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1. Introduction: The Fundamental Values 
of the Millennium Declaration 

At a UN summit held at the dawn of the new 
millennium, 189 of the world’s leaders came 
together to sign what has been described 
as “the world’s biggest promise - a global 
agreement to reduce poverty and human 
deprivation at historically unprecedented 
rates through collaborative action”.2 The 
fundamental values embodied in the Millen-
nium Declaration (Declaration), including 
freedom, equality, tolerance and solidarity, 
together spelt out a firm commitment to so-
cial justice as the guiding spirit of the Decla-
ration. 

“Men and women have the right to 
live their lives and raise their children in 
dignity, free from hunger and from the fear 
of violence, oppression or injustice (…) The 
equal rights and opportunities of women and 
men must be assured (…) Those who suffer 
or who benefit least deserve help from those 
who benefit most (…) Human beings must 
respect one another, in all their diversity 
of belief, culture and language. Differences 
within and between societies should neither 
be feared nor repressed, but cherished as a 
precious asset of humanity”.3

Unfortunately, the commitment to social jus-
tice was not carried over into the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), which were in-
tended to translate the Declaration into a set 
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of concrete measures on which the world’s 
nations could act. The eight goals finally 
adopted, along with 18 targets and 48 indi-
cators to monitor progress on the goals, rep-
resented a highly selective interpretation of 
the various commitments made in the Dec-
laration. Furthermore, the fact that the tar-
gets and indicators were couched in terms of 
national “averages” and “proportions” meant 
that they could capture overall progress 
within a region or country, but could not as-
sess whether this progress had been equita-
bly distributed across the population. 

For instance, one of the targets to monitor 
progress on MDG 1; the overarching goal of 
eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, was 
to halve - between 1990 and 2015 - the pro-
portion of the world’s population below the 
international poverty line of a dollar a day.4 It 
is perfectly possible to achieve this target by 
lifting out of poverty those living close to the 
poverty line without ever impacting on the 
lives of the very poor. Only one measure un-
der MDG 1 touched explicitly on inequality: 
the share of the national income that went to 
poorest income quintile in a given country. 
However, this was also the measure that has 
featured least frequently in MDG reports. 

This paper is concerned with inequality. Its 
point of departure is the growing body of evi-
dence that inequalities matter for the wellbe-
ing and prosperity of a society.5  Inequalities 
matter at the macro-economic level because 
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they slow down the pace at which a given 
rate of economic growth translates into pov-
erty reduction.6 Inequalities also matter at the 
macro-social level because of their negative 
impacts in terms of tensions, crime, violence 
and conflict and the knock-on effects of these 
on investments in the human, social and ma-
terial capital of a society.7 These latter impacts 
are, of course, some of the manifestations of 
inequality as they play out in everyday life. 
And finally, in relation to the MDGs, they mat-
ter because they make sections of the world’s 
poor population harder to reach than the rest 
of the poor. The result, as this paper will ar-
gue, is that certain sections of the world’s 
poor have been systematically bypassed by 
the “average” rates of progress reported on 
the MDGs, thus betraying the promise of so-
cial justice held out by the Declaration. 

2. Intersecting Inequalities and Social Ex-
clusion: a Conceptual Framework

There are two broad approaches to inequal-
ity within the development studies litera-
ture.  The first revolves around understand-
ings of poverty in terms of resource deficits 
at the individual (or individual household) 
level. Early studies envisaged these deficits 
primarily in income terms. This has been 
gradually replaced by a more multi-dimen-
sional understanding of poverty, extending 
the analysis of deficits to assets as well as 
human capabilities (health and education), 
but poverty continues to be measured at 
the level of individuals. This has given rise 
to what has been described as a “vertical” 
model of inequality based on the ranking of 
individuals or households by their income, 
assets or human resource deficits.8 The share 
of the national income that goes to the poor-
est income quintile that was noted earlier as 
an indicator of MDG 1 derives from such an 
understanding of inequality. 

The second revolves around the analysis 
of social discrimination. It takes identity-
based disadvantage as its entry point into 
the analysis of inequality where the disad-
vantage in question operates at the level of 
groups rather than individuals. This gives 
rise to what has been described as a “hori-
zontal” model of inequality that cuts across 
the different strata that make up the vertical 
model.9 The inequalities at work here are 
the product of social hierarchies which de-
fine certain groups as inferior to others on 
the basis of devalued aspects of their identi-
ty. These may be inherited aspects of identi-
ty (such as race, ethnicity, gender and caste) 
or they may reflect the cultural meanings 
associated with aspects of the life course 
(such as childhood or old age) or with de-
viations from what is considered the norm 
in different societies (such as disability or 
sexual orientation or minority religion). So-
cial hierarchies are created between groups 
through norms, values and practices which 
serve to routinely disparage, stereotype, ex-
clude, ridicule and demean certain groups 
relative to others, denying them full per-
sonhood and the right to participate in the 
economic, social and political life of their 
society on equal terms with others. 

