
Research, Review and Studies
International Journal for Multidisciplinary

IJMRRS



      
 

1 
 

Intersecting Vulnerabilities and Poverty 

Introduction  
Poverty is a multidimensional phenomenon. The relational and dynamics aspects 
are taken into account while contextualising poverty, and thus the approach to 
understanding and measuring poverty cannot be a monolithic one. There are a 
number of factors that informs an individual’s well-being, and so the debates 
around poverty have moved beyond the money metrics and includes the structural 
and systemic biases governing a person’s life and society. Disadvantages and 
discrimination are add-ons that manifests poverty in different forms and demands 
more nuanced strategies to escape from the clutches of poverty. Rightly pointed by 
Saith (2005), a broader notion of human deprivation needs to be adopted and 
vulnerability and socio-economic insecurity has to be considered for meaningfully 
defining the poverty line.  

Using Fraser’s analysis (1997), this essay attempts to decipher the intersecting 
nature of social exclusion faced by certain problematic groups, and how it leads to 
further disadvantages and persistent multiple disadvantages. This further 
increases the vulnerability of the social groups, exposing them to disproportionate 
risks of impoverishment. Intersecting inequalities contribute to the higher levels of 
poverty by creating barriers for socially excluded groups in accessing resources 
and opportunities (Duque and McKnight, 2019). These groups face challenges in 
gaining access to education, healthcare, and economic opportunities due to their 
marginalised status based on factors like race, ethnicity, gender, and location. The 
combination of these inequalities intensifies the disadvantages faced by these 
groups, leading to a cycle of poverty that can continue over generations. This 
perpetuation of intersecting inequalities undermines progress in poverty reduction 
efforts and hinders the achievement of development goals. 

Although from 1990s onwards, targeted interventions in the form of ‘conditional 
cash transfer’ programmes were rolled out in Africa and elsewhere, but the 
outcome was not as desired. Critics have argued that structural adjustment 
programs in Sub-Saharan Africa was largely devised to restructure private and 
public policies, and liberalise trade rather than curbing poverty, and thereby ended 
in having excessively harmful impacts for the population. As an outcome of such 
social policies, the developing countries mostly witnessed their population getting 
succeeded in just traversing the ‘poverty line’ and improving on certain indicators, 
albeit were not translated into equality in access, opportunities and outcomes. It 
will therefore be important to understand whether the social policies and targeted 
interventions have been able to address capability deprivation in tandem with 
social realities of the concerned problematic groups. Sen’s Capability 
perspective(1999) will be used to analyse to analyse poverty and how ‘incapacities’ 
can be major deterrent to achieve social justice for certain bivalent categories, and 
unless policies specifically addressed, the objective of poverty alleviation and social 
justice cannot be achieved.  

This essay will specifically establish how certain social groups, like those identified 
in terms of gender, ethnicity, religion, and caste adds a layer of complexity to 
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understanding poverty, and how social policies can be a potent tool to combat 
exclusion and poverty strategically. Examples to establish the arguments will be 
drawn from the Indian State where caste and religion transected with gender and 
geographies are major deterrents in accessing human rights.  

Main Body 
Disadvantages and discrimination are the baggage that gets attached with an 
individual due to his/her vulnerable position in the society. Vulnerability leads to 
social exclusion in developing countries, and is often driven by discrimination and 
inequality based on factors such as gender, ethnicity, caste, religion, or disability. 
Marginalised groups most often face systemic barriers and prejudices that limit 
their access to resources, opportunities, and decision-making processes. The 
processes and dynamics that lead to deprivation and marginalization in society, is 
based on the position, group characteristics and the social context of a particular 
social group in the society, rather than solely on individual characteristics. Social 
groups which are at the bottom of the social stratum of the society are more likely 
to face barriers in accessing basic rights than the others. 

