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Ambedkar rightly said that the caste is not only the division of labour, it is also a division of 
labourers. The same is also true for gender divisions. The caste divisions were created by the ruling 
social classes to stabilize the exploitative social system but the gender division is the gift of nature 
for reproduction of human beings. But the systematic discriminations against laboring castes and the 
women both were created by the same exploitative socio-economic-political system established by 
the ruling social classes. Dalits and women both are denied even minimum representation in control 
of national resources and policy making. Dalits and women are highly under represented in state 
machinery, media and all higher wage employments, and on the other hand, they are highly over 
represented in low wage, highly labour intensive and hazardous jobs. Both dalits and women not 
only face exploitation and discrimination by the state and the employers but also by their fellow 
workers. In overall terms, the women face triple exploitation and discrimination, because they are 
also exploited and discriminated in their own family in terms of a family ruling system and a family 
division of labour based on male dominance, and dalit women face quadruple discrimination and 
exploitation being at the lowest end of the social strata as dalit and women. The whole social, 
cultural, economic and political system in India is built and operates in such a way that it produces 
and reproduces these social divisions continuously and therefore also aggravates the problems of 
division among the labourers. This system of exploitation and discrimination system is so grounded 
in the society, its culture and in the mental set up of the people that in general neither exploited and 
discriminated-dalits and women, nor exploiters and discriminators-upper caste and men see anything 
unnatural in this. Generally, the voices are raised against exploitations and discrimination, but the 
system of exploitation and discrimination largely goes unchallenged. The problem is so serious that 
it also percolates in the labour movements and social-political movements. These movements are 
targeted to build a more democratic and equitable society, but the issue of representation of dalits 
and women in these movements is generally ignored, and therefore in a broader sense, unknowingly, 
they also operate as apart of the same social system that produces and reproduces these social 
divisions, even if they are raising their voices against social discrimination and exploitation. This 
over all problem of social exclusion continues even after more than 60 years of post-colonial 
capitalist development. It is one of the major challenges before the working class movement in 
India.  

Political economy of the social exclusion in Capitalism  



Social system based on caste divisions grew out of the graded hereditary division of labour on which 
the Indian pre-capitalist mode of production was based. It was systematically designed in such a way 
that it ensured required supply of various skills of labour in each and every localities by way of 
restriction of movements from one caste to other and therefore also from one skill to other. The 
social system barred any mixing between castes by declaring the inter-caste marriages as punishable 
sin. In broader uniformity of Hindu religion, the culture and rituals took different shapes in different 
castes. It also provided a comparatively greater stability to the Indian feudal system by establishing a 
permanent structure of social hierarchies with well defined division of labour in terms of the 
permanent status of ruling and warrior castes, intellectual castes and the labouring castes. It also 
reduced the chances of revolts against the feudal system by reducing the chances of any greater unity 
among the population, particularly the labouring masses divided not only economically but also 
socially. The place of women in this social system was also permanently defined. On many counts, 
dalits (shudras) and women were put on same positions, particularly in terms of restrictions on 
intellectual work, reading or reciting or even hearing the recitation of religious texts. The Manu 
Smriti clearly defines the boundaries of social life for women: By a girl, by a young woman, or even 
by an aged one, nothing must be done independently, even in her own house. In childhood a female 
must be subject to her father, in youth to her husband, when her lord is dead to her sons; a woman 
must never be independent. She must not seek to separate herself from her father, husband, or sons; 
by leaving them she would make both (her own and her husband’s) families contemptible.  

It is to be understood very clearly that with passage of time (considering the fact that Indian 
civilization in one of the oldest), this social system was so strongly established that it changed the 
whole mindset of the people accordingly and appeared as if it was natural. Therefore to enforce 
these practices generally there was no need for any law or legal enforcement machinery, the 
dynamics of socio-cultural system itself insured its compliance. It does not mean that there were 
idealistically no movements from one caste to other. Such movements were there in large numbers 
(mostly unrecorded but exist in the memories of communities1), particularly in British period, but 
also in medieval period, both in groups and individually, mainly to escape from the repression of the 
land lords, or after any individual or collective revolts, and therefore shifting to a different location 
where they were not known, and settling there with a new caste identity and accordingly the new 
occupation. But such movements had no impact on the social system. It is also interesting to note 
that this social system was so strong that the people who changed their religion and joined Islam or 
Christianity also could not escape from the caste structure of society, and very soon the caste 
hierarchies appeared in these religions themselves in India.  

There was not much change in the situations in whole one decade of post colonial period, even after 
a democratic constitution came in to force in 1952 and even after legislations for Jamindari abolition 
                                                            

1 My great grand mother and the people of her age told that my community came from some where (probably Basti) in 
bordering areas of Nepal, and shifted to few hundred kilometers away in Sultanpur in Awadh in British period, after they 
revolted and killed some landlords or British officers. They claim that they were intellectual priest caste with title 
Upadhyay and retained the same title at new settlement. However, their culture, their rituals and their occupations never 
had any similarity with intellectual priest castes, rather they had more similarity with repressive warrior castes. Moreover, 
they never tried to establish any relationship with the intellectual priest castes in Basti, where from they shifted here.    



came in to force in 1951. Only after the capitalist development was accelerated, both in terms of 
infrastructure development and industrialization, and also in terms of the practical abolition of 
Jamindari system of land tenure in whatever way, and providing impetus in various ways for growth 
in agricultural output in 1060s and 1970s, the capitalist transformation of the society was accelerated 
with a greater force.  