The two approaches thus focus on quite dis-
tinct axes of disadvantage: resources (“what 
you have”) and identity (“who you are”). It is 
possible to be economically deprived, to lack 
the means to meet basic needs, without nec-
essarily being despised for it. For instance, 
the distinction made between the ”deserv-
ing” and “undeserving” poor in many parts 
of the world reflects a distinction between 
those who are believed to be poor through 
no fault of their own, and hence deserving 
of respect, and those who are thought to 
have brought it on themselves through their 
feckless behaviour.
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Similarly, it is possible to face discrimination 
on the basis of social identity without neces-
sarily facing material deprivation. Gender, for 
instance, cuts across economic strata so that 
women tend to occupy a subordinate status 
relative to men within these different strata. 
However, since they are fairly evenly distrib-
uted across the economic hierarchy, gender 
is generally a marker of disadvantage, but 
not necessarily of poverty. 

The concept of social exclusion can be used to 
analyse groups who are defined by the inter-
section of these distinct axes of disadvantage 
- economic deprivation and identity-based 
discrimination. While, as noted earlier, the 
identities in question can take many differ-
ent forms, the most enduring forms of disad-
vantage in most societies are associated with 
identities that are socially ascribed from 
birth, such as gender, race, caste and ethnic-
ity.10 By their very nature, these disadvantag-
es tend to be passed on over generations. So 
while we noted that gender on its own may 
be associated with discrimination rather 
than poverty, the intersection of gender with 
poverty and other forms of inequality gener-
ally means that women and girls tend to be 
disproportionately represented among the 
most disadvantaged sections of society.  

There are other dimensions to social exclu-
sion that are not fully captured by the in-
terplay between economic deprivation and 
identity-based discrimination. For instance, 
social exclusion frequently entails a spatial 
dimension. In rural areas, it may relate to the 
remoteness of a location or the nature of the 
terrain which makes it physically difficult for 
its inhabitants to participate in broader so-
cio-economic processes. In urban areas, it is 
likely to be associated with slum neighbour-
hoods which are poorly served by infrastruc-
ture and social services and characterised by 

high levels of violence, criminality, drug de-
pendence and squalor.  

The spatial dimension of exclusion is not 
entirely divorced from its identity and re-
source-based dimensions since it is often 
culturally devalued and economically impov-
erished groups that inhabit adverse physical 
locations.11 Consequently, in certain contexts, 
it may be possible to capture the causes and 
consequences of social exclusion through an 
analysis of the intersection of deprivation 
and discrimination. In others, however, loca-
tion may exercise an independent effect, over 
and above, those associated with economic 
or cultural disadvantage.  

The language of “vertical” and “horizon-
tal” inequalities is not always helpful in 
capturing what is at issue here because of 
the “grid-like” symmetry evoked by these 
terms. Instead, the intersection, rather than 
addition, of different forms of inequality, 
economic, social, spatial and political, the 
fact that they reinforce and exacerbate each 
other, is better captured by the language 
of  “sharp discontinuities” and “intensifica-
tions” which have been found to distinguish 
the poor from the poorest in many regions 
of the world.12 

The analysis of social exclusion can benefit 
from the insights of different disciplines 
because different disciplines have focused 
on different aspects of the phenomenon. 
Insights from the literature on group-based 
disadvantage can enrich the analysis of pov-
erty because they help to show, among oth-
er things, that the chronic or extreme poor 
in most countries are not  “just like” the rest 
of the poor, only poorer or poor for longer, 
but that they are set apart by their group-
based identities. They bring an appreciation 
of the multiple and intersecting casual path-
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ways that underlie poverty to the growing 
literature on its multiple manifestations13. 

Equally, insights from the literature on ma-
terial deprivation can help to bring a class 
perspective to the analysis of social discrim-
ination.14 It is worth noting, for instance, 
that despite the focus on poverty reduction 
as the overarching MDG, there is no recog-
nition in the choice of indicators adopted 
to monitor progress on MDG 3, the goal 
relating to gender equality and women’s 
empowerment, that women may not ex-
perience progress on the MDGs in uniform 
ways. Increasing women’s share of parlia-
mentary seats, one of the indicators meas-
uring progress on MDG 3, may have little 
or no bearing on the needs and interests of 
poorer women just as increasing women’s 
share of non-agricultural employment (an-
other indicator) fails to distinguish between 
the quality of non-agricultural jobs that are 
likely to be available to women from differ-
ent class backgrounds.

3. Intersecting Inequalities and the MDGs: 
Empirical Findings

The MDGs spell out a multi-dimensional 
understanding of poverty, rather than the 
earlier uni-dimensional, money-metric un-
derstandings that had dominated the litera-
ture. And while the MDGs themselves have 
not been particularly attuned to the chal-
lenges of social exclusion, the massive efforts 
to document progress on the different goals 
across different countries have not only high-
lighted the uneven progress across countries 
and in relation to the different MDGs but 
also the presence of certain groups that have 
been systematically left behind on almost all 
measures of progress. In other words, the 
multiple deficits of poverty are clustered 
around these groups.  

