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INDIA’S SOCIO-ECONOMIC SITUATION AND THE POOR

Walter Fernandes, S.J.


At the end of the millennium, our experience as well the mass media point to two opposite views of India. On one side is economic progress. The GNP has grown by 6 to 8% in the 1990s. More and better quality consumer goods are available than one was used to since 1947. Traffic jams have become common place in cities and even some towns. The middle class feels proud of what India can produce. On the other side are signs of greater misery, rising unemployment, more families going below the poverty line. The benefits and losses of progress are class-caste specific.

What is one to make of this contrast? To find an answer to that question we shall analyse the socio-economic situation in the country. What one witnesses today is the result of the developments of the last few decades. So we shall situate the present within its historical context and see future trends. Such an analysis is needed because we believe that Jesus became a part of our history. If our history has resulted in injustice and inequalities, it gives us a mission to work towards a solution to the situation that goes against what He lived and died for. The question that comes up is “What role can we play to make the third millennium meaningful to every Indian?”

I. POVERTY AMID PLENTY

The first fact to be accepted about the last five decades is the progress India has made. From a colony de-industrialised and underdeveloped by the British, India was able to become the tenth most industrialised country in the world within three decades. It was due largely to the mixed economy. The public sector developed the long gestation heavy investment based infrastructure and the private sector invested in the profit making consumer industries. The latter was encouraged to invest in these industries and develop import substitutes, through subsidies and protectionism. Its achievements can be seen in the fact that the Indian middle class grew from around 10% of a population of less than 300 millions in 1947 to 25-30% of 800 millions in the 1990s (Desrochers 1997: 201-202). Because of globalisation in the 1990s today the middle and upper classes have more money and better quality goods to choose from. The GNP has grown and foreign investment has been flowing into the country. There is a sense of comfort and luxury in a section of Indians.


On the other side, poverty has grown during the years of planned development and is getting intensified now. India has made economic progress but cannot boast of success in the social sector. The UN Human Development Report puts India No. 128 among 174 countries. Even the Reserve Bank data show that while the size of the middle class grew during the last four decades, the gap between the rich and the poor got wider. The census data show that nearly half of India continues to be illiterate and that literacy is caste-class and gender specific. The socio-economic situation seems to have deteriorated after liberalisation. Even by official count, the proportion of families below the poverty line rose from 36% to 48% in the 1990s. Unemployment  too is rising (VAK 1997: 167). The situation looks worse that that if one takes research data into consideration.

The Mixed Economy

One can give more statistics to substantiate these statements and we shall do it later. More important than dead figures is an understanding of the reasons of this contrast that is getting intensified. As a group we need such an understanding if we are to make a contribution to a solution. With that in view we shall look at the history of development in India during the last few decades and situate the present within the past, in order to see the direction for the future.  To begin with, it is commonly believed that the public sector is a socialist contribution. In reality, though presented as socialist, the mixed economy is based on the 1945 “Bombay Plan” drawn up by Indian private entrepreneurs, mainly the Tatas and the Birlas. Its thesis was that the Indian private sector does not have the capital to invest in the long gestation, high investment heavy industry. The public sector should do it from the tax-payer’s money and produce the raw material that the private industrialist needed to produce profitable consumer goods (Kurien 1996). That is what India did through the mixed economy. The growing industrial base and a big middle class are its result.

Then how does one explain growing poverty? This issue is basic because the policies remain similar but in a new form after liberalisation. Modernisation was the thrust of planned development. It was assumed that the choice was between socialism and capitalism. The mixed economy was viewed as a compromise between the two. No new thinking relevant to India evolved and no effort was made to build on technologies and organisations meant for our situation. It was assumed that heavy investment and sophisticated technology based economic growth would solve India’s social problems of illiteracy, unemployment and backwardness. No policy was developed to ensure that its gains reached every category. Besides, no accountability was demanded of the private sector that depended on the infrastructure built with the tax-payer’s money (Vyasulu 1998).


Such an infrastructure is basic to development. But modernisation was introduced in an unequal society divided on the basis of caste and gender. Instead of evolving a socio-economic policy conducive to this reality, the planners fell back on the western heavy technology based capital intensive model of development. It was bound to result in greater inequalities. It is true that the middle class grew. But there was a link between class and caste. One does not mean that memnber of dominant castes joined the middle class or that every dalit and tribal remained poor. One only means that most middle and upper class persons belong to the dominant castes and that most dalits and tribals remained poor. We shall go into the details of the type and extent of poverty at a later stage. At this stage it suffices to state that there was a close link between the caste-class of those who got the benefits and those who paid the price of national development. In other words, it was forgotten that modernisation in an unequal society can further intensify inequalities (Kurien 1996).


Secondly, the accountability of the private entrepreneur is missing. To understand it, one may contrast India with South Korea whose economy is often presented as capitalist but is in fact mixed with a difference. From the early 1960s the private entrepreneur was given the mandate of developing the country and of turning it into a technology exporter within a generation. Three inputs accompanied this mandate. Firstly, the capital that the private entrepreneurs required came mostly from the State. Thus both in India and South Korea, the State played a dominant role. While India invested in the public sector, in South Korea the State invested in the private sector. Together with it both in India and South Korea, protectionist policies and subsidies supported this approach. 