 In most patriarchal societies, especially in developing countries, women carry the 
baggage of historical discrimination and domination. The problem of gender 
inequality and injustice is deep rooted and needs addressing at multiple levels. 
While political struggle for affirmative action continues, there are increasingly, 
reported cases of sexual violence bringing out the vulnerability of women 
negotiating sexuality and sexual autonomy, including within intimate contexts. 
Even though women have made great strides in their educational and professional 
fronts over the years, gender stereotypes pervades public attitudes, and there is 
great resistance to seeing women in non-traditional roles in the employment 
sector. Female Labour Force Participation Rate (LFPR) in India has increased 
substantially from 23.3% in 2017-18 to 37% in 2022-23, while the rate for men is 
78.5% in 202-23(Periodic Labour Force Survey, India 2023-23). Ignoring the 
gender differences in participation rate, the government is of the view that the 
notable increase in the percentage of women in the labour market is a consequence 
of the government's aggressive goal to guarantee women's empowerment through 
long-term socioeconomic and political development efforts towards girls' 
education, skill development, support of entrepreneurship, and workplace safety. 
However, international agencies and civil society organisations have unswervingly 
stressed on ushering enabling conditions for access to decent work, strengthening 
social security, pay parity, working conditions, and recognition, reduction and 
redistribution of women’s unpaid work.  

The rhetoric of women’s empowerment is that most often policy makers tend to see 
women as a ‘homogenous entity’. Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) pointed out that the 
prism of ‘intersectional feminism’ should be used to understand the various forms 
of inequality that often operate together and exacerbate each other, and 
emphasized that "all inequality is not created equal." It is pertinent to comprehend 
the gravity of the inequalities and the interactions among them in different 
settings, centering the voices of people experiencing intersecting, concomitant 
forms of oppression. 
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 Sen (1999) also pointed out that some inequalities, substantial in nature can be 
a major deterrent in realizing full potential and make it difficult to achieve even 
efficiency. Capability deprivation may not lead directly to poverty but create 
circumstances that aggravates poverty. Although persistent efforts have enabled 
India to demonstrate sharp decline in   poverty head count ratio from 24.85% in 
2015-16 to 14.96% in 2019-21 ( Niti Aayog, 2023), the poverty concentration is 
still highest amongst the Scheduled Tribes (81.4%), followed by Scheduled Castes 
(65.8%), both of which are at the bottom of the social stratum of the Indian society.  

SDG Target 1.1 calls for ‘eradicating extreme poverty for all people, currently 
measured as people living on less than $1.25/day’ (UN SDG). According to MPI, 
55% of the India’s population are poor, and over 33.8% of the SC population and 
44.8% of the ST Population in rural India were below poverty line (Census, 2011). 
Most worrisome is the prevalence of poverty amongst Dalits and Adivasis which is 
65.8% and 81.4% respectively. SDG Target 1.2 which ushers for ‘reducing at least 
half the proportion of men, women and children of all ages living in poverty in all its 
dimensions’ (UN SDG), is a distant dream for the Dalits as around 20% of their 
population are trapped into slave labour and they have to work essentially to work 
off the debts of their ancestors. A study by Kumar and Venkatachalam (2016) 
highlighted the residual effect of caste in the access to loans for Scheduled Castes 
/ Scheduled Tribe population. It unearthed differences in both loan application 
and approvals for borrowers belonging to Scheduled Tribe (ST) population vis-à-
vis those belonging to other castes. ST population demonstrated worse credit 
worthiness or their credit histories were poor enough to enable access to finance.  