However, the capitalist transformation in India is not comparable to that in Europe. From the view 
point of capital, the capitalist transformation means establishing following dynamics in the politics, 
economic and society: 

• Rule of the capital in terms of policy making and authority for exercising effective control on 
allocation of both natural and human resources of the country in accordance with the needs of 
the capital 

• Doubly free labour in terms of free from feudal obligations and also free from means of 
production 

• A national labour market and a reserve army of labour 
• National commodity market for finances, capital goods and consumption goods 
• State machinery enforcing the above aspects in the political economy of the nation and a 

political system with significant democratic appearance capable of exercising effective control on 
people on the one hand, and providing enough space for money power and corruptions 
(violation of laws) on the other  

How and in which way this capitalist transformation is achieved may differ in different countries and 
therefore the capitalist society may take different shapes with various different dynamics in various 
countries but with in a broad common framework. The capitalist transformation and the nature of 
capitalist society coming out of it depends on mother society’s social, economic and political 
structure, and the character and balance of power between various political forces leading this 
transformation. Capitalist transformation can not be idealistically implanted in any country ignoring 
these limitations, and this is true for any socio-economic-political transformation. Most social 
scientists and left political activists think that development of capitalism as a rule destroys/abolishes 
all forms of feudal relations-both economic and social, and therefore they think that persistence of 
social exploitation and discrimination based on caste (and also to a large extent that based on 
gender) is reflection of the persistence of feudalism in India. It is true that the capitalism as a rule 
destroys/abolishes all forms of feudal relations-both economic and social, but to what extent it does 
it, in what ways it transforms the feudal relations in capitalist relations, depends on the challenges, 
limitations and requirements of the capitalist forces at a given time and space leading this 
transformation on the one hand and the specificity of the socio-economic-political structure of the 
mother society on the other.  

The capitalist transformation in India also established the above discussed five social, economic and 
political dynamics, but with in its limitations and with its specificities: 



In the new time and space, the character of political forces leading this transformation were different 
from those in America and Europe where they were leadership the movements fighting for liberty, 
equality and fraternity. The capitalist forces in India and many other third world countries largely in 
reality did not represent this cause. In India, like in most of the other third world countries this 
cause was represented by the communist and socialist forces which were competing with the 
capitalist political forces but were defeated 

Radical land reforms were one of the basic requirements for building a comparatively equitable, 
democratic and sustainable (capitalist) development.2 It may have also built a base for moving 
towards the annihilation of caste. But for two reasons the capitalist forces opted for not doing it: a) 
need for a speedy capitalist accumulation by way of accelerating the growth of big farmers and rich 
peasants, and b) out of fear that radical land reforms may increase the political power of the left 

Persistence of un-freedom of labour from feudal obligations in terms of caste discrimination and 
also persistence of un-freedom of labour from means of production in terms of huge poverty ridden 
self employed workers in agriculture and other traditional occupations is characteristic feature of 
Indian (and probably on some counts also of many other third world countries) capitalism.  

Capitalist forces in India, unlike that in England, did not require to create a class of people with no 
means of production by large scale dispossessions of peasantry. Due to traditional land 
disentitlement of dalits, this class was already there and the capitalist forces only needed to free them 
by transforming the feudal system of land relations and feudal mode of production in to capitalist 
system of land relations and capitalist mode of production. Therefore this freedom created a 
persistence of social un-freedom where in dalits as a community were made labouring caste on 
permanent basis with no chances of any upward mobility, and therefore aggravating the issues of 
caste discrimination further, rather than resolving it.  

On the other hand, the persistence of huge poverty ridden mass of self employed workers in 
agriculture and other traditional occupations reflects on two features of Indian capitalism:  

De-industrialization in colonial India led to the large scale destruction of craft industries, and large 
numbers of traditional craftsmen were thrown into the ranks of labour reserves that typically got 
located in agriculture. Therefore, right from the beginning of the post colonial capitalist 
development, India was facing a problem when in agriculture (with highly unequal ownership 
structure) was overloaded with huge poverty ridden population with small land holdings and was 
unable to provide an effective market for industrial goods, thereby hindering the growth of 
industries; and on the other hand, the industrial development was unable to absorb the surplus 
population of agriculture and thereby hindering the growth of agriculture. The economic 
development could never break this vicious circle, and even if small holdings were not rewarding 
and actually uneconomical, lack of opportunities for alternative decent livelihoods compelled the 
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peasants to any how persist with their small forms rather than selling it. Moreover, differentiation of 
peasantry further increased the number of small farms  

To maintain a sustained downward pressure on wages the capital as a rule requires maintaining a 
huge reserve army of labour. This reserve army of the unemployed and under-employed labour is 
mainly reproduced non-capitalistically either by the state through social security or by maintaining 
low wage insecure employment and self employment in the so-called informal sector. In developed 
countries this reserve army is largely maintained by the state through social security. In India and in 
many Asian countries, the huge mass of poor self employed workers and insecure low wage workers 
in informal sector serve as the reserve army of labour  

Just to emphasize here that no social transformation leads to complete annihilation of each and 
every aspect of the previous dominant mode of production, so is true for capitalist transformation. 
It transforms only those aspects that are required for the emergence and growth of the new mode of 
production.  

Moreover, the capitalism is more than the capitalist mode of production; it requires an effective 
economic, political, social and cultural control over labour. The dominant capitalist strategy to 
exercise an effective control over labour is by way of divide and rule, by way of intensifying 
competition among labourers and by way of enforcing various kinds of sectional divisions among 
them. Creating reserve army of labour is one of the strategies to enforce division among labourers 
and intensify competition among them for jobs. Emergence of united struggle of workers against 
capital becomes difficult due to various sectional/sectoral divisions among workers. A huge 
propaganda and cultural machinery of capitalism systematically works for promoting individualism 
and completion among workers. It is in this context that the caste divisions in the Indian society 
provide immense opportunities for capital to enforce wider divisions and intense competitions 
among the labours in most pronounced way. Any device that increases competition among workers 
increases the control of capital over labour. Since the only decisive source of power of the 
proletariat is their collectivity, any social, economic and political device that would hinder the 
emergence of the collectivity of workers or smother any incipient collectivity would be useful for 
capital in its class struggle against the working class. Caste-divisions among the working class 
therefore provide an opportunity for capital to use it as a weapon for hindering any collectivity of 
workers.  