Beyond this commonality with India, South Korea demanded accountability of the private sector. To survive, the entrepreneur had to implement the policy laid down by the State. As a result out of the original thirty entreprises with whom South Korea launched this effort, only six are alive today. Thirdly, unlike in India, South Korea made massive investments in the education, nutrition and health of the masses. Some consider it purely capitalist investment meant to create consumers for the investment made in the private sector. Whatever the thinking behind it, the fact is that every class got its benefits. Thus a vested interest was created in all, in the success of the experiment (Colonel-Ferrer 1998). These two factors are missing in India. Policies are made but accountability is not demanded from the private sector. Protectionism and subsidies, accorded as a short-term measure to enable them to develop substitutes to imported goods, have become vested interests.
Foreign Aid and Foreign Debt

Two major factor contributed to this failure. The first is India’s growing foreign debt that resulted in the economic policy of liberalisation that began in the mid-1980s and was formalised in July 1991. On the assumption that they were the main if not the only answers to India’s problems, technology and money were borrowed from rich countries, mostly as long-term loans under "foreign aid". These loans became a major source of foreign debt. The second factor was that the middle class started demanding more and better quality consumer goods. But the Indian private industrialist to whom the consumer sector was allotted, failed meet this demand. As a result consumer goods began to be imported and foreign debt grew.


To begin with the first, the amount borrowed as foreign aid grew from an annual average of $100 millions in the early 1950s to more than $2 billion in the 1970s (Table 1). In its strict meaning aid denotes transfer of resources from the donor to the recipient with no expec​tation of commercial gains on the part of the donor. However, that the rich countries did not regard promotion of economic deve​lopment in the poor nations as the overriding objective of their aid becomes clear when one looks at the reverse flow of funds. All the rich countries and the international institutions together provided to the poor countries an average of $1.9 billion per year during the early 1950s. It rose by about 15% per annum until it reached $6.1 billion in 1961 and stayed more or less at that level till 1968. Parallel to it, $5.9 billions flowed from the poor to the rich nations in 1962 and this amount kept growing. The outflow was mainly because of the basic distinction between nominal and real aid. The former are loans at an interest, usually to buy machinery and other products from the donor country, and have to be repaid. Loans qualify as aid only to the extent that they bear a concessional rates of interest and have longer maturity periods than commercial loans. Grants are outright gifts. 

Table 1: Foreign Aid to India in US$ Million
Year        Loans       %      Grants    %      Total                Year        Loans       %      Grants    %      Total
1950-56   280.9   64.29   156.0   35.71     436.9              1956-61   1611.1   81.86   356.9   18.14    1968.0

1961-66  4240.7   94.73   236.0   05.27    4476.7            1966-69  2934.0   98.84    34.4   01.16    2968.4

1969-74  4698.5   95.67   212.8   04.33    4911.3            1979-80  1298.4   77.50   377.0   23.50    1675.4

1980-81  2232.3   81.66   501.4   19.44    2733.7            1981-82  1694.2   81.47   385.3   19.53    2079.5

1982-83  1975.2   84.78   354.6   15.22    2329.8            1983-84  1897.9   86.61   293.4   13.39    2191.3

1984-85  1650.7   83.16   334.1   16.86    1984.5            1985-86  2037.7   84.91   362.0   15.09    2399.7

1986-87  2485.3   87.10   368.2   11.90    2853.5            1987-88  3528.0   90.55   368.2   09.45    3896.2

1988-89  3272.1   95.68   147.9   04.32    3420.0            1989-90  6069.9   93.35   432.6   06.65    6502.5

1990-91  3438.7   92.03   297.8   07.97    3736.5            1991-92  4317.1   92.09   371.0   07.91    4688.1

1992-93  3301.8   91.99   287.5   08.01    3589.3            1993-94  3486.0   92.48   283.4   07.52    3769.4

1994-95  3184.8   91.58   292.7   08.42    3477.5            1995-96  2987.4   90.35   319.1   09.45    3306.5

1996-97  3066.8   90.94   305.6   09.06    3372.4

Source: For foreign aid 1979-80 to 1996-97, Govt. of India 1998: S-98.1951 to 1974: converted from rupees according to the value vs the dollar in those days, from Balasubramanyam 1984: 170.    


The loans and grants India got are seen in Table 1. During 1956-1969, when aid flow was at its peak, grants accounted for less than 10% of the total. The gap between loans and grants grew with time, from more than 35% during the first five year plan, to less than 5% during the third and fourth. Out of $30,390.7 millions India received as external assistance between 1980-81 and 1989-90, $26,843.3 or 88.33% were loans and 11.67% grants. But during the first five years of this decade grants were 16.51% and loans 83.49%. During the second half (1985-86 to 1989-90) grants had gone down to 8.8% and loans had risen to 91.2%. Between 1991-92 and 1996-97, loans are 91.68% and grants 8.31%. Besides, during the second plan 66% of the bilateral loans to India were source tied i.e. meant to buy machinery or consumer goods in the country of origin. Their proportion rose to 83% during the third plan and kept rising (Balasubramanyam 1984: 173-174; Govt. of India 1998). One may add that most grants too are tied in the sense that they are given in the form of consumer goods produced in the donor country. The difference is that the receiver does not have to repay the amount.