While the specificities of the disadvantages 
faced by these groups may vary across the 
world, it is clear that their disadvantaged 
position persists because of its deep roots 
in their region’s history. This tends to be tied 
up with past experiences of colonisation, fre-
quently accompanied by the genocide of in-
digenous populations, with slavery, war and 
conflict, with long-established hierarchies, 
such as caste, as well as the continued prac-
tice of discrimination into the present day.  

We use evidence from different regions of the 
world to illustrate the clustering of the MDG 
deficits around socially excluded groups. 
However, because the focus of the MDGs is 
on extreme poverty, rather than inequality or 
social exclusion, this evidence is largely avail-
able on the developing regions of the world: 
Latin America, Asia and Africa. It is from these 
regions therefore that our evidence is drawn. 

3.1 Latin America

In the Latin American context, race and eth-
nicity are the key markers of social exclusion. 
There are more than 50 million indigenous 
people and more than 120 million individu-
als of African descent (Afro-descendants) in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, making 
up around 33% of the population, but with 
greater concentrations in some countries 
than others.15 The spatial dimension to social 
exclusion within these countries is evident 
from the fact that a substantial proportion of 
indigenous or Afro-descendant population 
are concentrated in rural areas.16 Indigenous 
groups are most likely to be found in remote 
and hard-to-reach parts of their countries, 
often pushed out of more productive areas 
by non-indigenous groups.17 

While historically the Latin American re-
gion has been one of the most unequal in the 
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world, progress is evident. Not only has mod-
erate and extreme poverty declined in many 
of the Latin American countries in recent dec-
ades, but income inequality has also been go-
ing down. However, extreme poverty remains 
much higher among indigenous people and 
Afro-descendants. In Brazil, for instance, while 
extreme poverty was around 17% among the 
white population between 1995 and 2002, it 
declined from 41% to 38% for indigenous and 
Afro-Brazilians. Afro-descendants continue to 
comprise the majority of households in the 
bottom income decile (73%) and a small mi-
nority (12%) in the top decile.18 

In Bolivia, for the same period, extreme 
poverty declined from 28% to 26% for the 
white population and from 58% to 46% for 
the rest.19 The intersection between spatial, 
ethnic and economic inequalities is evident 
in the fact that extreme poverty was twice 
as high among the indigenous compared to 
the non-indigenous population (33% com-
pared to 17%), that extreme poverty was 
three times higher in rural than in urban 
areas (45% and 16%) and that 73% of the 
indigenous population living in rural areas 
was extremely poor compared to only 17% 
of those in urban areas.20  

According to demographic and health surveys 
from the region, children from indigenous 
groups were considerably more likely to die 
than those from other groups across Latin 
America: around 1.5 times more likely in Bo-
livia, Brazil and Mexico and over 2.0 times 
more likely in Ecuador and Panama.21 They 
were also between 1.6 and 2.5 times more 
likely to be undernourished than children of 
non-indigenous origin.22 Marked ethnic in-
equalities persist in enrolment ratios at all 
levels of education, although there has been 
a narrowing in disparities at primary and 
secondary levels in a number of countries.  

For instance, between 2000 and 2007, aver-
age years of education rose from 9.7 to 10.5 
among non-indigenous groups and from 6.0 
to 7.2 for indigenous groups in Bolivia.23 The 
intersection of gender, ethnicity, class and lo-
cation in Bolivia has meant that the average 
years of school education was the highest 
for urban-based, non-indigenous men in the 
highest income quintile (13.6 years) and the 
lowest for rural-based indigenous women in 
the poorest income quintile (2.9 years).24 

3.2 Asia

Social exclusion in the Asian context is largely 
associated with ethnic and indigenous iden-
tities, but religion and language also feature 
in some countries. As in Latin America, in-
digenous ethnic minorities in Asia are often 
located in remote geographical areas. And as 
in Latin America, this location has not always 
been a matter of choice. The mountain rang-
es that stretch from Afghanistan to the Gulf 
of Tonkin have long been a refuge for indige-
nous communities who occupied a marginal 
position in relation to the dominant majori-
ties in the valleys and plains. Ethnic and in-
digenous groups make up around 8% of the 
population in China, 10% in Vietnam, 8% in 
India and 37% in Nepal.25 Their spatial con-
centration means that they are to be found 
in the poorest areas: rural areas of China’s 
western region; the remote, usually upland, 
mountainous areas of northern and central 
Vietnam; the hilly and forested regions of In-
dia, Bangladesh and Nepal. 

Caste features as an additional marker of 
group-based disadvantage among the Hindu 
populations of the South Asian subcontinent. 
The “untouchable” castes, or Dalits, make 
up around 17% of the population in India. 
They tend to be more geographically dis-
persed than indigenous or Adivasi groups, 
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but around 80% live in rural areas.26 Nepal’s 
population is divided between a Hindu ma-
jority (58% as of 2001), Janajatis or indige-
nous minorities (37%), and religious minori-
ties, mainly Muslims (around 4%).27 Dalits 
make up around 12% of the population. 