The above discussion makes it clear that the caste divisions in Indian society are part of the Indian 
capitalist system and for all practical purposes it can not be looked at as remnant of the feudal social 
system. Therefore we can evolve a strategy for annihilation of caste or abolishing the caste based 
discrimination on the basis of this realization only. 

Continuity and change in the social exclusion  

With the capitalist development, the caste system lost its importance as division of labour i.e., 
particular castes engaged in particular occupations. Today an insignificant proportion of workers 
follow their hereditary caste occupations. However, in social-cultural system the caste system 



remains largely unchanged. Persistence of caste system is also in economic status of different castes. 
Dalits and other backward castes are still the poorest and the upper caste hindus are still the richest. 
Wage labour force is constituted by a significant proportion of all castes of the society, but 
comparatively higher proportion of dalits and other backward caste are in wage labour force. 
Moreover, dalits and other backward castes form a significant majority in insecure, hazardous, low 
wage informal sector employment, and they are highly under represented in comparatively high 
wage, secure and safe formal sector employment. Similar is the conditions for the women also. The 
upper caste status still provides a better socio-economic opportunity and it still breeds a mentality to 
look down on dalits. On the other hand, lower caste status still creates strong hurdles in getting a 
better jobs and better social and economic status.  

The customary regulatory framework of caste system is formally replaced by an egalitarian legal 
framework. Constitutionally, dalits have equal rights in all spheres of life; they can own land and 
other resources, choose occupations of their choice, get education to ensure their upward mobility 
so on and so forth. Reservation policy ensured opportunities for education and to acquire skills and 
knowledge for upward mobility and also ensured opportunities for employment in different 
government sectors and proper representation at different levels of policy making. It is true that 
these policies affected some change and played an important role in hitting and damaging the walls 
of the caste system, however, it could not break the walls. Largely, the rights remained only as 
formal rights. It is ironical that many positions in the government sectors reserved for SC/STs 
remained vacant for want of qualified candidates.  

The changes also came from the economic developments and their impact also can not be 
underestimated. Abolition of Zamindari system, distribution of land pattas to dalits, capitalist 
development in agriculture and diversification of employment opportunities by industrialization and 
various development projects particularly in 1960s and 1970s brought a transformation in economic 
life of the society. They played an important role in ending the inhuman Halwaha system (and other 
similar systems of engagement of attached/bonded labour system in agriculture in all parts of the 
country) of labour engagement in agriculture which was on many counts equivalent to the slave 
labour system. This was actually the real freedom for Dalits. It was reflected in spontaneous strikes 
of dalit wage workers particularly just after 1980 (without any outside political influence) for wage 
hikes in many villages of Uttar Pradesh and also in some other states. In many cases they won and 
the upper caste farmers were compelled to increase the wages. In many cases they faced brutal 
repressions by the upper caste farmers.   

There may be differences in situations in different states, but largely it seems that the cumulative 
effect of the above dynamics played a role in emergence of forceful dalit assertion that soon 
consolidated itself in an independent political force. On the other hand, largely as a reaction against 
this dalit assertion, a new wave of brutal oppression of dalits also started particularly in rural areas.  

But, as we discussed earlier, the rights remained largely the formal rights, and therefore this freedom 
also remained largely as formal freedom since there were very limited opportunities available for 
dalits to materialize this formal freedom in to real freedom.  



As we know that land reform policies were not implemented properly in India (with exception of 
few states), inequality in ownership of land and other resources remained largely the same and 
majority of dalit population remained landless or virtually land less. If we look at the NSS data, at all 
India level around 10 percent of the SC households were landless in 1999-2000 as compared to 
13.34 percent in 1992 and 19.10 percent in 1982. On the other hand if we combine two categories of 
landless and near landless (owning less than 0.4 ha of land), we get that 79.20%SCs, 52.90% STs and 
59.20% others were landless or near land less. The data also shows that percentage of SCs in this 
category is increasing. In 1992, 69.73% SCs, 41.58 STs and 47.21% others were landless plus near 
landless. The data shows clearly that there is a change in the conditions of dalits in terms of 
decreasing landlessness, but in actual sense this change means nothing, since the amount of land 
they own is so meager that it can not provide them any decent livelihood. It is also to be noted that 
a large population of non SC-STs is also economically reaching in equal status with SC-STs. 
Inequality in distribution of land ownership is such that  medium and large farmers who constitute 
only 3.5 per cent of rural population own as large as 37.72 per cent of the total land. The rest 96.5% 
of the population survives on only 62.28% of the land.  

