

1.
0

1.
32

1.
41

1.
47

20
11

-1
2

1.
0

1.
61

1.
64

1.
90

M
id

dl
e 

sc
ho

ol
 1

99
3-

94
1.

0
0.

76
0.

61
0.

49

20
11

-1
2

1.
0

1.
02

0.
98

0.
91

H
ig

h 
sc

ho
ol

+
 b

ut
 b

el
ow

 g
ra

du
at

e
1.

0
0.

50
0.

41
0.

32

19
93

-9
4

20
11

-1
2

1.
0

0.
65

0.
63

0.
46

G
ra

du
at

e 
an

d 
ab

ov
e 

19
93

-9
4

1.
0

0.
36

0.
22

0.
17

20
11

-1
2

1.
0

0.
40

0.
40

0.
29

In
eq

ua
lit

y 
R

at
io

 w
ith

 r
ef

er
en

ce
 t

o 
SA

D
, 2

01
1-

12
 o

nl
y

V
er

y 
L

ow
 E

du
ca

tio
n

1.
0

1.
99

2.
60

2.
64

3.
05

M
id

dl
e 

sc
ho

ol
1.

0
1.

13
1.

10
1.

06
0.

98

H
ig

h 
Sc

ho
ol

+
 b

ut
 b

el
ow

 g
ra

du
at

e
1.

0
0.

76
0.

55
0.

54
0.

39

G
ra

du
at

e 
an

d 
ab

ov
e

1.
0

0.
45

0.
26

0.
27

0.
19

N
ot

e:
 V

er
y 

L
ow

 E
du

ca
tio

n 
he

re
 m

ea
ns

 a
ll 

ill
ite

ra
te

s 
an

d 
th

os
e 

w
ho

 d
o 

no
t 

ha
ve

 s
ch

oo
lin

g 
be

yo
nd

 t
he

 p
ri

m
ar

y
   

   
   

  (
5 

ye
ar

) 
le

ve
l. 

M
id

dl
e 

sc
ho

ol
 m

ea
ns

 n
ot

 m
or

e 
th

an
 e

ig
ht

 y
ea

rs
.

So
ur

ce
: C

om
pu

te
d 

fr
om

 u
ni

t l
ev

el
 d

at
a 

fr
om

 5
0th

 a
nd

 6
8th

 R
ou

nd
s 

of
 N

SS
.



51

regional dimension of this emergence of an educated class among the

Dalits and Adivasis in relation to other social groups presents a picture

where the leading states are the ones with a relatively higher rank in

human development. For Dalits, Himachal Pradesh tops the list with 51

per cent with at least a secondary pass or above followed by Maharashtra

(50 Per cent), Kerala (48 per cent), Jammu and Kashmir (41 per cent),

Tamil Nadu (39 per cent), Karnataka and Punjab with 35 and 34 per cent

respectively.  That is to say, between one in three and one in two Dalit

youth in these seven states can be said to belong to this educated

category.  The states of Assam, Gujarat, Haryana and undivided Andhra

Pradesh are quite close to the above states with 30 per cent. For Adivasis,

the top place again goes to Himachal Pradesh (60 per cent), followed by

North East states (42 per cent), Tamil Nadu (41 per cent), Jammu and

Kashmir (41 per cent), and Kerala (37 per cent).

This significant development could witness the further

strengthening of the arena and scope for egalitarian struggles, although

the social inequality as durable inequality is likely to remain with some

possible further ‘distantiation’, given the propensity of the Socially

Advantaged Group as well as the upper middle group of OBCs to

accelerate their economic and political power as well as capabilities

with the help of their favourable initial conditions. Success often breeds

success.

Concluding Remarks

While the social groups classified here were used in my earlier

work (Kannan 2014), I had not given a rationale for its classification

incorporating the two aspects of hierarchy and economic power.  This

paper has attempted to give a rationale that I hope would be found

useful for analysis of large scale data at the national and sub-national

levels.  Here the idea of ‘caste’ is only a metaphor for a hierarchical order

to which groups of people of all religions as well as tribes have been

brought together for analytical purposes. It is a stylised representation
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that I find quite useful to understand the phenomenon of social inequality

in India.

As the findings speak for themselves, the situation is not

characterized by stagnation.  There is dynamism in how people manage

and acquire different capabilities, but it has maintained the hierarchical

order with some more force than before.  This durable inequality seems

to be getting more entrenched. The significant exception to this is in the

case of education that has the potential to subvert the ‘durable’ character

of this social inequality.

