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Making Post-2015 Matter for Socially 
Excluded Groups in India

What post-2015 goals will make a difference for those who are left behind the country’s 
social development? As the deadline for the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
is nearing, the challenge of addressing inequality in the new framework has been 
highlighted repeatedly. This paper looks at the issue from the perspective of four groups 
who face acute poverty and social exclusion: women, Dalits, Muslims and Tribals in India.1 
It draws on their situations to offer insights into aspects that emerge as a consensus 
in the broader discussion around post-2015: the importance of addressing inequalities 
and placing human rights at the heart of the framework, the central role of domestic 
policies, and the necessity of involving those whom the framework aims to serve.2 

1. Introduction

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 barrier. . . . 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.3

As the development community is busy weighing performances on the MDGs, one bottom line emerges from 
India’s outcomes: inequalities along group lines are increasing with the country’s rapid economic growth. 
More than sixty years after the idea of equality translated into India’s Constitution, social exclusion remains 
a central dimension of poverty in the country.

Four groups stand out for social indicators that lag behind national averages: Dalits, Muslims, Tribals, 
and women, who fare worse than their male counter parts across all groups. Lasting discrimination and 
insecurity, the lack of economic opportunities and political empowerment combine to keep them at the 
margins of the country’s economic and social development. These outcomes and the underlying dynamics 
they reveal, exemplify dynamics of social exclusion,4 with caste, tribe, religion and gender at their core.5 
This paper argues that, beyond their regional specificities, these dynamics can be found worldwide. In India 
alone Dalits, Muslims, and Tribals constitute 38 percent of population, and a major share of the country’s 
poor: their situation is a stark reminder that a framework of development is of little relevance today if it 
leaves out social exclusion.

While the MDGs cover a number of its symptoms, they hardly address exclusion upfront: gender 
discrimination is confined to one goal,6 and other types of discrimination are altogether left out. In that 
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regard, India provides a lesson worse drawing on for post-2015: not only does the country exemplify some 
of the starkest dynamics of social exclusion and discrimination worldwide, it is also home to some of the 
oldest, most ambitious and diverse policy attempts to address these dynamics. 

India’s example draws attention to the fine balance required between addressing group-specific 
vulnerabilities and challenging common drivers of exclusion. The Constitution mandates policy makers 
to address common drivers of social exclusion for the four groups by declaring: “the State shall not 
discriminate against any citizen on grounds [...] of religion, race, caste, sex [and] place of birth”; the 
Directive Principles of State Policy further call on the State to “minimize the inequalities in income [...], 
status, facilities and opportunities, not only amongst individuals but also amongst groups of people”.7 
In practice, policy makers have privileged targeted measures to address the historic disadvantage of 
specific groups. Positive discrimination, in the form of reservations in schools, government employment 
and political representation, has been key to the government’s response to social exclusion. While these 
policies have had some noteworthy successes, they have often failed to address deep-rooted causes of 
vulnerability that are similar for the four groups. Furthermore, targeted benefits have politicised differences 
between groups, and slowed down the emergence of common policies to fight exclusion. These failures 
and successes inform our discussion of the MDGs.

At a time when the impact of donor politics on domestic policies aimed at fighting poverty is declining, 
India’s example is of particular relevance. With foreign aid accounting for no more than 2.8 per cent of 
public expenditure on social services,8 and a government that is the game setter on poverty reduction, India 
exemplifies a global context where aid is fast diminishing.9 The Millennium Declaration decade coincides 
with the introduction of major domestic policies: the right to education, the right to hundred days of 
minimum wage employment for rural household, and a number of programmes aimed at supporting access 
to health and housing for the poorest. The link between these policies and domestic political struggles 
is obvious; the role of the MDGs in federating them less so: while the MDGs were mentioned in the United 
Progressive Alliance’s National Minimum Programme before the 2004 elections, references to the MDGs 
have been few and far between since. 