Simultaneously, the growing middle class was demanding more and better goods from Indian industry. But most private entrepreneurs kept producing often outdated goods on a foreign patent. Very little research was done by the private sector. Most industrial research was by public institutions. But the private sector did not use these patents. Thus the private sector used the tax payer’s money without accountability. Though they depended on protectionism, very few of them lived up to the mandate of producing local alternatives to goods imported till then. The response to the demands of the middle class was to import consumer goods. On the other side, the public sector seems to have become a vested interest of the bureaucracy. The ongoing reforms and efficiency it needed were sorely missing. Thus Indian industry, private and public, failed to produce jobs for the products of mass education and goods for the middle class. When demands mounted from the poor for a share of the cake, the response of the State was populist nationalisation of banks initially and of other sectors later. As militancy grew from those who felt excluded from the fruits of development, more investment went into defence hardware in the name of national security. In the 1980s more than $2 billions were spent annually on consumer goods and on armaments. New laws were enacted in the name of national security against uprisings. But their grievances were not remedied. Many of these laws enacted in the 1980s violated the basic rights of people.


We have dwelt at length on this issue, because it is basic to the accumulation of foreign debt and the recent policy changes. The loans got in the form of foreign aid started maturing in the 1970s. As a result foreign debt grew from $7.9 billions in 1975 to $20 billions in 1980, 83.8 billions in 1991 and 99 billions in 1993-94 and has remained more or less static (Desai 1993; Dogra 1992: 6; Govt. of India 1998: !-27; World Bank 1992: 322; World Bank 1996: 220).  It resulted from the mounting instalments of repayment of debt accumulated through “foreign aid” and an the more than $2 billion spent per year in the 1980s on importing consumer goods and defence hardware.
Investment in the Social Sector

Human development requires a substantial investment in the social sector, particularly education, health and nutrition. South and North Korea, Malaysia, Indonesia under Soekarno and the two Chinas invested 8 to 15% of their GDP on them. Jean Dreze and Amartya Sen (1989) state that countries like India should allot not less than 10% of their GDP to this sector. But as Table 2 shows, the share of education and health in the five-year plans has rarely gone beyond 6%. That of education declined with every plan. Within this curtailed investment, a smaller proportion was allotted to primary education. In 1981-82, 3% of the GNP was spent on education, 1.7% (56.67% of it) on elementary. In 1986-87 the total spent had gone up to 3.7% but that on elementary education remained at 1.7% (45.95% of the total). 4% of the GNP was spent on education in 1991-92 but only 1.8% (45%) on elementary education. In 1995-96 the total came down to 3.2% and the proportion of elementary education to 1.5% (46.88%) (The Probe Team 1999: 132).  

Similarly, public expenditure on health has grown over the years only marginally in absolute terms and has declined as a percentage of the plans. As a result, only 20% of Indians have access to modern medicine. 40% of children suffer from malnutrition. Of the 23 million children born every year, 2.5 million die within the first year. Of the rest one out of nine dies before the age of five and four out of ten suffer from malnutrition. Life expectancy is approximately 57 years. About 9,00,000 people get infected by tuberculosis and 5,50,000 people die of it every year (Nigam 1995: 61‑67). Despite the magnitude of the problem, health continued to account for less than 2% of government expenditure. As early at 1946 the Bhore Committee had suggested that focus should be on village level health workers and licenced practitioners. In practice, the diploma course has been discontinued and very little importance is given to community health. Focus is on B.Sc. nursing. The public health centres and rural health schemes are rarely accessible to the poor (Banerji 1977: 35-37).

Table 2: Budgetary Allocation for Education in Five Year Plans

Five year Plan                         Years                     % of Total Plan Expenditure           

                                                                          Education            Health        Total         

01. First Five Year Plan       1951‑56                 7.86                    3.32           11.18          

02. Second   "                       1956‑61                 5.83                    3.01             8.84

03. Third    "                         1961‑66                 6.87                    2.63             9.40

04. Plan Holiday                  1966‑69                 4.60                    2.11              6.71 

05. Fourth Five year Plan    1969‑74                 4.90                    2.12              7.02       

06. Fifth    "                         1974‑79                  3.27                    1.92              5.19

07. Sixth     "                       1980‑85                  2.70                    1.86              4.56

08. Seventh   "                    1985‑90                  3.70                     1.88              5.58 

09. Eighth    "                     1992‑97                  4.50                     1.70              6.20

Source: PIRG 1992: 16; Govt. of India 1998.

The situation has deteriorated with liberalisation. With profit and productivity as the only norms in judging the effectiveness of investment, the social sector is suffering further. Focus in recent years has been on private institutions, some of them registered in the share market and profit making enterprises of business houses. Since the decision-makers have access to them, they do not need to improve the efficiency of the public services meant for the poor. Besides, an IMF conditionality integral to the policy promulgated in July 1991 is to cut down on the “planned sector” i.e. developmen​t schemes, subsidies and welfare measures like health. So the social sector is being neglected further during the decade after liberalisation. The eighth plan reflects its priorities as seen in Table 2. At first sight one gets the impression that investment in the social sector has risen from 5.58% to 6.2% of GDP in the 1990s. In reality the addition is accounted for almost exclusively by World Bank funded programmes like DOTS for tuberculosis and condom based for AIDS. In reality these programmes are inaccessible to those who need them. While reducing investment on the social sector, the Government has not reduced wasteful expenditure. Its share can be expected to decline further as the salaries of Government employees rise and most revenue is spent on the administration. 

II. NEGLECT OF THE WEAK
Thus economic growth in itself does not abolish poverty. The economic and social sectors should reinforce each other and opportunities created deliberately for people to use the enhanced productivity. Otherwise the situation of the poor deteriorates further since the profit motive tends to divert the natural and financial resources to the middle and upper classes. The social sector is further relegated to the background and the neglect of the urban and rural poor has got intensified in the 1990s. Even among them the scheduled classes pay the highest price and women are the worst hit. So we shall study the differential impact of the neglect by caste/tribe and gender.

