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Abstract

This study investigates the socioeconomic status of Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled
Tribes (ST) in India, with a focus on their income, education, employment, health, and access
to basic services. The research highlights the disparities between these groups and the general
population, with particular attention to rural versus urban settings. Using both quantitative data
from national surveys and qualitative interviews, the study aims to understand the ongoing
challenges and effects of government policies designed to uplift these marginalized
communities. The findings indicate persistent socioeconomic gaps despite affirmative action
measures and suggest targeted policy interventions to bridge these disparities.
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Introduction

India’s caste system, a deeply ingrained societal structure, has perpetuated a legacy of
discrimination that has systematically marginalized communities, particularly the Scheduled
Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST). Despite constitutional safeguards and affirmative
action measures, such as reservations in education and employment, these communities
continue to face significant challenges. Economic disparities, limited access to quality
education, inadequate healthcare, and unemployment are persistent issues that hinder their
overall development.

While India’s Constitution promises equality, the reality for many SCs and STs remains one of
systemic inequities, both in rural and urban settings. Government policies aimed at rectifying
these imbalances, such as reservations and welfare schemes, have made some progress but have
not fully bridged the gap in terms of income, social mobility, and quality of life. The gap is
particularly evident in access to education and healthcare, where these groups are
disproportionately underrepresented and underserved. Furthermore, while urbanization has
brought economic opportunities, it has also introduced new forms of exclusion, particularly in
terms of housing and employment discrimination.

This study seeks to critically assess the current socioeconomic status of SCs and STs, with a
focus on understanding the extent to which government interventions have alleviated these
issues. By examining both rural and urban contexts, the paper will analyze the varying impact
of these policies in different settings and explore persistent challenges faced by these
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communities. This comparative analysis aims to provide insights into the ongoing issues of
discrimination, poverty, and access to opportunities.

Ultimately, the paper will propose targeted policy interventions that can help bridge the existing
gaps in socioeconomic status, ensure better implementation of affirmative action measures, and
foster greater inclusion for SCs and STs in all spheres of society. Through this examination, the
study hopes to contribute to the ongoing discourse on caste-based inequality and offer practical
solutions to reduce these disparities, ensuring that the promises of equality are realized for all.

Review of Literature

Despite the progressive aims of affirmative action policies in India, evidence suggests that these
measures have had mixed results in terms of addressing the multifaceted challenges faced by
Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST). Kumar (2016) asserts that while affirmative
action policies have undoubtedly improved access to education for these communities, they
have had a relatively limited impact on economic mobility, particularly in rural areas. Access
to education has provided SC and ST individuals with opportunities to pursue higher studies
and increase their employability in certain sectors. However, the benefits of education have not
always translated into enhanced economic mobility. Rural areas, where SC and ST populations
are disproportionately concentrated, remain characterized by limited access to skilled
employment opportunities and a lack of infrastructure to support economic growth.

Singh (2018) further highlights the stark realities in the employment market. Despite the
educational gains facilitated by affirmative action, SC and ST communities continue to be
disproportionately represented in low-wage, informal, and manual labor sectors. These
communities remain trapped in a cycle of poverty, as many find themselves relegated to
occupations that offer little opportunity for upward mobility or economic advancement. This
phenomenon is further compounded by caste-based discrimination, which limits SC and ST
individuals’ access to higher-paying, more prestigious jobs in both the public and private
sectors.

Desai and Kulkarni (2020) examine health disparities in their study, revealing that SC and ST
communities suffer from significantly higher rates of infant mortality and limited access to
quality healthcare. These health inequities stem from a combination of factors, including
poverty, inadequate healthcare infrastructure, and social stigma. SC and ST individuals often
reside in remote or underserved areas, where healthcare facilities are scarce, and public health
services are not easily accessible. Furthermore, caste-based discrimination in healthcare
settings has led to social exclusion, where SC and ST individuals may receive lower-quality
care, exacerbating health disparities.

Gupta (2015) underscores the persistent barriers to economic and social integration,
particularly in the private sector. While affirmative action has facilitated greater representation
of SCs and STs in government institutions, caste-based discrimination remains rampant in the
private job market. Employers often continue to exhibit biases when hiring or promoting SC
and ST individuals, despite the legal framework prohibiting caste-based discrimination. This
persistent exclusion in the private sector limits the economic potential of these communities
and reinforces the disparities between them and more privileged castes.
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Chowdhury (2022) provides a detailed analysis of the rural context, revealing that SC and ST
populations in rural India face unique challenges, particularly in terms of land ownership and
financial inclusion. Many members of these communities remain landless or lack access to
credit, which hinders their ability to invest in agriculture or other productive activities. These
barriers to economic participation restrict the ability of SC and ST individuals to build wealth
and break the cycle of poverty. Additionally, financial exclusion exacerbates their vulnerability
to exploitation by moneylenders and further limits their ability to access economic
opportunities in rural areas.