This paper draws on the lessons of this situation. It outlines recommendations for post-2015 based on 
the analysis of three dimensions: the dynamics of social exclusion exemplified by the four groups; the 
domestic policies aimed at addressing them; and the political forces that have shaped them. 

2. Highlighting Inequalities: Dalits, Muslims, Tribals, Women and the 
MDGs

India is not on track to meet the MDG-targets, but it has made important progress on a number of them. 
In absolute numbers, India’s progress on the MDGs have been among the most important worldwide.10 
However, the outcome for the four groups is notably bleaker, and a reality-check is needed for those 
claiming success. 

While India has attained universal primary school enrolment according to official data, the percentage of 
girls who had never attended school was just above 25 per cent among Muslims, Dalits and Tribals, and 
between 13 and 16 per cent for boys.11 Among Muslims officially recognized as lagging behind (classified 
as “Other Backward Class Muslims”), the rate was even higher, at 31 and 20 per cent for girls and boys 
respectively.12 Incidence of malnutrition among children below five was estimated at 48 per cent among 
Dalits, 55 among Tribals and 42 per cent among Muslims, against the 26 per cent target.13 This was in 2006, 
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and the government has since stopped collecting disaggregated data. On gender-specific goals, India’s 
achievements fall very short of the targets: maternal mortality rates are at 212 per 100,000 live births, 
against the 109 target.14 In 2006, 47 per cent of women were attended by a skilled health worker when 
giving birth; this percentage dropped to 25 per cent for Tribals, against the 100 per cent target.15 All four 
groups continue to be over-represented in casual, low skilled employment. In fact numerous studies show 
that discrimination in the employment market largely prevents them from accessing quality employment, 
even when they are qualified.16

Poverty trends exemplify these inequalities. With an estimated 22 per cent of the population below the 
official poverty level, India is nearly on track to halving poverty over the last two decades.17 Repeated 
revisions of the poverty line over recent years amidst heated political debates have raised scepticism 
about this figure. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the reduction in poverty has been tremendous over 
the last decades. Among Dalits, Muslims and Tribals, poverty rates range between 30 and 33 per cent,18 
and the gap between these groups and the national average has been increasing over the last decades.19 
Strikingly, the reduction in poverty incidence has been slowest in urban areas, where much of the country’s 
growth is generated, with an annual reduction of 2.3 per cent in urban areas against 2.5 in rural areas, 
between 1993 and 2010.20 Muslims have lagged behind, with annual rates of poverty reduction at 1.8 per 
cent, followed by Dalits and Tribals at 2.1.21 

This paradox highlights some of the systemic factors that twist the country’s development benefits 
towards relatively more privileged groups. Though the causes underlying this trend are complex and call for 
a deeper analysis, a few dimensions can be highlighted here: discriminated in the employment market and 
with lower levels of education on average, Dalits, Muslims, and Tribals often do not find quality employment 
to compensate for costs of living that have dramatically increased in urban areas. Historically deprived 
of assets,22 they are overrepresented in slum areas,23 where land rights are insecure and access to basic 
sanitation services lacking.24 While urbanisation, at 2.8 per cent between 2001 and 2011, is too low to be 
the dominant driver of urban poverty, low income rural migrants – often Dalits and to a lesser extent, Tribals 
– add to the number of those precariously living at the margin of India’s cities.25 

3. Driving Inequalities: Four Dynamics of Social Exclusion

These social outcomes point at different but often overlapping dynamics of social exclusion. India’s 
Tribes have historically lived in a multiplicity of relatively small and cohesive groups at the geographic and 
cultural margin of the majority society.26 Despite its diversity and geographic dispersion, the Scheduled 
Tribes population is constitutionally defined as a group, on account of its geographic and cultural 
isolation, associated with low human development indicators. Policies have traditionally moved between 
recognising and even rigidifying their specificities,27 and foisting on them a development centred on the 
regions abundant natural resources–forest, water and minerals. The terms of this development have 
been largely unfavourable to them: mining and dams are often devastating for their livelihoods, and the 
meagre employment created by these industries do not provide alternative economic opportunities for 
local populations.28 In light of this, the notion of “unfavourable inclusion” may capture the dynamics at 
play more accurately than the term exclusion.29 One figure summarises their consequence: at 58 years of 
age, the life expectancy of Tribal people who fall under the poverty line is eight years less than the national 
average, and has decreased slightly over the past 20 years.30 