Strong economic growth in much of Asia has 
led to major reductions in poverty, but this 
has been accompanied in many countries by 
significant increases in income inequalities. 
The poorest 20% of the region’s population 
has seen their share of national income drop 
steeply, between 1990 and 2004 where it fell 
from 7.2% to 6.7% in South Asia and from 
7.1% to 4.5% in East Asia.28 A disaggregated 
analysis of these trends shows how excluded 
groups have fared in relation to the MDGs. 

The national incidence of poverty in India de-
clined from 46% to 27% between 1984 and 
2004, but the pace of this decline varied at 
the national level from 40% to 35% for Dalit 
and 31% for Adivasi groups.29 As a result, the 
incidence of poverty remained much higher 
for Dalits (38%) and Adivasis (44%).30 As 
might be expected, Dalit and Adivasi groups 
were disadvantaged with respect to other in-
dicators of deprivation as well. While under-
five mortality was 74 per 1000 live births at 
the national level in 2005-2006, it was 96 
for Adivasi groups and 88 for Dalits. The gap 
between mortality rates among Adivasis and 
the rest of the population increased between 
1992 and 2006.31  

In Nepal, the overall decline in poverty be-
tween 1995 and 2003 varied between 46% 
for the upper caste Brahman/Chhetri groups 
at one end of the social hierarchy to 10% for 
Janajatis living in the hills and 6% for Mus-
lims at the other end.32 Despite improve-
ments in overall literacy rates from 23% in 
1981 to 54% in 2001, 30% of Janajatis living 

in the hills had never been to school, com-
pared with just 12% of the upper castes.33 A 
similar pattern is reported for child mortality 
in 2006: the Newars and Brahman/Chhetri 
castes had the lowest rates while Dalit and 
Janajati groups had the highest. 

In China, poverty declined from 33% in 1990 
to around 10% but income inequalities rose. 
Ethnic minorities, largely concentrated in 
the western region, remained at a clear dis-
advantage: they made up 8.4% of the popula-
tion, but accounted for 46% of people living 
in extreme poverty in 2003.34 However, the 
association between ethnicity and disadvan-
taged location may be driving ethnic differ-
entials in income rather than ethnicity per 
se as there were no significant differences 
in poverty rates of ethnic minority and ma-
jority groups in the western region. Rates of 
decline in child malnutrition have also been 
much slower in the western provinces, giv-
ing rise to persisting regional disparities: for 
instance, 2005 figures on child malnutrition 
suggest 5.8% of children were underweight 
and 10.7% were “stunted” in the Eastern 
provinces compared to 12.5% and 16.3% in 
the western provinces.35 

In Vietnam, the rate of poverty among ethnic 
minority groups declined at an average rate 
of 2.6% a year over the last decade compared 
with 3.4% for the majority Khinh/Chinese 
community.36 Educational attainments were, 
and remain, lower among ethnic minority 
groups although they have been improving 
across all groups. Ethnic disadvantage var-
ies by location. Ethnic minorities living in 
the lowlands have seen a dramatic rate of 
poverty reduction, while those in the north-
ern mountains, the central highlands and the 
south and north central coasts remain in ex-
treme poverty.37 Steady progress in reducing 
under-five mortality has been accompanied 
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by widening inequalities: the ratio of under-
five mortality rates of the poorest to the rich-
est quintile rose from 2.8 in 1997 to 3.4 in 
2002.38 Only 23% of children from the major-
ity Khinh/Chinese groups were underweight 
(“wasted”) compared with 34% of children 
from ethnic minorities in the northern 
mountains, and 45% in the central highlands 
and coastal areas.39 

3.3 Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa is home to more than 
2,000 distinct ethnic groups characterised 
by different language, culture and tradi-
tions, and, sometimes, religious beliefs. 
Ethnic groups in Africa vary in size from 
millions of people to a few hundred thou-
sand, and are often associated with a spe-
cific territory. Much of the region continues 
to suffer from the carving up of the conti-
nent by colonial powers in 1884 with scant 
regard for existing social, political, ethnic 
and linguistic contours. As a result, the po-
litical geography of the region, which has 
more countries than any other region of the 
world, has long been characterised by re-
gional and civil armed conflicts. 

In countries like South Africa and Zimbabwe, 
where colonial powers had a strong pres-
ence, intersecting inequalities have a strong 
racial dimension. More pervasive across the 
rest of the sub-continent are social cleavages 
associated with ethnicity, frequently rein-
forced by geographical location and distance 
from main urban centres. 