Impact on the Scheduled Classes
It is in this context that one can look at the literacy status of the scheduled classes in general and of women among them in particular. Literacy is but one sign of their neglect. The census data show a hierarchy in education, health care and nutrition. At the top is the urban high caste upper class male, followed by the urban upper class woman, the rural high caste male and female and finally the rural low caste or tribal male followed by the female. This hierarchy conditions economic, political and social power as well as access to services like education, health and high status jobs. The scheduled classes, particularly women among them are the most illiterate and malnourished, and have the least hope of improving their status in the future (Table 3).

Table 3: All‑India Male and Female Literacy Rates in the Rural and Urban AreasPRIVATE 

Year                     Total Population             Scheduled Castes            Scheduled Tribes 

                          Male    Female   Total     Male   ​ Female  Total      Male   Female   Total

1961    Urban    57.49    34.51   46.97     32.19    10.05    21.18      30.47    13.42     22.41

            Rural     29.09      8.55    19.01    15.06      2.51       8.89      13.36      2.91       8.16

            Total      34.43     18.70   24.02    16.95      3.29     10.27      13.82      3.17       8.53

1971    Urban    61.27     42.14   52.44    38.92    16.99     28.64      37.10     19.61     28.83

             Rural     33.76    13.17    23.73   20.04      5.06      12.77      16.91       4.36     10.68

             Total      39.45    23.60    29.45   22.36      6.44      14.67      17.63       4.85     11.30

1981     Urban    65.83    47.82    57.40   36.60    47.54      24.34      47.60      27.32    37.93

              Rural    40.79    17.96     29.65   27.91      8.45       18.48     22.94        6.81    14.92

              Total     46.89    24.82    36.23   31.12     10.93      21.38      24.52        8.04    16.35

1991     Urban    83.30    65.70    75.00   63.89     43.03      54.09      66.56      45.66    56.60           

             Rural     57.00     30.60    44.20   37.02     16.18      26.06      38.45      16.02    27.38 

             Total      64.13   39.29      52.21  49.69     25.65      38.05       40.65      18.19    29.60     

 Source: Census Commissioner 1961a, 1961b; Registrar General and Census Commissioner. 1971a & 1971b; 1981a & 1981b; 1994: lxxiii; 1995: liii; NIAE 1992: 5.

Table 3 shows the literacy in the country as a whole. The differences would look more glaring if one were to analyse it by State. For example, at the national level literacy among dalit and tribal women in 1991 was 25.65 and 18.19% respectively, against 39.29% for all women. But in Rajasthan it was 4% among tribal women and in AP 9%. The national average looks somewhat high because of north-eastern States like Mizoram (94.22% for all tribals and 92.04% for tribal women) and Arunachal Pradesh (71.68% and 60.17% respectively). Dalit literacy in Bihar was 19.49% and in UP it was 26.85%. But dalit female literacy was only 7.07% in Bihar and 10.68% in UP. Among rural dalit women it was 5.54% and 8.47% respectively. The national average for dalits looks much higher because of high literacy in States like Kerala (79.91%), Gujarat (61.06%) and Tripura (56.66%). Also the rise in dalit and tribal literacy 1981-1991 at the national level is because of improvement in some of these States. Others like Bihar have remained static.  Similarly, malnutrition and infant and child mortality are the highest among the scheduled classes so are bondage and child labour through which those with a vested interest in their poverty ensure that their present generation remains poor and that the next from cannot free itself from poverty. 

Child labour in particular deprives the victims of their childhood by denying them access to education and leisure that are essential for their human growth and for improvement of their status. Census data show a close link between literacy and child labour. The lower the literacy, the higher the proportion of child labourers. For example, by official count in 1981 literacy in Kerala was 70.42% and child labour participation rate was 0.3% of the workforce. On the other extreme, in AP literacy was 29.94 and the share of children in the workforce was 9.24%. In Bihar it was 26.2 and 4.42 against 38.46 and 6.5% respectively in Orissa (Reg. Gen & Census Commissioner 1971a and 1981a; Survey of Infant Mortality in India, 1979 and 1983; Govt. of India 1985: 460-461). These are official figures that speak of 17 million child labourers in the country. Researchers speak of many more. For example, a good study put the number at 44 millions in 1981 (Khatu et al. 1983). This is of special relevance to dalits and tribals because illiteracy is the highest among them, so is child labour. Studies indicate that around 85% of the child labourers are dalits and tribals. Such imbalance is true particularly about women because 60% of the child labourers are girls (Fernandes, Burra and Anand 1986: 96-98). But compulsory universal education till the age of 14 has remained a directive principle and has not been implemented. Instead the child labour Bill was amended in 1986 to in practice legitimise it without stating it in so many words (Burra 1985).

Inequalities and Women
Another factor often ignored while analysing the society is the disadvantaged status of women even of those from the dominant sections. For example, Haryana has experienced high economic growth in recent decades because of the Green Revolution. But far from declining women’s workload seems to have increased. Similarly, in 1991 infant mortality was 68 per 1,000 in Haryana or about 200% more than in Kerala which has invested much in the social sector but relatively little in economic growth. At 865 Haryana’s proportion of females per 1,000 males is the lowest in the country. A reason for it is the exclusive attention paid to economic growth ignoring social inputs. For example, the sectors of agricultural production where men are involved are mechanised, not those in which women work. Women are now expected to tend more cattle than in the past (UNDP 1997:3-4). But with growing commercialisation, the sale of milk and the income accruing from it is controlled by men. Because of the pressure to earn more income, not enough milk is kept back for children. The amount available for consumption has decreased substantially.