In contrast, dynamics of social exclusion against Dalits play out within the Hindu majority. The historic 
discrimination based on occupation, continues to be starkly felt. Cases of direct discrimination remain 
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frequent despite the introduction of a series of law aimed at preventing them:31 violence against Dalits 
has not disappeared; caste-identities continue to determine prospects in the employment market; and 
discrimination in the provision of essential services remains widespread. Despite these enduring dynamics, 
the group’s social mobilisation, and the policies introduced as a response to it are showing results: legal 
safeguards are providing leverage to organisations working on Dalit rights; reservations policies have 
supported the development of an educated and empowered middle class. Yet, indirect discrimination 
continues to deepen the gap between a majority of Dalits and better off sections of society. The absence 
of land and other assets tremendously limits their opportunities. 

Muslims of India cumulate vulnerabilities. Yet, because of sensitivities linked to the country’s emergence as 
a Nation, the effects of faith-based discrimination have played out far from political will and public interest. 
Historically deprived of assets, many of them share the vulnerabilities of Dalits. In 2002, widespread anti-
Muslim violence in Gujarat highlighted their tremendous insecurity. The crisis and its aftermaths prompted 
a government attempt to probe the social situation of the group. In 2006, the Sachar Committee Report to 
the Prime Minister highlighted levels of deprivation, at par with some of the country’s most underprivileged 
groups, and pointed at acute social exclusion that translates in geographic isolation, obstacles in 
accessing employment and welfare schemes.32 Follow up action was modest and poorly implemented.

Gender discrimination cuts across lines, and becomes acute when cumulated with the group-wise 
dimensions of social exclusion mentioned above. Women constitute more than one third of the workforce, 
but an overwhelming majority of them do not have a say in decisions within the household: without assets, 
they are unable to convert this financial resource into empowerment. The symptoms of this situation 
are to mention only a few: a stark decline in the sex ratio,33 high incidence of domestic violence,34 and 
levels malnutrition that are at par with Sub Saharan Africa, where availability of food is less.35 With a few 
exceptions, women from excluded groups are worst off: 46 per cent Dalit women and 44 per cent Tribal 
women report facing domestic violence, against 37 per cent for India’s population on average.36 Outside 
home, their exposure to violence also contributes to limiting their access to employment and government 
schemes.

The group-wise lens should not divert attention from the commonalities between them. Muslims, Dalits 
and Tribals constitute 38 per cent of India’s population,37 and a major share of the country’s poorest. As 
such, they share a core set of interests and challenges: they are for example excessively impacted by the 
pitiful state of India’s essential public services; furthermore, while they play out differently across groups, 
land rights or crude physical insecurity, historic lack of assets, poor access to government schemes and 
quality employment, as well as a lack of economic opportunities affect all of them. Similarly, the group-
wise focus should not divert attention from deep inequalities that run through each of them. The difference 
in education attainment between Muslim OBCs and other Muslims highlighted above is a stark example of 
inequalities that can be found in all groups. The four dimensions therefore act as axes of vulnerability that 
interact among themselves and with other factors not highlighted in this paper. Gender, in particular, acts 
as a cumulated factor of vulnerability across Muslims, Dalits and Tribals. 

4. The Central Nature of Rights Insecurity

Rights insecurity is another dimension of the dynamics highlighted above. In this section, we argue that 
the four groups exemplify types of rights insecurity that are not only central to India’s Constitution but 
also at the heart of the international human rights framework. After the Constitution and the Directive 
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Principles of State Policy laid down the principle of non-discrimination and the State’s responsibility to 
minimize inequalities among groups,38  successive laws and international commitments strengthened the 
fundamental rights of the four groups. The gap between the social indicators of the four groups and those 
of other groups shows how far the government is from achieving this constitutional mandate. 