South Africa represents an extreme case of 
intersecting inequalities given its “infamous 
history of high inequality with an overbear-
ing racial stamp”.40 Ironically, this is also why 
it has the most comprehensive data on in-
tersecting inequalities in the region. While 

the country is well on track to meeting the 
MDGs, deeply entrenched inequalities per-
sist. Poverty has fallen in the post-apartheid 
period, but it remains acute for the African 
and “coloured” population. The majority 
African population has remained at the bot-
tom of the income hierarchy, earning 16% of 
white income in 1995, a share that declined 
to 13% by 2008.41

Infant and under-five mortality rates have 
declined between 1998 and 2003 from 45.4 
to 42.6 per 1,000 live births and from 59.4 
to 57.6 respectively.42 However, infant mor-
tality risk is four times higher among black 
African children than white children, even 
after controlling for demographic factors 
such as the mother’s age and the timing and 
number of births.43 

The implications of the intersecting inequali-
ties between gender, race and poverty in 
South Africa are illustrated by poverty data 
for 1993, 2000 and 2008 which show that 
for each of these years, the incidence and 
share of poverty was higher for Africans as 
a group than other groups in the population 
and that among Africans, both the incidence 
and share of poverty was consistently higher 
for women than men.44 

Elsewhere in Africa, data on the relationship 
between ethnic identity and poverty are less 
consistently available and generally captured 
by spatial variations that are known to have 
an ethnic dimension. For instance, in Nigeria, 
the northern states, which are dominated by 
the Hausa and Fulani, have higher levels of 
poverty than the south where the Yoruba and 
Igbo are predominant.45 Over 60% of Hausa 
speakers have less than four years of educa-
tion compared to less than 10% of Yoruba 
speakers. The interaction between ethnic-
ity, gender and location means that Hausa 
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females from poor rural households are the 
most educationally deprived section of the 
population.46  

Child malnutrition, in terms of “stunting”, 
“wasting”, and being underweight is the high-
est among children of the Hausa ethnic group, 
followed by those of the Yoruba ethnic group, 
whereas children of the Igbo ethnic group 
have the lowest malnutrition rates.47 Child 
mortality rates follow this pattern; they are 
considerably higher in the northern zones. 
Again, regional and ethnic disparities rein-
force one another; child mortality rates are 
lower for Igbo and Yoruba ethnic groups.48 

One issue that has received continent-wide 
attention since the 1960s is ethnic differen-
tials in early child survival. Data from the 
early 1990s confirms that these differentials 
do persist and have been spreading. Multi-
variate analysis suggests that socioeconomic 
differentials intersect with ethnicity; there 
was a close correlation between child mor-
tality differentials, on the one hand, and 
ethnic inequalities in household economic 
status, female education, access to and use 
of health services and the degree of con-
centration in the largest cities, on the other 
hand. This suggests that, along with policies 
to reduce economic disparities among eth-
nic groups, “child survival efforts in African 
countries should pay special attention to dis-
advantaged ethnic groups and the locations 
in which they are concentrated”.49 

4. The Intersecting Dynamics of Inequal-
ity: Why Social Exclusion Persists

The empirical evidence cited in the preced-
ing section allows us to make two important 
points. Firstly, the intersecting inequalities 
which give rise to social exclusion are deeply 
entrenched in the historical structures and 

everyday practices of societies, making them 
appear remarkably resistant to change. Sec-
ondly, despite this apparent intransigence, 
these inequalities are not immutable. Change 
is evident in every region, more rapidly in 
some contexts than others, and more rapidly 
in relation to some MDGs than others. Efforts 
to tackle these inequalities in a more system-
atic way need to be cognisant of both sides 
of this equation: the forces that perpetuate 
inequality and the factors that have helped 
to bring about change. This section examines 
the persisting dynamics of social exclusion in 
greater detail while the next section focuses 
on promising avenues for change. 

4.1 The Cultural Dynamics of Exclusion 

The cultural norms and practices through 
which certain groups are defined as inferior 
to others on the basis of their socially as-
cribed identities are among the key mecha-
nisms that serve to perpetuate social exclu-
sion in the everyday lives of excluded groups 
and across generations. The effects of exclu-
sion can work in silent and invisible ways 
which nevertheless have a profound impact 
on those who are excluded. Alternatively, 
they may work in ways that are visible and 
noisy, with negative spill-over effects within 
the larger society. 

The everyday cultural dynamics of exclusion 
were meticulously documented in a survey 
of 565 villages across India published in 
2007.50 It found that in over 70% of the vil-
lages surveyed, Dalits were denied entry into 
the home of the higher castes; in over 60% 
of the villages, they were denied access to 
public places of worship; in nearly half of the 
villages they were denied access to burial 
grounds; in 30% of the villages, they were 
forced to stand in the presence of upper-
caste men while in 11% of the villages, they 
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were chastised for wearing sandals on public 
roads. In short, in almost every aspect of dai-
ly life, including using the post office or pub-
lic transport, wearing decent clothes or even 
sunglasses, Dalits as a group were subject 
to a humiliating regime designed to remind 
them on a constant basis of their lowly status 
in their society. 