The progress in realization and distribution of surplus land is making mockery of the land less dalits. 
A recent report of Committee on State Agrarian Relations and Unfinished Task of Land Reforms 
states that: “…at national level, a comparison of ceiling status of two recent years provides a 
statistical account of the dying agenda of land redistribution. In March 2002, the area declared 
surplus was 2.7 million hectares (read m ha from now), out of which 2.63 m ha was taken possession 
of, and an area of 2.18 m ha was distributed to 5.65 m rural poor. Of the total area of distributed, 
about 36% went to SC households and 15% to ST households. The area declared surplus was less 
than 2% of the cultivated area which stands at 540 m ha. Compared to this, data obtained by the 
Commission of December 2007 states, that area declared surplus was 2.7 m ha, out of which 2.3 m 
ha was taken possession of (87% of the area of land declared surplus). An area of 1.9 m ha was 
distributed to 5.5 million rural poor households, out of which 7.3 Lakh ha went to SC households 
which is 37% and 3.1 Lakh hectares went to ST households which is 16% of the total population of 
allottees. Within a period of five years, which is the maximum term of a government and also for the 
five year plans, the net increase in the declaration of surplus is almost nil, and the increase in 
distribution of surplus land to SC and ST categories is of mere 1 % in the era of communication and 
technology.”3  

Further, the report states, “What may be termed as collusive litigation, a large chunk of land (0.46 
million ha) out of the declared surplus is held up due to litigation at various levels and is not 
available for distribution. This has led to a quick petering out of the agenda of land redistribution. 
For instance in Uttar Pradesh, which shows a consistent record of distribution of land from 1976 

                                                            
3 Committee on State Agrarian Relations and Unfinished Task of Land Reforms; 
Ministry of Rural Development, Government of India, New Delhi 

http://www.rd.ap.gov.in/IKPLand/MRD_Committee_Report_V_01_Mar_09.pdf  



onwards, 83,853 cases of land dispute were registered of which 50, 334 cases were resolved till date. 
There are 421 cases yet to have a hearing and 13, 243 ha of land is locked in litigation.”4  

On the other hand, the representation of dalits in urban economy also remained only dismal. 61% 
dalits in rural areas and 64% dalits in urban areas are wage labour. Only 10.18% dalits in rural areas 
and 27.76% in urban areas are self employed in nonagricultural occupations. Socio-Economic 
indicators in the table7 below present an overall comparison of situations in this regard for dalits 
and non dalits. 

Table9: Status of Dalits in India in comparison to other social groups 2004-05 
 Parameters ST SC OBC Others 
Rural households (73%) 10.7 21.7 42.0 25.6 
Urban Households (27%)  3.1 14.6 35.5 46.8 
Agriculture labour  
(Total 25.8% of rural HH)  

34.0  
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 40.5 22.4 15.6 

Rural Labour  
(36.7% of rural HH) 

45.3  
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 56.0 32.7 23.3 

Self employed rural  
(51.7% of all rural HH)) 

45.7 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 34.2 56.2 61.4 

Size class of land cultivated  
No cultivated land 
(42.8% of all rural HH) 

33.6 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 57.4 40.7 37.7 

.001-1 ha 
(36.4% of all rural HH) 

40.0 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 33.8 48.8 36.0 

1.01-2 ha 
(11.3% of all rural HH) 

15.4 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 5.8 12.0 13.0 

2-4 ha 
(6.5% of all rural HH) 

8.8 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 2.3 6.9 8.4 

More than 4 ha 
(3.0% of all rural HH)  

2.1 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 0.7 3.2 4.9 

% of HH received min. 60 days/yr 
employment in public works:  
At least one male member (rural) 3.2  2.1 1.2 1.3 

                                                            
4 Committee on State Agrarian Relations and Unfinished Task of Land Reforms; 
Ministry of Rural Development, Government of India, New Delhi 

http://www.rd.ap.gov.in/IKPLand/MRD_Committee_Report_V_01_Mar_09.pdf  



(17% of all rural HH) (%of all rural ST 
hh) 

At least one female member(rural) 
8% of all rural HH) 

1.5 
(%of all rural ST 
hh)  1.1 0.6 0.5 

Monthly per capita expenditure 
class Rs.(rural)  
Less than 235 
(2.9 % of all rural HH)  

9.1 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 3.5 2.0 1.2 

235-510 
(48.3% of all rural hh) 

58.6 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 58.5 48.6 35.9 

510-1155 
(42.8 % of all rural HH) 

30.2 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 35.1 44.1 52.5 

1155 and above 
(6.0 % of all rural HH) 

1.9 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 2.7 5.3 11.5 

Less than 235 
(2.9 % of all rural HH)  

9.1 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 3.5 2.0 1.2 

235-510 
(48.3% of all rural hh) 

58.6 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 58.5 48.6 35.9 

510-1155 
(42.8 % of all rural HH) 

30.2 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 35.1 44.1 52.5 

1155 and above 
(6.0 % of all rural HH) 

1.9 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 2.7 5.3 11.5 

Monthly per capita expenditure 
class Rs.(rural)  
Less than 335 
(3.3 % of all urban HH) 

8.1 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 7.0 3.4 1.6 

335-930 
(48.7 % of all urban HH) 

50.4 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 65.9 58.2 36.1 

930-2540 
(40.6 % of all urban HH) 

38.3 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 25.8 34.7 49.8 

2540 and above 
(7.4 % of all urban HH)  