Mobilisation by women’s rights groups from the 70’s onwards led to a progressive strengthening of the 
legal framework. The Indian Penal Code was amended, with the introduction of section 498A on cruelty 
by husbands and relatives in 1983 and section 304B on dowry related deaths in 1986. The ratification of 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, in 1993 created a new 
momentum. In 2006, the government enacted a civil law aimed at providing comprehensive protection to 
survivors of domestic violence. However, the link between gender and rights vulnerability is undeniable, 
and becomes acute when cumulated with other factors of vulnerability. Violence against women remains 
unaddressed and widely tolerated. Furthermore, a majority of men and women believe that a man is justified 
in beating his wife in specific situations.39 Beyond this, women are more likely than men to be barred from 
accessing entitlements such as education, health services or decent employment, and an overwhelming 
majority of them do not own land. With a few exceptions Tribal, Dalit and Muslim women are worst off

Discrimination against Dalits continues to be starkly felt, despite domestic laws aimed at protecting them. 
The Scheduled Castes and Tribes Prevention of Atrocities Act in 1989 played an important role in fighting 
some of the crudest forms of discrimination. Despite these legal safeguards, cases of violence have not 
disappeared, and more diffuse forms of discrimination continue to hamper their access to employment, 
government schemes, as well health and education services. While it is rooted in specific cultural 
norms, this discrimination has much in common with discriminations in many other countries. In fact, the 
recognition of caste-based discrimination as a descent-based discrimination falling under international 
laws such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination has been a consistent 
demand by Dalit organisations.

The situation of India’s tribal population speaks to various international laws: the UN Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights and on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights, as well as the Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous People. Tribals cumulate factors of vulnerability: insecurity of traditional land and forest rights, 
associated with large scale forceful displacements to make way for dams and mining projects; a lack of 
basic infrastructure often bars them from accessing health and education services altogether; social 
policies that are insensitive to the cultural specificities of the group–schools in Tribal areas often teach in 
a language that is alien to the local population. The conflict that has spread in many predominantly Tribal 
areas makes these issues more intractable, by limiting the outreach of social services, eroding the rule of 
law and hampering the democratic space for non violent mobilisations around basic rights. 

For a long time, the government’s attempts to address the disadvantages of the group, through reservations 
notably, failed to address these systemic vulnerabilities. Two recent laws mark a shift in that regard: the 
Panchayat Extension to Scheduled Areas Act 1996 that lays the ground for more responsive systems 
of local governance in tribal dominated areas, and the Forests Rights Act 2006, which recognizes their 
customary rights to land and forest. However, the situation rights insecurity that has prevailed so far limits 
the positive impact of these laws. 

Targeted protection of Muslims has historically been weak. In 2002, widespread anti-Muslim riots in Gujarat 
highlighted the group’s rights insecurity. The crisis prompted the creation of a number of Commissions 
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aimed at better understanding the vulnerabilities of the group and outlining possible policy responses. 
These bodies came up with a number of propositions ranging from targeted welfare schemes to the 
creation of an Equal Opportunity Commission aimed at gathering data and shaping policies on all forms of 
discrimination.40 Targeted welfare schemes soon made their way through the machinery of policy making. 
But their impact on the ground has remained limited. Resistance against other propositions that challenge 
discrimination upfront has been such that they have either been abandoned or are still being debated. 
While direct large-scale violence has receded, the insecurity lingers on: justice for the 2002 violence 
remains incomplete; housing insecurity has pushed many Muslim families into segregated and insalubrious 
spaces, and their civil rights themselves remain precarious. More than twenty years after the adoption 
of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic 
Minorities in 1992, many of its principles are yet to be concretised.