Such norms and practices can have a pro-
found effect on the sense of self-worth and 
identity of those who are treated in this way. 
An experimental study by Hoff and Pandey 
illustrates this point with respect to caste.51 
The experiment, which was carried out with 
a group of school children in India, involved 
a maze-solving puzzle in exchange for pay-
ment. The study found that Dalit children 
performed as well as children from other 
caste groups when their caste identities were 
concealed. However, once the caste identities 
of the children were made public, the aver-
age number of puzzles solved by Dalit chil-
dren declined by 23%. The number declined 
even further when the children were segre-
gated by caste group. If such a finding can be 
generalised, it suggests that “internalisation” 
of ascribed inferiority can have a powerful 
effect on the capacity of excluded groups to 
respond to available opportunities.52 

In Nepal, a survey measuring the impact of 
social identity on various measures of em-
powerment and inclusion found that the 
upper castes scored twice as high as Dalits 
with regard to knowledge about rights and 
procedures, confidence in accessing services, 
exercising rights, social networks and local 
political influence.53 While 90% of the upper 
caste groups had never faced any restric-
tions or intimidation (the 10% exceptions 
were women), 100% of Dalit respondents 
had experienced some degree of restriction 
on entering certain public spaces, and 20% 

reported high levels of harassment, intimi-
dation and restriction. In general, the upper 
castes scored higher on most indicators fol-
lowed by Janajati groups and then Dalits. A 
disaggregation of the results showed that 
Dalit women scored lowest of all groups. 

The Latino-barometer, an annual public 
opinion survey carried out in 17 countries 
in the Latin American region by the Latino-
barómetro Corporation, included a question 
about which group were most discriminated 
against in their country in the survey carried 
out in 2000. Respondents in countries with 
large proportions of Afro-descendants and 
indigenous people were most likely to name 
these groups as facing the most discrimina-
tion while those with a more homogenous 
ethnic composition named “the poor”.54 
Those who believed that ethnic groups were 
most discriminated against believed that 
they faced such discrimination in all spheres 
of life: at work, in school, in political parties, 
as well as in the justice system.55 

Evidence from a number of countries sug-
gests that the internalising, self-destructive 
effects of cultural devaluation can lead to 
harmful activities, such as substance abuse, 
which ultimately serves to further their 
stigmatisation and compromise their life 
chances and those of the next generation. In 
Sri Lanka, for example, high levels of alcohol-
ism among the predominantly Indian Tamil 
labourers in the plantation sector are seen as 
a major cause of the poverty, indebtedness 
and social stigma reported by these workers 
as well as high levels of domestic violence.56 
In South Africa, higher levels of alcoholism 
and substance abuse by the coloured popu-
lation compared to the black African popu-
lation suggests that ways of coping with 
exclusion are not uniform across excluded 
groups.57 The Demographic and Health Sur-
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vey of 2003 reported that 9.1% of adolescent 
women in the coloured population group re-
ported harmful levels of drinking in the past 
12 months compared with just 1.1% of black 
African adolescent women.58 Western Cape 
is reported to have one of the highest rates 
of Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders in the 
world.59 This may account for the higher lev-
els of infant and child mortality among the 
coloured population noted in recent studies. 

If depression, addictive behaviour and sense 
of inferiority represent some of the silent 
consequences of social exclusion, the as-
sociation between intersecting inequalities 
and levels of crime and drug-related vio-
lence represent its noisier consequences. It 
has been estimated that in urban Colombia, 
crimes were most likely to be committed by 
people from households with a per capita in-
come below 80% of the national average.60 A 
survey from urban South Africa shows that 
patterns of crime vary by class and race. 
While the wealthier quartiles were more 
likely to report crimes without injury, it was 
the poorest and predominantly black popu-
lation in informal settlements and townships 
who suffered the brunt of violent crime.61 

4.2 The Economic Dynamics of Exclu-
sion: Asset Inequalities and Margin-
alised Livelihoods

The poverty of socially excluded groups is 
frequently mediated by cultural norms and 
practices which dictate what they can do and 
what they can own. In some cases, excluded 
groups are not permitted to own or buy land 
by virtue of who they are. This has long been 
the case for the “untouchable” castes in India 
and Nepal, and even today, the vast majority 
of people belonging to these castes are land-
less.62 In other cases, ethnicity differentiates 
the amount and quality of land people own. 

In Peru and Ecuador, for instance, indigenous 
groups had landholdings that were between 
two and eight times smaller than those of 
non-indigenous groups and only 13% of all 
irrigated land in Ecuador was in the hands of 
indigenous farmers.63 

Indigenous people are more likely to be dis-
possessed of their land because their cus-
tomary tenure systems may not be recog-
nised by law. Non-recognition of customary 
land arrangements for forest dwellers and 
upland people has been a major factor in 
their impoverishment.64 Forest departments 
have traditionally held police and judicial 
powers, in addition to administrative pow-
ers, to enforce tight state controls over forest 
lands. This has resulted in forest dwellers be-
ing treated as criminals or squatters on their 
own land; in some countries (Thailand, for 
example), forest dwellers are not recognised 
as citizens.65 Indigenous people have also 
been at the receiving end of large-scale min-
ing ventures, the expansion of the agricultur-
al frontier, and other infrastructure projects 
from which they cannot expect to benefit.66 