As mentioned earlier, we have not gone into the causal mechanisms

of this durable inequality.  An increasingly large volume of literature on

social and economic exclusion, labour market segregation/segmentation

and discrimination, and sociological/social anthropological studies on

everyday life struggles have gone into one or more of these causes as

well as consequences.  Struggles for dignity and equality, by Dalits and

Adivasis, are responses to exploitation and opportunity hoarding of all

kinds, and the manifestations and practices of all forms of inequality.
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Notes

1 The subject of caste and class has been a subject of research for quite some
time (e.g. Kosambi 1944; Ghurye 1961). It has come up in public discourse
in recent times since the implementation of a report (called Mandal
Commission Report) recommending reservation in central government jobs
for the intermediate group of castes called Other Backward Classes (OBC).
For a recent discussion see Deshpande S (e.g. 2003). The caste factor was
brought into the political arena by two outstanding thinkers and politicians
viz., B. R. Ambedkar and Ram Manohar Lohia, one from his liberal tradition
and the other from his socialist tradition, two legacies that continue their
presence in Indian politics. For a comparative assessment of the two legacies
from the perspective of social justice, see Yadav (2012).

2 For example, when Chronic Energy Efficiency – as an indicator of health –
is examined in the different states in India for the five social groups those
belonging to the SC and ST social groups were found to be at the bottom in
an overwhelming number of states while those  belonging to the socially
advantaged group were at the top irrespective of gender identity. That is to
say, the social group identity was more powerful than regional or gender
identity in this outcome measure.

3 For a detailed discussion on the limitations and inadequacies of applying
measures of vertical inequality for measuring horizontal inequality (e.g.
Coefficient of variation and Gini coefficient) as well as those factoring
group inequality such as Theil Index see, Stewart, et.al. (2005). Here they
come up with modified versions of vertical inequality measures for applying
to horizontal inequality. Our aim is not to apply a single measure of
horizontal inequality but to understand the ‘distance’ among social groups
by taking the SAG as the reference group.

4 The search for a clear-cut definition of tribe has been a formidable one.
Claims for inclusion as a tribe to access constitutional entitlements as an ST
is an ongoing one.  For a discussion of the debate on defining tribe, see
Xaxa (2014: Ch.1).

5 See Fuller (2003: 477-501) in Veena Das (2003) for a succinct discussion
of the caste system. In a commentary on caste and class in India, Kosambi
makes an interesting observation: “There are good Roman Catholics in Goa
who regard themselves as Brahmin Christians, and remember their family
before forcible conversion some four centuries ago; they will prefer to take
drinking water or food from a Hindu Brahmin, but not from a Sudra
Christian” (Kosambi 1944:243). For a discussion of caste among Christians
in Kerala see Tharamangalam (1996).

6 However there has been a demand for some kind of positive discrimination
(e.g. reservation in public jobs) for the economically weaker among the
SAG.  This has recently (2019) been acceded to by the Government of
India by reserving 10 percent of jobs to all those belonging to the SAG.
This refers to the vertical inequality within social groups, a theme that we
have not addressed in this paper.
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7 See Government of India (2006). Social, Economic and Educational Status
of the Muslim Community of India, Prime Minister’s High Level Committee
Cabinet Secretariat Government of India November, 2006.

8 Until 1999, Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand were part of the States of Madhya
Pradesh and Bihar respectively.

9 For a recent and sensitive account of the everyday life and struggles of the
Adivasis in Jharkhand caught between the state and radical politics, see
Shah (2010).

10 At the time of preparing this paper data on wealth which can be grouped into
our five social groups were available only for two time points viz., 2003 and
2013 (NSS Rounds 59 and 70).

11 The rupee equivalent of PPP dollars for 1993-94 and 2011-12, given
below, were worked out from the data available in World Bank Povcal.

International Poverty line (Cut-offs in Rs)

Year PPP PL(1)PPP$ PL(2)PPP$ PL(1)INR PL(2)INR
(USD/INR) (per day) (per day) (Per day) (Per day)

1993 7.25 1.00 2.00 7.25 14.5

1994 7.81 1.00 2.00 7.81 15.62

1993-94 1.00 2.00 7.53 15.06

2011 15.11 1.90 3.20 28.71 48.35

2012 16.01 1.90 3.20 30.41 51.23

2011-12 1.90 3.20 29.56 49.79

12 In agriculture this is manifested as small and marginal farmers accounting
for 84 per cent of the total farmers.
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