What is true about women in general is more so for dalits and tribals who feel the negative impact of development more than the others do. Studies show that the dominant castes establish a male centred hierarchy in food distribution. The housewife feeds the elders, her husband, other men in the household, boys and girls and herself in that order. In case of shortage, the girls receive very little and the housewife starves. A study in the Delhi slums showed that such shortage is felt mostly by the scheduled classes. More than 50% of the women including all the tribals, lived on gruel three or four times a week (Fernandes 1990: 96-97). Dispensary records all over India show that fewer girls than boys are brought there for medical care. Given the distance of the PHC from the village, the expenses involved and the need for a poor family to work everyday for sheer survival, a choice is made between boys and girls in health care (Chen, Huq and D’Souza 1981).

That is one of the reasons why the proportion of women has declined throughout the century. It rose to 930 in 1981 and has gone down again to 927 for 1,000 men in 1991. But the sex ratio favours women in many traditional tribal societies. For example, according to the 1991 census there are 1,002 women for 1,000 men among the tribals in Orissa. According to a study in the mid-1980s there were 1,003 women for 1,000 men among the tribals in its Phulbani district. Forests abounded there at that time. So women had access to medicinal herbs and their nutritional status was good (Fernandes, Menon and Viegas 1988: 41-43). Besides, in most tribal societies the woman enjoys a higher status (not equality) than in high castes. To some extent it is true of dalits too because also in their communities the girl child has traditionally been an economic asset. 

But their status can deteriorate if they are deprived of their sustenance. That is what has been happening in the name of national development. Apart from neglecting the social sector, the livelihood of the poor is being transferred to the corporate sector and the middle class. One can see it, among others, in the extent of deforestation and displacement by development projects. Traditionally forests have met more than 50% of the food, fodder, medicinal and other needs of the forest dwellers, particularly the tribals. National development has involved using their livelihood as raw material. Forests that were 40% of India’s landmass in the mid-19th century had come down to 22% at independence and are around 13% today. Forests that met more 50% of the food and most other needs of the tribal communities, are destroyed initially by the industrialist to whom they are only a raw material and a source of profit. Once they are cut, the forest dwellers are deprived of these basic needs and are impoverished. Thus deprived of their livelihood and impoverished, many forest dwellers fall in the hands of the moneylenders who accompany the industrial agent, lose the little land they own to the moneylender and become bonded labourers. For sheer survival, they continue the process begun by the industrial agent and cut the little forest left for sale as fuelwood. They thus intensify the process of their own impoverishment (Gadgil 1989). 

Similar is the case of land acquisition because of which at least 300 lakhs have been displaced or otherwise deprived of their livelihood without their consent for development projects during the last 50 years. Around 40% of them are tribals who form only 8.08% of the country’s population, another 20% are dalits and a big but unspecified number, probably 20% of the rest, are from other rural poor communities. While most of those losing their livelihood to deforestation and displacement belong to the rural poor classes, its benefits reach the middle and upper classes. 

 Deprival by development projects results in impoverishment because the country does not have a rehabilitation policy till today. Fewer than a third of those displaced have been resettled. The rest are left to fend for themselves with no economic, social and cultural support. They are rendered further powerless and often become bonded labourers (Fernandes 1998: 251 & 265). Land, whether private or common, is the livelihood not merely of its patta owners but also of the other landless classes like the agricultural labourers and service groups who depend on it without owning it. The present law allows compensation to be given only to the patta land owner. That too in inadequate to begin life anew. But those like the landless labourers and other service castes, and those sustaining themselves on common property resources are not even paid compensation. Even among them, women are the worst hit. Given their low literacy and lack of exposure to the urban reality, the scheduled classes in general and women in particular, can get at most unskilled jobs in the informal sector. That their nutritional and health status declines because of deforestation and displacement, has been substantiated by studies in Orissa (Fernandes and Raj 1992: 45-46), Bihar (Ekka and Asif 2000), AP (Fernandes et al. 2000), Kerala (Muricken et al. 2000) and elsewhere.

III. IMPACT OF GLOBALISATION

Globalisation has to be analysed within this context of the disadvantaged position of the weaker sections in general and of women among them in particular. Their socio-economic status can deteriorate further if remedial steps are not taken in the form of massive investment on health, nutrition and universal compulsory education of the 6-14 age group. The Indian Ministry of Welfare is aware of it as its 1997 communication to the UNDP, New Delhi shows. 

If proportionate resources of the Central and the State Governments are earmarked and utilised for the development of these communities, it would take many decades before they will be able to catch up with the rest of the population. It is, therefore, essential that much higher level of resources are mobilised including from multilateral and bilateral sources, for accelerated development of these communities (UNDP 1997: 11).

Globalisation and Social Investment

But one can see from the investment pattern in the social sector (Table 2) that these lessons have not been learnt. The situation has deteriorated after liberalisation. Today GNP growth goes hand in hand with reduction in employment. There are indications that poverty is growing further. The market economy, with profit alone as its norm, is geared to the consumerist society, based on creating new needs and providing money to the middle class to buy them. Basic to it is concen​tration of wealth in a few hands. According to estimates the middle class had grown from around 10% of a population of about 300 millions at independence to about 30% of more than 800 millions in the 1980s. This proportion is expected to decline since poverty has grown in recent years (Desrochers 1997: 201-202). But the middle class will have more money than in the past to spend on luxury items. Production focuses on these items rather than on the basic needs of the majority. 