Additionally, the experience of Dalits with regards to education and labour is 
different from other community representing Scheduled Castes (SC) in India. From 
1961 to 2011, the literacy rate among the Schedule Castes in India has increased 
from 10.2 % to 66% whereas the all-India increase over a same span has been 
73%. Although not as quickly as among the Upper Castes, the National Sample 
Survey (NSS) indicated that Dalits' access to schooling has increased, and Dalit 
men experienced 39 percentage points improvement in post-primary attainment 
in the two decades following 1983. However, this growth was still less than that of 
non-SC/ST men (56 percentage points). Comparably, between 1983 and 2004–05, 
Dalit women's post–primary achievement improved by 21 percentage points which 
was less than the 38 percentage points that their higher caste counterparts saw 
during the same time period. Paradoxically, dropout rates increased to around 71% 
for Dalit girls and 74% for Dalit boys (Eleventh Five Year Plan). This skewed trend 
of schooling vis-à-vis drop-out has a direct link to lower returns on education and 
limited access to high-status, well-paid jobs. Whereas, it may be highlighted that 
progress has been made in the area of education amongst Dalits but this has not 
translated into jobs, and they still face discrimination in the labour market. This 
has perpetuated their economic disadvantage compared to other social groups, 
highlighting the persistent challenges faced by Dalits in breaking the cycle of 
poverty and achieving better welfare outcomes. This is what Sen (1999) refers to 
as, capability deprivation. Inequality in the areas of the education, health and 
standard of living can lead to asymmetries and economic inequalities. 

Also evident is the glaring violence meted on Dalits, and Dalit woman in particular. 
As per data of National Crimes Record Bureau, cases of rapes meted on Dalit 
women has increased by 45% from 2015 to 2020, and this is a worrying trend. The 
intersection of Dalit and gender identity has made Dalit women experience higher 
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incidence and disproportionate burden of poverty than men.  They are subjected 
to prejudice by state and non-state actors that commit crimes against women 
based on caste. Dalit women and other marginalized women's groups believe that 
it is important to acknowledge the violence, exclusion, and prejudice that these 
women have experienced. This is because these women are situated within 
intersecting caste, class, and gender frameworks. The intricate interplay of many 
structural elements shapes the lives of distinct women in diverse ways. This calls 
for an examination of the manner in which gender, class and caste interrelate to 
produce targeted violence against Dalit women and their communities.  

Whereas a person’s caste is predetermined and immutable, there is a worrying sign 
of exclusion, and an underlying threat of loss of dignity and rights. It involves 
certain groups being marginalized from social participation due to various forms 
of disadvantage. Here, institutions and group dynamics play a role in perpetuating 
exclusion, creating segmented societies with clusters of advantage and 
disadvantage. Economic and cultural factors intersect to produce complex 
patterns of disadvantage, requiring inclusive social policies to counter exclusion. 
The intersecting inequalities experienced by Dalit people have gave birth to social 
movements advocating for Dalit rights and have empowered Dalits politically, 
giving them a voice and agency. These movements have led to visible 
transformations in the political arena, with Dalit parties winning state elections 
and establishing a political identity for Dalits, and this same has been gradually 
replicated by other excluded groups too. In fact, the political consciousness over 
time has enabled expanding the terrain of debates around Dalit identity and 
struggles over upper-caste hegemony. 

The Government of India has introduced remedial policies like reservations in 
public education and employment, along with legislations safeguarding the rights 
of the SC and ST communities, such as the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled 
Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989, with the aim to uplift Dalits and address 
historical injustices. Despite such progressive legislations, the engagement of 
human labour in unclean occupation which is a part of untouchability practice is 
still prevalent in India and tied to the lower caste mainly, Dalits. Although Article 
17 of Constitution of India prohibits untouchability, the obligation is not met yet. 
Manual scavenging is predominantly an occupation taken up by female Dalits and 
is a violation of the right to life with dignity and right to decent work and fair labour 
standards. In terms of how women’s economic empowerment is conceptualized, 
there are differing views, and whether purely market-generated growth can 
generate outcomes related to recognition, dignity and transformative agency of 
women. There is recognition now that market forces could be perpetuating 
inequalities rather than mitigating it (market inequalities here are seen as 
manifestations of underlying inequalities of power). Such inequalities in turn 
influence growth outcomes. Echoing Kabeer’s (2012) argument that social policies 
should not only aim to alleviate poverty but also to enhance people's capabilities 
and empower them to participate fully in society. 