To summarize, human security remains central to the concerns of the four groups, and cannot be separated 
from their socio-economic concerns. This aspect is at the heart of international human rights law, but 
is poorly reflected in the current MDGs. Post-2015 goals should build on decades of international law 
making, and embed targets in the existing human rights framework. A look at mobilisations among the 
four groups adds to this argument. The rights framework is central to the discourses and interventions of 
organisations that have been at the forefront of the mobilisation for equity–those representing women 
and Dalits notably. Allying this framework with an instrument that casts light on country-wise progresses 
will give them additional leverage. 

5. Domestic Policies and the MDGs

While the MDGs have remained a distant process for excluded groups in India, domestic policies – their 
successes and failures – have been at the heart of debates around social exclusion. India’s policies to fight 
deprivation have had three broad dimensions: common public services, affirmative action for a number 
of disadvantaged groups, and policies to address systemic vulnerabilities such as issues of land rights 
insecurity and governance. This section draws on the lessons of these interventions. 

5. a. Public Services

With about 1 per cent of GDP, India’s public expenditure on health is one of the lowest worldwide; private 
out-of-pocket expenditure is more than three times as much.41 Consequences on poor people’s lives are 
dramatic: more than 40 per cent of India’s population has to borrow or sell assets for treatments,42 which 
makes health shocks the single most important risk for households, according to a World Bank study.43 
Similarly, public spending on education, at 3.8 per cent of GDP,44 is too low to provide quality education for 
all: the Annual Survey of Education by the NGO Pratham suggests that 50 per cent of rural children pay for 
their education,45 and that a large proportion of children remain functionally illiterate even after spending 
several years in school–about 45 per cent of children in standard three cannot read a standard one text.46 
Poorly regulated private providers have spread in this vacuum, and sell services of often dubious quality at 
prices that are unaffordable for the poor.

Mulims, Dalits, Tribals and women who are overrepresented among the lowest income quintiles, are the 
first affected by the poor quality of government services. Furthermore, the scarcity of public services is 
particularly acute in many areas inhabited by them. Numerous studies establish that Muslim dominated 
areas lack basic amenities, as well as education and health infrastructures.47 The same holds true for many 
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regions predominantly inhabited by Tribal populations. This geographic dimension provides a framework 
for policy makers: it calls for targeted improvements of public services and amenities in areas inhabited by 
excluded groups.

5 b. Affirmative Action and Political Empowerment

Debates around affirmative action cast light on the link between political empowerment and development 
processes. Political representation is a long-time demand by women groups. A law dated 1992 establishes 
a 33 per cent reservation for women in local elected bodies. Resistance at state and central level was so 
strong that it prevented the law’s enactment beyond local level, and still weakens the decision power 
of female elected representatives. But the law is an important first step. At local level, the 33 per cent 
reservation is widely achieved and was raised to 50 per cent last year. Moreover, studies have established 
that the greater share of women is making a difference in political choices of elected assemblies: female 
representatives invest more in public goods closely linked to women’s concerns – irrigation notably.48 

Tribals and Dalits have both been targets of affirmative action. Since Independence, the government has 
used reservations in schools, and government administrations, as well as scholarships. The outcomes 
of these actions have been radically different for the two groups. Affirmative action came as a response 
to Dalit mobilisation. This has supported the development of an educated and empowered sub-group, 
which plays a proactive role in holding the government accountable. While the gap between the group and 
more privileged sections of India’s society is tremendous, improvements in education attainments or even 
timidly in access to quality employment are encouraging if compared to other lagging groups.49 

For Tribals, on the other hand, group-wise outcomes on some of the main MDGs show that traditional 
affirmative action has been insufficient to overcome other drivers of exclusion: the fragmented nature 
of Tribal populations and their geographic isolation; issues of language and the particular scarcity of 
education services in many predominantly tribal regions; their land-rights insecurity and poor governance, 
to mention only a few. As a consequence, political representation has remained abysmal, and the group has 
not seen the emergence of a collective leadership that can raise social demands. Recently, the government 
has responded to this failure with two laws aimed at addressing systemic causes of vulnerability: the 
Forests Rights Act that recognizes their customary rights to land and forest, and the Panchayat Extension 
to Scheduled Areas Act, which sets up more responsive systems of local governance in tribal dominated 
areas.