3.3 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 1.4 3.4 12.6 

Proportion of rural hh with no 
literate adult 

38.1 
(%of all rural ST 32.7 25.7 15.9 



hh) 
Proportion of rural hh with no 
literate female adult 

61.9 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 60.5 51.4 34.1 

Proportion of urban hh with no 
literate adult 

14.3 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 14.8 10.3 4.6 

Proportion of urban hh with no 
literate female adult 

30.0 
(%of all rural ST 
hh) 33.8 24.2 10.8 

Percentage of 15 yrs & above by 
literacy level (Rural)  
Illiterate  
Total 45.2%) 58.6 54.4 45.7 32.3 
Literate & up to primary 
(Total 23.8%)   22.8 22.2 23.5 25.9 
Middle 
(Total 15.2%) 11.1 12.9 15.7 17.8 
Secondary 
(Total 8.2%) 4.0 5.6 8.1 12.1 
Higher secondary 
(Total 4.1%)  2.1 2.9 3.9 6.3 
Diploma/certificate 
(Total  0.7%) 0.3 0.5 0.8 1.0 
Graduate and above 
(Total 2.5%) 1.1 1.5 2.1 4.5 
Percentage of 15 yrs & above by 
literacy level (Urban)  
Illiterate  
Total 19.6%) 28.7 31.5 24.0 12.3 
Literate & up to primary 
(Total 20.0%)   18.2 25.0 23.4 16.2 
Middle 
(Total 18.2%) 18.3 18.8 19.6 16.9 
Secondary 
(Total 15.3%) 13.2 11.4 13.9 17.6 
Higher secondary 
(Total 10.4%)  10.3 6.3 8.3 13.1 
Diploma/certificate 
(Total  2.6%) 2.2 1.6 2.6 2.9 
Graduate and above 
(Total 14.0%) 9.1 5.3 8.4 21.1 
Source: Employment and Unemployment Situation Among Social Groups in India 2004-05, NSS 
61st round, National Sample Survey Organisation, Government of India, October 2006; 
http://mospi.gov.in/national_data_bank/pdf/516_final.pdf 

 



Despite the reservation policy, the space for dalits in government jobs was largely only in lower 
categories, i.e. group C and D. In 2005, 16.4% group C workers and 18.3% group D workers were 
dalits in central government services. More over, 59.2% sweepers in central government services 
were dalits. In central government at group-A positions only 11.9% were dalits. In public sector 
undertakings also, the situation is same. Dalits constituted about 23% of group D workers and about 
19% of group C workers; but they represented only 11.5% and 10.8% in group B and A positions 
respectively in 2001. The most important indicator of development of a community is its share in 
the ownership of the urban firms and the data shows that only 8.4% firms were owned by dalits in 
1998. It is also on decline. In 1990, about 9.9% firms were owned by dalits. (For details see the 
tables8 and 9 below)   

Table10: Representation of dalits in government and public sector employment  

Group/grade of employment 

Percent of Scheduled castes 
employees in different 
government posts (2005) 

Percent of Scheduled castes  
employees in   different 
grades in PSUs (2001) 

A 11.90 10.8 
B 13.70 11.5 
C 16.40 18.9 
D(Excluding Sweepers) 18.30 22.9 
Sweepers 59.2 75.9 
Total 17.74 18.8 
Sources: Annual Report 2005-06, Ministry of Personnel, Public Greivances & Pensions, 
Government of India; and Devesh Kapur and Ravi Ramamurti, ‘ Privatization in India: The 
Imperatives and Consequences of Gradualism’, Working Paper No. 142, center for research on 
economic development And policy reform, Stanford University, Stanford 
 

Table11: Representation of Dalits in Supreme Court and High Courts

Courts Total judges SC & ST Judges
Supreme Court 26 1
High Court 539 20

Source:  Hindustan Times, June 4, 2006.

 

Here, one is compelled to remember Ambedkar who very painfully raised this issue that systematic 
social exclusion ensures only those jobs to dalits that are regarded as degraded by the caste Hindus: 
“There are many occupations in India which on account of the fact that they are regarded as 
degraded by Hindus provoke those who are engaged in these occupations. There is a constant desire 
to evade and escape from such occupations which arise solely because of the blighting effect which 
they produce upon those who follow them owing to the slight and stigma casting on them by the 



Hindu religion. What efficiency can there be in a system under which neither men’s hearts nor their 
minds are in their work?”(Ambedkar, 1936 page 48)5 

To also understand the changes in the situations that we could achieve in these years, we can read 
the descriptions of the situations before independence provided by the Ambedkar and compare that 
with today’s situations. This is how Ambedkar explained the conditions of dalits before 
independence: “---Depressed classes cannot be employed in the army, navy, and police because such 
employment is opposed to the religious notion of majority. They cannot be admitted in schools, 
because their entry is opposed to the religious notion of majority. They cannot avail themselves of 
Government dispensaries, because doctors will not let them cause pollution to their persons or to 
their dispensaries. They can not live cleaner and higher life, because to live above their prescribe 
station is opposed to the religious notion of majority.”  Further he reports: “So rigorous is the 
enforcement of the social code against the Depressed classes that any attempt  on the part of 
depressed classes  to exercise their elementary  rights of citizenship  only ends in provoking the 
majority to practice the worst  forms of social tyranny known  to history.’ (Statement to Simon 
Common, 1928, pages 445) “ 

Further, he argued: “What is worse that this servility and bar to human intercourse, due to their 
untouchability, involves not merely the possibility of discrimination in public life, but actually work 
out as a positive denial of all equality of opportunity and the denial of those most elementary of civic 
rights on which all human existent depend” (Plenary Session, 20 November 1930, First Round Table 
Conference, page 504).6 

Even when desired goals could not be achieved, the above colonial picture is changed to some 
extent and some improvement in terms of representation of dalits in government services and public 
sector undertakings could be achieved (table 7, 8, &9). It is also worth mentioning that this 
improvement was realized only through consistent struggles, and it did not emerge automatically 
only by enacting legislations. Even the reservation policies were not strictly implemented by the 
governments. Generally the bureaucracy was controlled by upper caste and was reluctant to enforce 
the reservations. It was a consistent problem that even when there were reserved vacancies, dalits 
and adivasis were denied the jobs and seats remained vacant. Strictly implementing reservation 
policies in public sector was ensured only by creating consistent public pressure on the government 
and it took years to fulfill the backlog of reserved jobs.  

These developments played a very significant role in overall development of dalit community, and 
most importantly in terms of producing an educated middle class of dalit community that prepared 
an intellectual base for its emergence as an independent political force. 