The nature of livelihoods pursued by, or 
available to, marginalised groups can also 
serve to reinforce their marginal status. In 
many parts of the world, indigenous groups 
pursue a nomadic or semi-nomadic way of 
life that is regarded as “inferior” by the rest 
of society. In Thailand, for instance, the reli-
ance of the Hmong, Akha, Lahu and Lisu on 
swidden agriculture in upland forested areas 
is perceived to signify their “uncivilised” way 
of life, in contrast to the settled wet rice culti-
vation practised by lowland villagers.67 

In other cases, social exclusion is associated 
with the cultural assignment of excluded 
groups to the worst paid and most demean-
ing jobs. The Hindu caste system in India and 
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Nepal assigns the lowest castes to the remov-
al of night soil, sweeping, garbage collection 
and other jobs that are considered to be me-
nial, degrading and dirty.

More generally, social discrimination com-
bined with human, material and social re-
source deficits trap socially excluded groups 
in occupations with poorer pay and working 
conditions than other sections of society. In 
Vietnam, for instance, migrants from ethnic 
minorities earn half as much as those from 
the Kinh majority, are far less likely to have 
a work contract, and far less likely to receive 
help in finding a job.68 In Peru, white work-
ers were more likely to be found in the high-
er hourly income quintiles than indigenous 
workers, and were more likely to be profes-
sionals, technicians and executive staff. In 
South Africa and Brazil, Afro-descendant 
and indigenous populations reported higher 
levels of informal employment. Moreover, in 
every employment category, hourly earnings 
were highest for white workers and lowest 
for black workers.69

The interaction between gender and ethnic 
inequalities generally places women from 
ethnic minorities at the bottom of the income 
hierarchy: for example, indigenous and Afro-
descendant women in Bolivia, Brazil, Guate-
mala and Peru were more likely to earn “pov-
erty wages” ($1 an hour, purchasing parity 
power adjusted) than either men from their 
ethnic group or men and women from the rest 
of the population.70 In Brazil, Afro-descendant 
women earned the least, while white men 
earned the most for each level of education.71 

Lack of access to financial services, or access 
on extremely usurious terms, has been a ma-
jor constraint for poor and excluded groups 
everywhere. In India, Pakistan and Nepal, the 
prevalence of bonded labour is a stark indica-

tor of the unfavourable terms on which such 
groups obtain credit. They are dispropor-
tionately drawn from lower caste and ethnic 
minority groups. Such forms of indebtedness 
tend to serve as a mechanism for the inter-
generational transmission of poverty, since 
the children of bonded labourers often be-
come bonded labourers themselves.72

4.3 The Exclusionary Dynamics of Service 
Provision: Access and Quality 

The poor, more than any other group, rely on 
basic public services to meet their needs for 
health and education. The failure of such ser-
vices to address their needs is a major factor 
in explaining the uneven pace of progress on 
relevant MDGs. Unequal spatial distribution 
of services, and the costs, quality and rele-
vance of the services on offer, are some of the 
aspects of this failure as is the behaviour of 
those responsible for service provision. 

In India, the most important source of vari-
ation in the per capita state provision of doc-
tors, nurses and teachers in rural districts is 
religion and caste; the higher the percentage of 
Dalits and Muslims in the district population, 
the lower the provision of medical and educa-
tional services.73 Not surprisingly, religion and 
caste affect the uptake of maternal health and 
delivery services, along with household wealth 
status and women’s education.74 In addition, 
acts of discrimination against Dalits along 
with prejudice towards religious minorities 
are reported in the public health services. This 
includes avoidance by health workers, particu-
larly paramedics and nursing staff, of physical 
contact with Dalits and reluctance to visit Dalit 
households. In turn, both real and anticipated 
discriminatory behaviour on the part of health 
workers deters Dalits from using health pro-
viders, particularly for services that involve 
physical contact, such as giving birth.75  
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Teachers in India are also predominantly 
upper caste and bring their caste preju-
dices into the classroom. Dalit children are 
expected to run errands and are assigned 
menial tasks such as sweeping and clean-
ing the classrooms. Higher rates of teacher 
absenteeism were reported in areas where 
children were mainly from Dalit and tribal 
communities. In West Bengal, for exam-
ple, teacher absenteeism was 75% in such 
schools compared with 33% elsewhere. 
Such treatment has particularly negative ef-
fects because Dalit children are likely to be 
first generation learners.76

In Vietnam, ethnic minorities have to travel 
further than the rest of the population to 
get to a school or a market place, are fur-
ther away from all-weather roads and less 
likely to have access to improved water and 
sanitation facilities.77 Compared to a national 
figure of 17% in 2002, 33% of women in the 
north east, 65% in the northwest and 40% 
in the central highlands gave birth with no 
assistance from qualified health workers.78 
Ethnic minority women in Vietnam are less 
likely to report assistance from qualified 
health workers when they give birth partly 
because of their reluctance to seek help from 
male health workers and the difficulties of 
recruiting women to work in remote moun-
tainous areas.79