An important reason for growing poverty is reduction or elimination of subsidies. It is an IMF conditionality integral to the structural adjustment programme (SAP) that is imposed on the country. It is linked to the balance of payment (BOP) crisis and the repayment of foreign debt. Among others, the IMF demands that the fiscal deficit be reduced to 5% of the GDP. In India it is done by cutting down on what is called planned sector i.e. development schemes, subsidies and welfare measures like health, not by reducing wasteful expenditure that is called unplanned expenditure. To limit ourselves to food subsidies for the poor through the public distribution system (PDS), the GATT Agreement on Agriculture that is intrinsic to globalisation, bans all food subsidies except to the population below the poverty line. That many millions of families remain above the poverty line through these subsidies is ignored. They may end up below the poverty line, in the absence of viable alternatives. That is one of the causes of growing poverty after liberalization whose focus is on profit at the cost of the social sector. Thus the earlier policies are being further intensified (David 1997: 231). 


Studies show that with reduction in subsidies the price of rice and wheat rose by 20 to 35% in 1992 and continues to rise. But the quantity available under PDS declined by 50% (CWDS 1995). Intrinsic to this Agreement is industrialisation of agriculture. It stipulates that every country import 3% of a year's consumption even when it is self-reliant. Meant to support the farmers of Europe and the Americas who have industrialised their agriculture and have an excess to export, it will go against most farmers in poor countries more than 70% of whom are small and marginal farmers depending on subsistence agri​culture. It can also result in a BOP crisis. Thus globalisation raises the issue of food security among the poor particularly of malnourished children (Singh-Gill 1996).

Globalisation and Employment
One of the reasons for a smaller middle class is “employment adjustment”, a euphemism for reduction in jobs. It is an IMF conditionality imposed on the poor countries under the SAP as a precondition for loans from the interna​tional agencies. One sign that India has accepted this condition is that in the country that needs at least 10 million new jobs a year, the number of employees in the formal sector came down from 30 millions in 1985 to 29 million in 1991 (Pattanaik and Panda 1992) and to 28 millions in 1998. The “exit policy” ensures a smaller workforce. The textile industry alone is estimated to have reduced its workforce by 4,00,000 and the steel industry by 45% (The Telegraph, September 4, 1994). For every job lost in the formal sector, an estimated five jobs are lost in the informal. According to the International Labour Organisation, eight million jobs were lost in India during the first two years of liberalisation (VAK 1997: 167). The industrialist does not have to worry about a smaller middle class. Even this number is almost as big as the population of western Europe and a profitable consumerist economy can be run when this class shrinks.

Several reasons can be given for employment reduction even while the GNP grows. Basic to them is the purely profit orientation of liberalisation with no thought of social justice. So employment generation is not only not given priority but is even considered a problem, and every effort is made to reduce the number of jobs. Mechanisation is its first reason. Studies and field experience show its impact. For example, all the subsidiaries of Coal India together gave a job each to 11,901 (36.34%) of the 32,751 families (1,64,000 persons) they displaced in 1981-1985. In the mid-1980s, the company began to mechanise its mines and started transferring employees to other mines instead of giving jobs to the persons it displaced. Its impact is seen, among others, in the 25 mines under construction in the Upper Karanpura Valley of Jharkhand. They are expected to displace 1,00,000 persons, over 60% of them dalits and tribals. The first five of them gave a job each to only 638 (10.18%) of the 6,265 families (32,000 persons) they displaced till 1992 (BJA&NBJK 1993: 36). One can give similar examples from other projects like NALCO in the Koraput district of Orissa.


Mechanisation is not the only source of negative employment generation. Reduction or elimination of subsidies is another SAP condition. India has implemented it for fertilisers and other agricultural inputs and the public distribution system (PDS). Studies show that loss of jobs and greater rural poverty are among its consequences (Sen 1997: 92-96). One sees its impact, among others, in suicides of weavers in 1992 and of farmers in Andhra Pradesh in 1997-98. In the former case it was impoverishment caused by the thrust given to the export of raw cotton immediately after the 1991 policy. Its exports more than doubled in a year and weavers were left without the raw material they required (Patnaik 1996). The main cause of the latter was the inability of the farmers to repay the loans they took for fertilisers and insecticides. According to the agricultural economist Prof. Hanumantha Rao, former member of the Planning Commission, fertiliser subsidies often functioned as a substitute for land. A small farmer with two acres of land could double its yield with the help of subsidised fertilisers and remain above the poverty line. With reduction in subsidies, their price went up by 30% in a year. So these inputs went beyond the reach of the small farmers. By the mid-1990s pressure on them was to grow more cotton which required inputs like fertilisers and pesticides. They were forced to borrow in order to buy them. More fertilisers too were required and that involved more loans. Rains failed and the small farmers did not have assured irrigation. So the investment they made in a crop meant for big farmers, led to suicides among the weavers in 1992 and small cotton growers in 1997-98. Dr Janardhan Rao of Kakatiya University, Warangal, who did a study of the suicides, told me in a personal interview that out of about 120 farmers who committed suicide in that district, two thirds were tribals and dalits. 