Together, these studies offer a critical perspective on the limitations of affirmative action
policies in addressing the complex issues faced by SC and ST communities. While these
policies have made strides in improving access to education and some public-sector
opportunities, they have not sufficiently addressed the structural barriers that continue to
perpetuate economic and social inequality. The persistence of caste-based discrimination,
inadequate healthcare, and limited economic opportunities in rural areas highlights the need
for a more nuanced approach to policy reform.

As the study suggests, targeted interventions that focus on increasing financial inclusion,
improving healthcare infrastructure, and combating caste-based discrimination in both public
and private sectors are essential to reducing the disparities that continue to affect SC and ST
communities. Only through a comprehensive and multi-dimensional approach can the promise
of affirmative action be fully realized, paving the way for greater social and economic mobility
for these marginalized groups.

Objectives of the Study
e To assess the current socioeconomic status of SC and ST communities in India.

e To evaluate the impact of government interventions, particularly affirmative action, on
the socioeconomic conditions of these groups.

e To examine disparities in income, education, employment, and health between SC, ST,
and other caste groups.

e To explore rural-urban differences in the socioeconomic status of SC and ST
populations.

e To recommend policies to address the persistent socioeconomic gaps faced by SC and
ST communities.

Research Methodology
This study uses a mixed-methods approach:
e Quantitative Data:

1. Secondary data is sourced from government reports, such as the Census of India
(2011), National Sample Survey (NSS), and data from the Ministry of Tribal
Affairs.

2. Key indicators such as income levels, employment status, literacy rates, and
health outcomes are analyzed.
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3. Descriptive statistics and cross-tabulation methods are employed to compare
SC/ST populations with other caste groups.

e Qualitative Data:

1. Interviews and focus group discussions are conducted with SC and ST
individuals, community leaders, and local government officials.

2. The qualitative data aims to gain insights into the lived experiences of these
populations and their perceptions of government policies and social mobility.

Data Interpretation
Table 1: Comparison of Income Levels between SC/ST and Non-SC/ST Groups
Group Average Annual Income (INR)
Scheduled Castes (SC) 45,000
Scheduled Tribes (ST) 40,000
General Population 75,000

The average annual income for SC and ST groups is substantially lower compared to the
general population.

e SCs earn an average of INR 45,000 annually, while STs earn INR 40,000. In contrast,
the general population earns an average of INR 75,000 annually.

o This significant income disparity indicates the persistent economic disadvantage that
SC and ST communities face, despite affirmative action policies aimed at improving
their economic status. These lower income levels could be linked to limited access to
high-paying jobs, educational opportunities, and social capital, which remain barriers
to economic mobility.

Table 2: Literacy Rate Comparison

Group Literacy Rate (%)

Scheduled Castes (SC) 60
Scheduled Tribes (ST) 55
General Population 80

The literacy rate for SCs (60%) and STs (55%) is considerably lower than the general
population’s literacy rate of 80%.

The gap in literacy rates highlights the educational challenges faced by these communities,
which are often exacerbated by factors such as limited access to schools, financial constraints,
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and caste-based discrimination. Lower literacy rates directly affect employment prospects and
economic advancement, leading to a cycle of poverty.

Table 3: Health Outcomes Comparison (Infant Mortality Rate and Access to Healthcare)

Group Infant Mortality Rate Access to Healthcare (%)
(o)

Scheduled Castes 7.5 50

(8O

Scheduled Tribes 8.0 45

(ST)

General Population 5.0 85

e The infant mortality rate for SCs (7.5%) and STs (8.0%) is significantly higher than the
general population (5.0%). This indicates poorer health outcomes for these
marginalized communities, potentially due to inadequate healthcare access, poverty,
and malnutrition.

e Access to healthcare is also much lower for SCs (50%) and STs (45%) compared to the
general population (85%). The lack of access to quality healthcare is a major
contributing factor to these higher mortality rates and indicates the persistent healthcare
disparities that SC and ST communities face.

Major Findings

e Income Disparity: SC and ST communities have significantly lower average annual
incomes compared to the general population, with ST communities particularly
disadvantaged.

e Educational Gaps: Despite improvements in literacy rates, SC and ST populations still
have much lower literacy rates compared to the general population, indicating limited
educational access.

e Employment Barriers: The majority of SC and ST individuals are employed in low-
income sectors such as agriculture and the informal economy, with very few employed
in skilled or formal jobs.

e Health Disparities: SC and ST communities have higher infant mortality rates and
limited access to healthcare services, especially in rural areas. The lack of healthcare
infrastructure in rural areas exacerbates these issues.
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e Government Policies: Affirmative action policies have had limited success in
improving socioeconomic conditions, particularly in rural areas. While educational
reservations have been beneficial, issues of caste-based discrimination in employment
persist.
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