India, like other countries, has made international commitments when it comes to 
promoting women’s economic empowerment, fair access to productive resources, 
full and productive employment and decent work and so on (Beijing Platform, 
Millennium Development Goals etc.). The Ministry of Women and Child 
Development, as well as other Ministries like Rural Development, have specific 
schemes for women’s economic empowerment, and to strengthen their access to 
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employment and livelihoods/enterprise. All Ministries and Departments are using 
the Gender Budgeting method, together with Gender-based Outcome Budgets and 
Gender Audits, to integrate gender issues and goals into their plans, execution, 
and evaluations. Although, this has translated into outcomes in terms of greater 
investments on women, but at the granular level the overlapping inequalities in 
the form of caste, ethnicity and others have not gained much attention.  

The Human Development Report of Assam (UNDP, 2014) reveals that two-third of 
the total illiterates in Assam resides in the Char, Tea gardens and Hills of Assam 
State of India. These areas are predominantly inhabited by Adivasis, Muslims and 
Tribal people. These bivalent categories have special characteristics in terms of 
their origin and identity. Adivasis in Assam, primarily represented by tea garden 
workers and forest dwellers, were brought to Assam during British colonial times 
to work as labourers in tea plantations. They have been facing marginalization and 
exploitation historically, and their descendants continue to work under 
challenging conditions. Another bivalent category in Assam State are the 
‘inhabitants of the char areas, and these group of people represent ‘Bengali 
speaking Muslims’ who are immigrant settlers of erstwhile East Bengal and East 
Pakistan origin(HDR, 2014). The third marginalised bivalent category are ‘hill 
tribes’ people who belong to Scheduled Tribe category in Assam. These category of 
people have been geographically excluded from other population categories, and 
for the greater part of the colonial era, barriers prevented the district's peoples 
from developing their social and economic ties with one another. 

 All these social groups along with their identity representing spatial diversity have 
history of marginalization, violence and protracted armed conflict. The levels of 
educational has been found skewed along with low educational attainment, and 
may be implied as a sign of "basic capability failure". Certain capacities are so 
fundamental to human well-being, and education being one of them, that losing 
them prevents people from being able to make important life decisions for 
themselves and their communities. 

Assam also performs poorly on the health outcomes, with the tea garden districts 
accounting for the highest maternal death risks, and also is much higher than the 
national average. Adivasis in Assam who are predominantly engaged in tea 
plantation labour are entitled to wages, which is lower than the minimum wage 
notified by the Government and exposed to poor working conditions, and lack of 
social security benefits. Limited opportunities for alternative livelihoods outside of 
tea estates contribute to their economic vulnerability. The community also faces 
challenges regarding land tenure and access to forest resources. Issues such as 
land encroachment, displacement due to development projects, and conflicts over 
traditional land rights further exacerbate poverty among these communities. 
Following the Monthly Per Capita Consumption Expenditure using the fixed calorie 
norm, the HDR Survey calculated poverty head count ratio in the Assam State to 
be 37%. It also revealed that poverty was higher among the spatial diversity 
categories than the rest of the population. Poverty was highest among those 
residing in ‘Hill Block’ presumably the Schedule Tribe population(44.6%), followed 
by ‘Char block inhabitants’(42.6%), who equally suffer from acute asset poverty. 
The data highlighted a significant degree of deprivation in terms of consumption, 
ownership and access to assets and all of which contribute to some aspects of 
living standards. Building on Sen’s Capability approach, one may amplify that 
these deprivations are worryingly substantial in both the absolute and relative 
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senses. These hardships further are impediments to human progress that prevent 
people from living better lives overall. The web of social exclusion is so intricate 
that these communities get entangled into the vicious cycle of poverty, and unable 
to develop bargaining skills to enter the corridors of power.    