Thirdly, in countries like India that had developed an autonomous economy, most foreign capital inflow is portfolio investment to buy up local companies or invest in the stock exchange rather than in new units even for the limited production of luxury items. In India, 70 to 75% of capital inflow during 1991 to 1996 was portfolio investment (Kurien 1997: 138). Initially such inflow improves the balance of payments and facilitates repayment of debt, but does not provide the financial stability that the country requires. It is speculative capital subjected to the world market. It puts pressure on the local currency. At times it has resulted in the revival of a sagging stock exchange and at other times in its weakening. But since this genre of capital does not have a long-term stake in the local economy, it moves around the world where the highest profit is possible. So it is neither productive nor stable (Ghosh 1997: 6-7). As far as employment is concerned, the monopoly that results from it makes smaller units non-competitive. A basic norm of liberalisation is that the economy of a poor country should be globally competitive. Its impact on local competitiveness and the viability of smaller units are ignored. According some studies (quoted in the recent statement of four former Prime Ministers) about half a million small enterprises have closed down in this decade and a large number of jobs lost as a consequence of their closure.

Over-consumption and Ecological Degradation

Another important feature of globalisation is over-consumption and overexploitation of the world's natural and other resources and their consequent monopolisation on behalf of the middle class to whom they are only a raw material while they are the livelihood of the rural poor, particularly the tribals. So their monopolisation strikes at the very root of their sustenance. Their impoverishment is an obvious consequence. In the past religion legitimised such monopolisation. For example, based on Gen. 2.15, Christians focused more on human mastery over nature than on equitable sharing. 

It is western Christianity that has taught us to see ourselves as the centre of things with the right, even the duty, to conquer, subdue and have dominion over nature. Early scientific thought reinforced this view of ourselves, by seeing the earth as the centre of the universe, with the planets, the stars and the sun all circling round it (Rajotte and Breuilly 1986: 6).


The recent Agreements that are intrinsic to globalisation legitimise it in the name of a “free” (market) economy. Among them are the Convention on Bio-diversity (CBD) signed at the Earth Summit of Rio de Janeiro, 1992 and the GATT Agreement whose negotiations were completed at Geneva in December 1993 and was signed at Marakash, Morocco, on April 15, 1994. Through such Agreements those who over-consume the resources, ensure that the poor preserve the environ​ment on their behalf. These Agreements are also a part of the process of extending the culture of a consumer society to countries like India. It is resulting in a more intense attack on the environment. As an integral part of this approach, the country has initiated policies that will further destroy the people’s livelihood. One of them is the new approach to forests. Studies on the World Bank Forestry Programme in Madhya Pradesh, for example, indicate that in reality it is meant to turn them into plantations for industrial raw material. The tribals and other forest dwellers, many of whose needs the forests had met traditionally, are denied access to these “plantation forests”. Even when access is available, they are unable to get any benefits from them because almost exclusively commercial species are planted in them. They cannot meet their food, fodder and medicinal needs (Sahgal 1998).


Similar is the case with revenue land. Dams, industries, mines, thermal plants, transport and other development schemes have deprived at least 300 lakhs of their livelihood since 1951. Studies indicate that much more land than in the past five decades will be acquired for new schemes during the next decade or two. For example, 40,000 ha were acquired for all the industries in Orissa, 1951-1995. Double that area is expected to be acquired during the next decade (Fernandes and Asif 1997: 103-105). In AP around 11,00,000 ha were acquired for all the projects, 1951-1995, 75,000 ha of it for industry. About 10 lakh ha are expected to be acquired during the next two decades, including about 100,000 ha for industries (Fernandes et al. 2000). 5.2% of the landmass of Goa was acquired for various projects, 1965 to 1995. Besides, 11.2% of its landmass is under mining leases. But 7% of its land is expected to be acquired for new projects during the next decade (Fernandes & Naik 1999). 


India does not have a rehabilitation law. A policy is being drafted since 1985 and is yet to be promulgated. In most cases people are deprived of their livelihood without their consent but according to the present law they have no right to any support required to begin life again. But the need to acquire more land has been accepted by the Government of India in its draft policy of 1994:


With the new economic policy, it is expected that there will be large scale investments (.. thereby creating an enhanced demand for land to be provided within a shorter time-span in an increasingly competitive market ruled economic structure (MRD 1994: 1.1).

Based on this statement, the Government of India is planning to amend the Land Acquisition Act 1894 which is itself colonial in nature and recognises very few rights of those who are deprived of their livelihood without their permission in the name of national development. The purpose of this Bill is to make it easier than in the past for entrepreneurs to get land. In the process the few rights the victims had are being reduced further. But on October 31, 1998 the Union Cabinet is reported to have approved this Bill but rejected the draft policy because industry that wants land is not ready to invest on rehabilitation. It had a change of heart only because of pressure from researchers and social activists. At the moment of writing, according to sources both the draft Bill and the draft rehabilitation policy have been finalised and may be promulgated or voted upon in the monsoon session.

Consumerism and Religious Fundamentalism

Another major development during recent decades is the growth of religious fundamentalism. While it is a global phenomenon (for example the Gulf War that was for the control of petroleum was often presented as Christian-Muslim" or "Civilised-Uncivilised" country division), one sees its growth in India coinciding with consumer oriented economic policies. One wonders whether it is a coincidence that consumerism, poverty and fundamentalism grew together. In other words, do the media and the economic forces consciously or unconsciously divert attention from the problems of growing poverty through a fundamentalist revival in order to further de-sensitise the middle class? 


A factor to be remembered to understand fundamentalism is that colonial injustice has often been defended in the name of religion, particularly Christianity. In reaction to it the colonised elite that felt its identity threatened, attempts to rediscover it through a fundamentalist revival. That is the main basis of the growth of fundamentalism in former colonies. To the Muslim World it is the end of the Crusades and of the "Christian Empire" that had defeat​ed them. To the Hindu upper classes, it is reacquisition of power and an identity that they perceive to have lost at first to the Muslims and then to the Christian colonialists (Hasan 1989: 128-129). In that sense religious fundamentalism is not exclusively economic as some analysts would have us believe. It also has a psychological and cultural dimension of a search for a new identity by the dominant classes and castes. 