In contrast, faith-based discrimination has not been recognized as a focus for affirmative action. Muslims 
have only benefited from weaker support under the category of Muslims from Other Backward Classes. The 
percentage of Other Backward Class Muslims was often grossly unrepresentative of the real nature and 
size of their most backward population.50 At state level, this has translated into erratic policies, further 
weakened in their implementation by a lack of political will. In the aftermath of the anti-Muslim violence in 
2002, the government adopted a number of targeted measures to improve the group’s social outcomes.51 
But resistance to religion-specific affirmative action is such that follow-up actions have remained modest; 
coherent group-specific reservations to ensure political representation and access to government 
employment are unlikely to be introduced soon. 

The array of targeted policies, reservations and safeguards has undeniably played an essential role in 
challenging some of the country’s most deep-rooted patterns of discrimination. However, the outcomes 
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of more than 60 years of affirmative action also highlight some of the risks associated to this framework.52 
Distributing group-wise benefits has contributed to divide claims or even pitch one group against the 
other. It has politicised their differences, and left them competing for entitlements while weakening their 
mobilisation around common discriminations. It has also prevented debates on mechanisms that could 
address discrimination at its roots, and left more sensitive issues at the rear. Faith-based discrimination 
for example is unlikely to be addressed effectively in the predicable future given the political reluctance 
of taking the issue upfront. The fate of the Equal Opportunity Commission is emblematic in that regards. 
Conceived as an inclusive body aimed at gathering data and advocating against all types of discrimination 
it was stalled by resistances and dissensions.

5.c. Addressing Systemic Causes of Vulnerability

By showing the limits of affirmative action, the three trajectories above highlight the importance of 
addressing systemic dimensions of deprivation. The insecurity of land titles–both in rural and urban 
areas–is one such factor. Though in different ways, Muslims, Dalits, and Tribals share this vulnerability, 
and women among them most acutely. All of them have historically been at the margin of formal systems 
of land ownership: Tribals, because their customary land rights have not been recognised until the recent 
Forest Rights Act, Muslims and Dalits because of historic dynamics of discrimination. This has deep bearing 
on their human development and security: land-rights insecurity exposes them to shocks like eviction and 
displacement, and often prevents them from accessing basic entitlements or credit. 

This ties in another dimension of deprivation: the lack of access to economic opportunities. Outcomes on 
the labour market continue to be overwhelmingly determined by descent.53 Because caste was at its core 
a system of occupational segregation, its impact on the employment market remains particularly strong. 
The share of Dalit men who engage in casual labour, at 41 percent, is higher than in any other group and 
more than double the average for non-Dalits and Tribals at 19 per cent.54 Furthermore, the shift from casual 
labour to self-employment and formal employment has been slower for Dalit men. Dalit women are more 
likely to work than women from other groups, but have progressively been withdrawing from the labour force 
in recent decades. Even when self-employed, Dalits face major obstacles: self employment in agriculture is 
not an option for them because they are deprived of land, and their access to credits and markets is weak. 
Their limited foray in self-employment distinguishes them from Muslims, who, similarly deprived of assets 
and discriminated on the employment market, have set up ventures catering to their own communities. 

An overwhelming majority of children from excluded groups do not get the education required to access 
quality employment: while primary school enrolment has increased in past decades, the quality of education 
remains poor, and drop-out-rates among children from excluded groups are much higher than national 
averages: girls who attend secondary education are 7 per cent among Muslims and 5 per cent among the 
two other groups; only 1 per cent of girls among all groups continue towards tertiary education.55 The 
rates are only slightly higher for boys. Discrimination in the labour market emphasises these disparities 
in education. Studies show that Dalits do significantly worse than people from other social groups with 
similar education levels.56 This limited ability to translate education into social and economic opportunities 
is likely to impact on drop-out-rates.