                                                            
5 As quoted in Sukhadeo Thorat and Arayma, ‘Debate on Private Sector Reservation Myth and 
Reality’, www.law.utoronto.ca/documents/.../Narula-Paper-BookIntro.DOC 

6 As quoted in Sukhadeo Thorat and Arayma, ‘Debate on Private Sector Reservation Myth and 
Reality’, www.law.utoronto.ca/documents/.../Narula-Paper-BookIntro.DOC 



The above situation clearly reflects on both continuity and change on the issue of social exclusion of 
dalits in which the continuity emerges as the major aspect. This is well reflected in the distribution of 
land ownership and other resources as we have already discussed. The resultant effect is the 
continuing problems of chronic poverty, illiteracy and social oppression of dalits. If we look at the 
poverty line data, dalits emerge as the most disadvantaged section of the society. Poverty is claimed 
to be on decline in overall terms in the government data, but even then, 36% rural and 39% urban 
dalits were below poverty line in 1999-2000. The most important indicator of development is the 
educational status of a community. This not only reflects on the economic development but also on 
the cultural development. The conditions of dalits in this regard still remain one of the worse. In 
2006, 73% of dalits were illiterate as against all India average of 58.2%. Only 2.4% dalits were able to 
get education at higher secondary level or above, as against all India average of 6.8%. This figure was 
11.9% for the castes other than SC/ST/OBC. This actually reflects on the high drop out rate among 
dalit children which is a direct consequence of poverty and social oppression. (For details see the 
table7)  

The similar are the situations for women. There is continuity and change in social exclusion for 
women, but continuity still remains its main aspect, provided the social structure based on social 
exclusion of lower castes and the women, and the whole culture and mind set based on caste hindu 
dominance on the one hand and male dominance on the other remains intact. Table 10 reflects on 
some of the aspects of this continuity and change in terms of representation of women in some key 
areas. The data shows that there is some improvement in the conditions but it is only meager and on 
the whole the problem continues. 

Apart from economic policies, there are many other policies which continuously reproduce the 
social exclusion. There were two great movements in 1970s which now do not get any space in 
intellectual discussions: Agitation for abolishing domination of English language and Agitation 
against dual system of education. It is interesting to note that gradually this divide of public school 
educated and government school educated; English educated and local language educated is 
emerging in a big way representing the divide between poor and the rich and also the divide between 
oppressed communities and privileged communities. This dual system of education and this 
systematic divide of English educated and local language educated population by consciously created 
by a systematic policy measures. It is well studied that the government schools are now transformed 
in poor people’s schools and specifically the dalit’s schools. It is not a hidden fact that teaching-
learning in government schools is so poor that even the laboring masses do not prefer (but 
compelled due to economic constraints) to send their children in these schools. It is not because the 
teachers are not competent, but consciously the whole system is paralyzed by not filling the 
vacancies in huge numbers and overloading the teachers with nonteaching work. The English has 
become the language of job market in the era of liberalization and globalization, but government 
schools still do not teach English. It makes a great difference. The overall development and 
exposure of children of public schools is better and with added advantage of command over English 
language. In such situations, how the government school educated poor and dalit youth can 
compete with public school educated youth in the open market. Similar are the situation for the 



women also, since in the male dominant society, parents put greater emphasis on educating the boy 
child and particularly low income groups consider it waste of money to spend much on girl child 
education. The cumulative effect of social exclusion produced and reproduced by economic policies 
and education policies, is far reaching. It can be felt in almost all spheres of life. 

It is painful to see that there is almost no representation of dalits, adivasis in media. They are only 
nominally represented in academics. There are exceptionally very small number of dalit doctors and 
engineers. In private industries, the largest numbers of dalits are only wage workers and that also 
mainly in informal sector. Dalits and Adivasis are almost absent at higher ranks in any industry. 
Even after implementation of reservation policy, they have almost no presence in higher bodies of 
the state (see tables 8 below). The women have also a very insignificant representation in media, 
academics and higher ranks of industries. They are more engaged as nurses, low paid teachers in 
private schools, and in informal sector. 

It is also painful to see that there is very insignificant representation of dalits, adivasis and women in 
the leadership of political parties, trade unions, and corporate NGOs. It is even more painful to see 
that there are no systematic efforts at policy and implementation level to ensure proportionate space 
for dalits, adivasis and women in the leadership of these social and political organizations. 

The overall picture shows that a major effort is needed to ensure proportionate representation of 
dalits, adivasis and women in all spheres of life to build a democratic and equitable society.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 12: Status of women in India  

Source: Source: Statistics on Women in India, National Institute of Public Cooperation and Child 
Development, 2010; http://nipccd.nic.in/reports/ehndbk10.pdf 



 

 

 

Globalisation and liberalization aggravating the problems of social exclusion 

The globalization and liberalization has emerged as a new challenge in terms of further aggravating 
the problems of poverty, unemployment and social discrimination. Following tendencies are very 
clearly emerging to characterize the economic development in the phase of liberalization and 
globalization: 

There are so many hue and cries in the state and national- international circles of industries on the 
issues of poverty, unemployment and social discrimination, but there is absolutely no space for these 
concerns in the development strategies and processes. Largely it is assumed that the magic of trickle 
down effect will take care of these problems The people’s wellbeing is no more a concern of the 
Industrial development and overall export oriented economic growth; it is neither producing for the 
people of the country, nor concerned with development needs of the people; the whole 
development is largely coming out as a jobless growth  

The agriculture is being even more overburdened with surplus population, since on the one hand 
land acquisition for industries is leading to the mass destruction of livelihoods and on the other hand 
industrial growth is largely dominated by service sector which has least employment generating 
potential 

Globalization and Liberalization is leading to accumulation by dispossession. This is not only in 
relation to land, but also in relation to dispossession from all resources and rights-by way of handing 
over the control of all natural resources and energy resources in corporate hands, privatizing all 
public sector industries and selling it to the corporate at throwaway prices, privatizing the education, 
health and transport-services etc.; and also in terms of stopping/minimizing expenditures on welfare 
schemes, slashing/cutting subsidies to farmers and  people at large; and on the other hand granting 
huge subsidies to the corporate. It is to be noted that in some states huge amount of patta and 
assigned lands plus government lands (meant for distribution to landless) are being acquired for 
industrial purposes. Large number of dalits lost their patta and assigned lands and therefore the 
social justice was actually reversed. 