When it comes to the middle class, fundamentalist revival is linked to the market economy and a con​sumer society. Is it purely an accident that the middle class, the most fervent supporter of consumerism, is also the strongest foundation of fundamentalism? This class, the main beneficiary of liberalisation, has been brought up in the western value system of productivity as a symbol of progress. But there was in it some social consciousness that often took a welfare approach. It is seen in policies like reservation of jobs for the dalits and tribals. But with competition for the few jobs and demand for consumer goods etc. their social conscience has been weakened considerably. So in India and much of Asia of the 1980s, the two phenomena of the middle class strengthening its hold on society and the growth of fundamentalism have gone hand in hand (Kothari 1991). 


To limit ourselves to India, as stated above, the economic crisis that weakened the country and resulted in the 1991 policy is linked closely to concentration on producing or importing more and better quality goods for the middle class during the 1980s. In this decade one also witnessed middle class resistance even to the limited reforms made till then when in fact the country needed more radical reforms. It is symbolised by their opposition to the Mandal Commission report and by many anti-dalit riots in different parts of India. Pressure from this class weakened the efforts in the direction of social justice, and the political leadership moved away from the post-independence altruistic tradition and abandoned all talk of poverty alleviation. Instead of introducing radical reforms, it abandoned the limited gains made till then and diluted the measures (Narayan 1986: 96-106).


That is where religion becomes an alibi. While demanding a western type of lifestyle, this class also needs an alternative to the loss of the social dimension in their life. The ruling elite on the other side is in search of an “Indian” identity in reaction to what it considers colonial attacks on its culture. The two find a meeting point in a fundamentalist revival. The ruling elite finds an “indigenous identity” in a dominant upper caste type of a caste system which it legitimises in the name of Hindutva. The middle class is able to enjoy the benefits of a western type of consumerist society without qualms of conscience by resorting to the same identity. In their thinking the minorities that they perceive to have supported the colonialist are now trying to deprive them of the benefits of national development, which they perceive as be​longing by right to them. 


As a result, fundamentalism has grown side by side with consumerism. The printed and electronic media complete this circle through the value system that most of their programmes, particularly the commercials, propagate. This process began in the mid-1980s when liberalisation began in reality though it was formalised in the 1991 economic policy. One can ask whether it is an accident that Doordarshan began to transmit mythological serials like the Ramayana and Mahabharat from the mid-1980s and then tried to pacify the minorities by serialising the Bible and by proposing to do the same with the Koran They are among the factors that turned the middle class search for a consumerist society and reli​gious fundamentalism into a national identity. This role of the media is crucial for integrating the middle class into the global system. It created in India, a single "platform that could be `shared' in some sense right across the country" (Rajagopal 1994: 1660).

In relation to the third world, cultural imperialism can be defined as the systematic penetration and domination of the cultural life of the popular classes by the ruling class of the west in order to reorder the values, behaviour, institutions and identity... to conform with the interests of the imperial class​es. In past centuries the church, educational system and public authorities played a major role in inculcating native peoples with ideas of submission and loyalty in the name of divine or absolutist principles..... In the contemporary world, Hollywood, CNN and Disneyland are more influential than the Vatican, the Bible or the public relations rhetoric... (Petras 1994: 2070).


Thus the global industrial forces find an ally in the middle class that has lost its sense of distributive justice and is finding an identity in the combination of a consumerist culture with religious fundamentalism. With the media reinforcing this culture, the economic forces succeed in legitimising and ensuring the continuation of their domination. One may add that also criminalisation grows side by side with the communalisation of our life. One can ask whether the people who are impoverished by policies that focus on economic growth without social justice are used as storm troopers both for communal attacks and criminal activities. Criminalisation and communalisation have become integral parts of life in India. Both are linked to consumerism and impoverishment. Because of lack of space we shall not make a deeper analysis of the phenomenon of criminalisation. 

Conclusion

We have analysed in this paper, various socio-economic forces at work and the implications for the traditionally powerless classes. The country has made much economic progress but the social sector has been neglected. Some relief measures like reservations were introduced before liberalisation but not the type of investment in the social sector required for all the classes to gain access to the benefits of economic progress, thus turn development into a tool of social change. As a result of these policies, the middle class has grown but poverty too has increased. Liberalisation has resulted in the economic forces taking greater control of the natural, financial and technical resources and further depriving the powerless classes of their access to their livelihood. Integral to is the growth of criminalisation and communalism that are influencing life in the country. 

It is in this context that we have to look at our mission in the new millennium. If it is true that Christ came to give the “good news to the poor” and “set the downtrodden free” can a Christian be silent amid growing injustice? What contribution can we as a group make to a solution of this immense problem? While reflecting on this mission, one cannot forget that seven out of the eight countries in the Group of 8 (G-8) that take most decisions concerning the world economy, claim to be Christians. What does the prophetic mission of the Christian and the universal Church mean in this context? Should the Indian Church not be challenging its counterparts in the rich countries to question the approach of their governments and people since their lifestyle and the policies in their support are intensifying poverty in countries like India? Within the country itself, can Christians continue to accept a consumerist society that further impoverishes the already powerless? That is a challenge of the millennium. We cannot ignore it if we believe in Him who died that we may have life. This situation of injustice is social death that is waiting for new life.
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