The trajectories of the four groups show the importance of outlining targeted policies, planned around 
their systemic vulnerabilities. This can only happen at domestic level, but the post-2015 framework can 
play a role in framing domestic policies. Governments should be required to identify vulnerable groups 
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based on a clear set of criteria that helps go beyond political interests and sensitivities. They should be 
required to develop policies to address the groups’ vulnerabilities in two broad ways. First, they should 
promote common measures to address the systemic causes of deprivation shared by socially excluded 
groups. This includes developing quality public services with a focus on improving access for socially 
excluded groups; creating a common mechanism to highlight and address the discriminations they face 
on a daily basis. Second, they should promote disaggregated planning to support groups in overcoming 
their specific disadvantages. This includes supporting their political empowerment through affirmative 
action, and addressing systemic factors that prevent them from accessing social and economic 
opportunities–tenure insecurity, the lack of access to credit, for example. Furthermore, because gender 
acts as a cumulated vulnerability, group-specific planning should include targeted measures to address 
the vulnerabilities of women. 

6 Getting into the Politics of Measurements

Measurements of group-specific social outcomes have long been crucial to political mobilisation around 
equity. It continues to be an important component of political struggles on inequality, redistribution and 
accountability. 

The demand for comprehensive group-disaggregated data has played a significant role in mobilisations by 
Dalit and women’s organisations. Group-disaggregated data on major social indicators was hardly available 
to the broader public until recently, even for groups such as Dalits and Tribals that are officially recognized 
as targets of affirmative action. The government’s collection system had many lacunae, and existing data 
was not exploited by civil society organisations because they lacked the expertise to read and interpret it. 

The past decade has seen meaningful improvements in this regard. A number of civil society organisations 
and institutes have helped develop the expertise required to interpret existing data. The government 
has progressively strengthened its system of data collection. The National Sample Survey Organisation, 
notably, has collected group-disaggregated data on a broader number of social issues than the Census 
ever did. A number of thematic management information systems, such as the District Information System 
for Education also provide a source of disaggregated data that is yet to be exploited fully.

Despite these improvements, available data has many loopholes: group-disaggregated data is not 
collected at district and below district levels, despite the central importance of this unit in the planning 
and implementation of social policies. Furthermore, sensitive indicators continue to be largely under-
surveyed: the last pan-India group-disaggregated figures on malnutrition date back to 2006, as do figures 
on domestic violence.

For Muslims, the lack of disaggregated data has gone hand in hand with a lack of political will to address 
the group’s social exclusion: because religion-based affirmative action were not recognized as a tool of 
policy making, disaggregated data on the group’s social outcomes has not been collected; this lack of 
evidence allowed successive governments to avoid creating adequate social policies for the group. In 
2006, the Sachar Committee attempted to gather extensive data on the situation of Muslims. The report 
gave good arguments to those advocating for targeted policies by establishing social indicators that were 
at par with groups that had since long benefited from affirmative action on account of their acute levels 
of poverty.57 However, despite the momentum created by the report, the government has not introduced 
systematic monitoring of the group’s social outcomes or religion-based affirmative action.



8

While gender disaggregation is common for most social indicators, two dimensions are missing. First, there 
is precious little data on violence against women. The National Family Health Surveys in 1999 and 2005 are 
the only large-scale attempts to gather information on domestic violence.58 Second, gender disaggregation 
is often missing in group-disaggregated data. This is a major gap given that gender acts as an added factor 
of vulnerability, rather than as an altogether separate dimension.