Globalisation and liberalization is leading to closures and privatization of public sector units, 
downsizing of the workforce in general but specifically in government and public sector and thereby 
throwing out large number of workers out of jobs. Large number of dalits and adivasis in 
government and public sector lost their jobs and thereby actually the social justice was reversed. 

There is an unparallel informaisation of Jobs in the industries, both by transferring the jobs from 
formal to informal sector and by casualisation of jobs in the formal sector. The informalisation of 
jobs is increasing the intensity of all forms of exploitation, both economic and non economic. Most 



importantly, the duality in the labour force (formal and informal) is rigidly systematized so that there 
are almost no chances for upward mobility for the workers at the lower levels. On the one hand 
there is a huge section of casual and contract workers suffering worst forms of exploitation and 
devoid of any type of job security and on the other hand, there is a tiny section of ‘privileged 
workers’ enjoying better working conditions, better wages and with comparatively better job 
security. This rigid duality not only reflects on the divide between rich and poor, but also reflects on 
the caste divisions in the society, since majority of contract/casual workers both in informal sector 
and formal sector are drawn from the SC, ST and other backward and women. Therefore this rigid 
duality actually not only helps in persistence of social oppression/exploitation, but also reproduces 
the caste and gender based hierarchies in a different form. 

Large number of dalits lost their jobs due to closures, retrenchments and downsizing in government 
and privatization of the public sector.  Only in the period of two years from 1991 to 1992 the 
absolute number of SC employees in government dropped from 0.628 million to 0.604 million. The 
absolute number of SCs employees in public sector has also declined from 0.432 million in 1990 to 
0.369 million in 1992. Their percentage-share also declined from 19.54% to 17.74% from 1990 to 
1992. “The rate of growth of employment in the organized sector dropped from more than 1.7 per 
cent per annum in the late 1980s to 1.2 per cent in 1991-92 and to 0.6 per cent in 1992-93. Creation 
of jobs in the public sector fell from 11.0 million in the preceding four years to the 6.2 million in the 
succeeding four years of the Reforms. For the Private Sector, the corresponding figures rose from 
2.08 million to 2.49 million. In the Central Government establishment there were 4.03 million jobs 
on 1st March 1991 which went up next year to 4.14 million. But for the next two years, they came 
down to 3.97 million and 3.84 million respectively.”7 The same trends continued later also. More 
over, a significant share of government jobs also moved to the NGO sector, by way of transferring 
some welfare activities to NGO sector.  

With the privatisation of the public sector enterprises and dereserving the industries which were 
earlier reserved exclusively for public sector, the dalits, adivasis, and backward castes not only lost 
the jobs, but actually they lost a huge space of secure employment reserved for them in these 
industries on permanent basis. In the industries reserved for public sector, any expansion meant 
expansion of ensured space for secure employment for them. But reservation policy is not made 
applicable in private sector and therefore no ensured space remains for them in these industries. 

 

It is to be noted that the globalization and liberalization came with an all round attack on the lively-
hoods and rights of the people of the country, but the worst sufferers are the people form oppressed 
social groups specifically SCs, STs, other backward castes and women. By all means it is clear that 
the employment opportunities are shifting from the government sector to the private sector, but it is 
                                                            
7 Anand Teltumbde 1996: Impact of New Economic Reforms on Dalits in India; A Paper Presented in the Seminar on 
'Economic Reforms and Dalits in India' Organised by the University of Oxford, Oxford, UK, on November 8, 1996; 
http://www.proxsa.org/inspiration/ambedkar/ecoreforms.html  



also clear that the employment opportunities are so meager and far less than the required. It is well 
studied that the pains of social exclusion are increased many fold when there is general scarcity of 
opportunities and it also leads to intense conflicts between different sections of the society. Poverty 
and social discrimination has a direct relationship with the lack of opportunities for decent 
employment. Both affect each other, but to resolve this problem, the second one is considered to be 
the deciding factor and the first comes mainly as a derivative of the second. Hence, creating decent 
employment opportunities for all emerges as the main task for resolving the problems of poverty 
and social discrimination.  

It is also widely accepted that the globalization and liberalization in various ways deteriorated the 
conditions of women. The government also accepts that the benefits of the growing global economy 
have been unevenly distributed leading to wider economic disparities, the feminization of poverty, 
increased gender inequality through often deteriorating working conditions and unsafe working 
environment especially in the informal economy and rural areas.8 

It is worth mentioning that in the waves of economic crises that are integral to the new global 
economy, the informal workers are the worst affected, where the women and the oppressed castes 
form a significant majority of the workforce. 

It is on this background that the demands for reservation for women in various walks of life and 
extending reservation policy in private sector emerged in the phase of globalization. There is no 
reservation policy for women and they do not get any reservation in jobs, except the preferential 
treatment for some jobs and some positions. In recent decades, after a long struggle, a policy was 
implemented to ensure proportionate representation of women in elected local administrative 
councils. A bill for ensuring proportionate representation of women in state assemblies and 
parliament is still pending in parliament and facing strong opposition from some political parties. 
However, there is no initiative for a reservation policy to ensure proportionate representation of 
women in all jobs in government, public sector and private sector. 