Although there are a number of affirmative actions taken up for upliftment of these 
marginalised social groups in the areas of education, health, etc., and those have 
only been able to address the tip of the iceberg only. Free education, hostel facilities 
for ST/SC girls, scholarships for SC/ST students are some significant targeted 
welfare programmes but more structural reforms are required for bringing socio 
economic and financial stability amongst the population. Access to land is very 
important as it not only represents productive capital but also serves as collateral 
for loans in the rural areas. In the state like Tamil Nadu, around 191 landless 
agricultural labourers from Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe communities 
benefitted from the ‘Tamil Nadu Adi Dravidar Housing and Development 
Corporation land purchase’ scheme in 2023. The scheme allows applicants to 
choose land from non-SC/ST sellers and receive a subsidy of up to 50% of the 
land's market value or ₹5 lakh, whichever is lower. A positive trend was also 
witnessed in rolling out the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana-Gramin (PMAY-G) 
scheme of the Government of India, which aims for ‘affordable housing for the 
poorest rural sections of the society, most targeting women from economically 
weaker sections and lower income groups. With an ambitious target to build 29.5 
million houses, construction of 26.2 million houses has been completed as on June 
12, 2024. Of the total allocation, target set for 15% for minority communities, 60% 
for Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST) is indeed an affirmative move. 
Data also reveals that of the total constructed houses, 72.35% is being owned by 
women and joint ownership. This distribution definitely highlights the inclusive 
approach of PMAY-G and also informs the standard of life dimension.  Similarly, 
through another flagship scheme of the Government, Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala 
Yojana’ (PMUY), 80 million poor families, including from the Dalit and tribal 
communities, were given free cooking gas connections. However, low consumption 
of refills, as merely as 3.21% (as of December 31, 2018) hampers the objective of 
the scheme. More appropriately, behavioural change needs to be targeted along 
with analysis of other factors like, age, caste, gender, disability etc. which affects 
one's capacity to convert a certain quantity of income into specific functioning.  

Conclusion 
The above arguments rightly places the prominence of social policies in improving 
the dimensions that measures multi-dimensional aspects of poverty. The basic 
premise of social policies linked to ending poverty should not only be to decrease 
poverty in numbers but also to enhance people's capabilities and empower them 
to participate fully in society. Although the history of interventions for vulnerable 
social groups made by the Government in the form of programmes and schemes 
reflects the progress curve going upwards, but it is the consistent advocacy efforts 
of organisations, rights advocates and feminist groups that needs mention. The 
latter have triggered the debates to move beyond welfare and targeted approach 
where marginalized groups were mere seen as targets and subjects of state’s 
munificence and benevolence. So, it is imperative that as the social policies are 
crafted, the element of empowerment and agency should also be integrated, and 
only then social transformation will occur, based on change in power relations, 
and removing discrimination.  
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Another important factor which needs to be considered is the historical 
connections that have led to current situation. The marginalised situation of 
Adivasi communities in Jharkhand informed by narratives of encroachment, 
migrations and protracted searches for a place cannot be undermined.  The 
problem of neo-liberal capitalist influences continue to infiltrate Adivasi 
communities, prompting contentious questions around land acquisition, unlawful 
mining activities and shrinking community rights over land and forest. At this 
intersection of Indigenous rights versus corporate ventures, it will be important 
that social policies for upliftment of the marginalised group do consider the issues 
around identity and autonomy.  

Nonetheless, the conversation in the "development world" has seen transition from 
the ‘welfare’ mode to a rights-based approach.  This broadly translates to a 
paradigm that views the state as the custodian of citizens' rights, and opines 
development as all those methods and procedures that will assist the 
underprivileged and marginalized in realizing their rights by getting past various 
institutional and structural obstacles. Speaking and acting on or with 
marginalised social groups is not enough when it comes to empowering them and 
alleviating poverty, challenging discriminatory norms and institutional structures 
is equally required. Access to resources, skills and opportunities should be 
packaged together while formulating livelihood strategies and economic 
opportunities, and the fact that social exclusion is shaped by multiple intersecting 
factors such as gender, class, ethnicity, and religion, the same should be taken 
into account. Therefore, both academic discourse and social policies aimed at 
poverty alleviation should factor in wholesome practical interventions that also 
promote social justice and reduce inequalities at all levels.  
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