The above highlights the intimate link between group-disaggregated data and equitable policies. 
It also shows the crucial importance of data in the power relation between stakeholders who call for 
targeted interventions against inequality, and those resisting them. In light of this, the MDGs should 
link policy targets with the requirement to report group-wise progress on the goals, with a gender-wise 
disaggregation for each group. This will back long-time demands for better disaggregated data and for 
the related improvements in national systems of measurements. Furthermore, the requirement should be 
associated to a mechanism of review. The UN’s system of Universal Periodic Review, a mechanism of the 
UN Human Right’s Council that periodically assesses the human rights performance of member States, 
offers an example in this regard.59

7. Putting Stakeholders at the Heart of the Debate 

Levels of engagement with the MDGs vary tremendously across the four groups. While Dalit organisations 
and women’s groups have made their voice heard by publishing papers and organizing conferences,60 the 
MDGs are unheard of among Muslim leaders and the voice of Tribal people is absent in the current debate. 
These differences are an image of the four group’s engagement with policy debates. 

Dalit movements have since long articulated social demands and pushed for measures aimed at correcting 
historic inequalities. Affirmative action and legal safeguards came as a response to this mobilisation. This 
has translated into the emergence of an empowered sub-group, and in the development of organisations 
that have moved successfully into activities such as monitoring budget allocations, engaging the private 
sector or legal activism. Similarly, women’s organisations have played a central role in pushing for laws that 
protect women against violence or establish reservations. Over the last few decades they have overcome 
tremendous resistance against bringing rights into the privacy of homes and against affirmative action.

On the contrary, Tribals have not seen the emergence of a unified leadership that can assert social 
demands of the group. Similarly, Muslims have largely stayed away from mainstream policy debates. 
The group’s social exclusion and insecurity has played hand in hand with the reluctance of successive 
governments to address faith-based discrimination. The two factors have prevented social mobilisation 
around entitlements at grassroots level, as well as the emergence of a strong political leadership.

The trajectories described in this paper show the link between the success of social policies and the 
group’s engagement with it. The post-2015 framework will only prove effective in empowering these 
groups if they are involved in the process of formulating the framework and monitoring its implementation. 
Opening spaces of consultation with civil society organisations is positive but insufficient, as it confines 
the process to the voices commonly heard in development debates. The process needs to get out of these 
usual spaces, and seek the views of stakeholders in their own spaces – by speaking to individuals whose 
voices are not heard in mainstream debates, or engaging religious leaders. This engagement should go 
beyond the conception and planning phase, and be built into the planning, implementation and review of 
government policies. 
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8. Conclusion

Inequalities along group lines are not only visible despite decades of formal equality, they are increasing with 
India’s economic growth. This observation is a powerful reminder that a framework on human development 
cannot ignore dynamics of social exclusion if it is to be relevant in today’s world. The trajectories of the four 
excluded groups outline four key recommendations for the post-2015 framework:

1.	 It should embed targets in the existing human rights framework;

2.	 Call on governments to frame policies, planned around systemic vulnerabilities of the group;

3.	 Link policy targets with the requirement to report group-wise progress on the goals with a gender 
disaggregation for each group;

4.	 Go beyond opening spaces for consultation with civil society organisations and involve those it aims to 
serve in the planning, implementation and review of the new framework by meeting them in their own 
spaces and through their own representatives.

More fundamentally, India’s example draws attention to the fine line between the need to target specific 
vulnerabilities and create unified mechanisms to fight common dynamics of exclusion: targeted policies to 
address the deeply entrenched disadvantages of certain groups remain a necessity, but they should have 
at their core a number of common mechanisms that address exclusion at its roots. Policy makers should 
aim to go beyond the regime of reservations and targeted planning, by strengthening mechanisms that 
ensure a level playing ground for all. 

The example of India shows how domestic political interests hamper the emergence of such unified 
frameworks. While the onus remains on country government, the post-2015 goals can play a role in building 
momentum around such mechanisms. They can promote the understanding of dynamics of social exclusion 
independently of political interests and sensitivities; support the development of informed policies; and 
provide leverage to those mobilised for more equality.
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