The idea of extending reservation policy to private sector is fiercely opposed by the captains of 
industry. In a representation to the Government in June 2004 the President of Assocham, Mr 
Mahendra K. Sanghi, said that the job reservation in industrial units of private sector will have a far 
reaching impact on the industry as it may completely destroy meritocracy in the industrial units and 
bring inefficiency.9  

Addressing the problem of social exclusion a precondition for revival of labour movement 

The labour movement is considered to be the most democratic movement targeted to ensure a more 
equitable and democratic society. This task is an integral aspect and inbuilt in the nature of the 
labour movement, and the advancement of the labour movement also depends to the extent it is 
able to address this task. It is also to be realized that the persistence of the problems of social 

                                                            
8 National policy for the empowerment of women (2001), http://wcd.nic.in/empwomen.htm  
9 Assocham opposes reservation of jobs in private sector; The Hindu Business Line; Saturday, Jun 12, 2004  



exclusion even after more than 60 years of post colonial developments is not only the failure of the 
capitalist state and its policies, but it is also the failure of the working class movement. In the context 
of India, the basis task of building a more equitable and democratic society starts with accepting the 
basic problem that social structure itself is so undemocratic and consists of such inequalities that it 
creates and recreates social exclusion in all spheres for some sections of the society, and it is 
impossible to address this problem only by demanding equal opportunities for all. This problem can 
be addressed only by way of implementing a positive discrimination policy ensuring proportionate 
representation of dalits, adivasis, other backward castes, and women in all walks of life. The 
reservation policy must not be confused as poverty alleviation strategy, it is a strategy, its importance 
is in terms of democratizing the society, economy and polity and ensuring an equitable and 
democratic development with a democratic process of development. 

The achievements on the issue of social exclusion in post colonial India can be summarized in 
following points:  

• There are some positive changes in the status of the socially excluded sections, but still the 
problem continues to a large extent. The social structure creating and recreating social exclusion 
based on caste and gender discriminations remains largely unchanged. Globalization and 
particularly the privatization have further aggravated the problems of social exclusion in various 
ways. Formal workers form a minority of the workforce and a significant majority of informal 
workers are represented by dalits, adivasis, other backward castes and women  

• Post colonial capitalist development and the related social and political dynamics has raised the 
consciousness of the people in terms that they feel more intensely the pains of social exclusion, 
attacks on their dignity and human rights. A section of middle class has emerged in all these 
socially excluded sections and voicing the sectional concerns 

• Largely because the issue of social exclusion was not effectively addressed by the general trade 
unions, dalit trade unions have emerged on the seen. There are also attempts to form national 
federations of dalit trade unions. However, dalit trade unions are largely formed in public sector 
and government departments, and they are generally concerned with the issue of reservation for 
their members. They are largely absent in private sector   

• Parliamentary politics on the one hand provided space to all sections to raise their voices, but in 
a given situation with almost absence of pro-people, pro-labour political forces, the capitalist 
political parties are getting immense opportunities to play the game of divide and rule. The 
politics of castism and fundamentalism has systematically created such sectional conflicts that 
socio-political divisions between different sections of the society are reaching to the alarming 
levels 

The above developments clearly indicate that any people’s movement and any labour movement in 
India can not emerge as a broad based strong social-political force if it ignores the issues of social 
exclusion. Labour movement needs to politically reconstruct itself not only in terms of rebuilding its 
strategies of organization and struggle to face the new global economic regime and new international 



division of labour. It has to also politically reconstruct itself to address the challenges of social 
exclusion. 

The first steps for politically reconstructing itself requires the initiatives for: 

• Building a political unity among the labour movement to recognize its one of the major tasks to 
launch a general political movement for: right to employment and right to pension for all and 
ensuring proportionate representation of dalits, adivasis, backward castes and women in all walks 
of life, all sectors and at all levels 

• Restructuring of the organizational structures at various levels of labour movement ensuring  
proportionate representation of dalits, adivasis, backward castes and women at all level in 
leadership and incorporating issues of socially excluded sections in organizational functioning 
and economic and political struggles.  

Given the intensity of the problem, the organizational structure that integrates all sections and all 
sectional interests within it self and at the same time provides a separate space for them within its 
structure, may be the best way to address this problem. More clearly, wherever the persons 
representing socially excluded sections are in significant number, the labour organizations may 
provide a separate space in the form of separate departments or wings of the same organization 
exclusively for socially excluded sections, and these departments/wings must be necessarily 
represented at all levels of leadership of the organization. This may help them in better way to 
articulate their problems and equip the organization with better understanding on the issues and 
better ways and means to address the problem. 

It is unbelievable that a movement that does not ensure social inclusion in its politics, its 
organizational structure and functioning, can fight for social inclusion in the society, economy and 
polity of the nation. It is also impossible that a movement that does not ensure social inclusion in its 
politics, organizational structure and functioning, can build a broad based social movement by 
organizing socially excluded sections that form a large section of the total labour force and 
significant majority of the informal labour force. 

It is also interesting to note that the issues of the dalit movement and women movement on the one 
hand and the labour movement on the other are getting more and more integrated. To give just one 
example, struggle against informalisation of jobs is emerging as one of the major focus of labour 
movement, and new wave of struggles for forming trade unions is actually coming out as a challenge 
against informalisation. On the other hand, the reservation policy has no meaning if more and more 
jobs are informalized, and therefore the struggle for formalization of jobs is going to be the integral 
part of the socially excluded sections’ movement for extending reservation policy in private sector 
and making a reservation policy for women.  
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