Nigeria reports large disparities in antenatal 
care between the north and the south.80 Only 
4% of women in the north east received care 
from a doctor compared with 52% of women 
in the south west, while only 8.4% of mothers 
in the north west delivered in a health facil-
ity compared with 73.9% in the south east.81 
Women from the north cited lack of money, 
distance to facilities and concern that there 
were no drugs available as the main reasons 
they did not deliver in a health facility.82 

A study of skilled attendance at childbirth 
in rural Tanzania found that ethnicity, edu-
cation and household assets were impor-
tant predictors of service take-up. Social 
positioning, past experience, entitlement, 
shame, and self-identity reinforced some 
women’s preference to deliver at home.83 
Some had experienced substandard treat-
ment, or been turned away from health fa-
cilities and felt humiliated.84 

More generally, in sub-Saharan Africa, 
pastoralist livelihoods are closely associ-
ated with specific ethnic groups. These are 
among the most excluded from education 
services. In many cases, national education 
systems have failed to offer relevant cur-
ricula, provide appropriate textbooks and 
respond to the realities of pastoralist liveli-
hoods, which involve children travelling for 
long periods to tend cattle.85 

In Latin America, belonging to an indigenous 
group or being monolingual in an indigenous 
language constitutes a barrier to access 
health care.86 In Colombia, racial and ethnic 
disparities in health status and access to 
health care were largely explained by differ-
ences in socioeconomic characteristics, em-
ployment status, type of job and geographi-
cal location.87 In Brazil, utilisation of mater-
nity-related services was found to be related 
to education and household resources, as 
well as location.88 Households in rural areas 
and in the poorer north and north east were 
less likely to make use of such services.89 

4.4 The Political Dynamics of Exclusion 

When group-based inequalities are repro-
duced in the exercise of political power 
and access to public institutions, they un-
dermine the confidence of socially disad-
vantaged groups in the government’s abil-
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ity to rule fairly. Excluded groups are often 
minorities, and there is little incentive for 
political parties to take their interests into 
account.90 When the economic prospects 
of such groups are undermined by uneven 
development, when differential access to 
essential services persists, and when politi-
cal opportunities for voice and influence are 
denied, grievances emerge and often spill 
over into group violence, riots and civil war, 
what could be seen as the “noisiest” conse-
quences of social exclusion. 

Studies of conflicts in different regions of 
the world point to the recurring significance 
of group-based disadvantage as a factor.91 
Social exclusion does not inevitably lead 
to conflict, but it dramatically increases its 
likelihood. A report by the Indian govern-
ment into the long-standing Naxalite insur-
gency, which affects 125 districts spread 
over 12 states, found that the movement’s 
main support comes from scheduled castes 
and scheduled tribes. It also found that 
while there are many districts with high 
concentrations of Dalits and Adivasis which 
did not have a Naxalite presence, it was gen-
erally the case that areas of Naxalite influ-
ence had a higher than average proportion 
of Dalits and Adivasis in their populations.92 

Nepal was, till very recently,  governed by the 
1854 Muluki Ain (Law of the Land) which 
essentially codified the inequalities of an 
orthodox Brahminical order, distinguishing 
between the pure, “twice born” castes (the 
Brahmins, Chhetri and high caste Newaris) 
at the top of the caste hierarchy and the 
rest of the population who were further 
distinguished by varying degrees of impu-
rity: those regarded as “untouchable” (Dalit 
castes), those from whom water could not 
be accepted (Muslims and foreigners) and 
the liquor-drinking groups (non-caste indig-

enous groups) who were further subdivided 
into the “enslavable” and “unenslavable”. 

The legalised ranking of social groups was 
evident in the political structure. Brahmans 
and Chhetris maintained around 60% pres-
ence in the legislature right through the pe-
riod from 1959 to 1999, the last decade of 
which included the first ten years of multi-
party democracy in the country. Dalits were 
almost entirely absent as were women, 
regardless of caste. Civil service positions 
were also disproportionately drawn from 
Brahman/Chhetri groups (83%) and the 
upper castes held virtually all positions in 
the judiciary.93   

There had been piecemeal efforts at legal re-
form but these had largely failed. Disillusion-
ment with this continued failure finally led to 
a prolonged period of violent conflict led by 
the Communist Party of Nepal. Most analysts 
agree that the conflict was fuelled by griev-
ances rooted in the structural inequalities of 
caste, ethnicity, gender and location.94 

In Mexico, the Zapatista uprising has its 
roots in the intersecting inequalities experi-
enced by indigenous people, based on ethnic 
identity, location and poverty.95 The share of 
the indigenous population in the State of Chi-
apas, where the movement began, was over 
three times that of Mexico as a whole and 
the proportion of people on incomes below 
the minimum wage was nearly three times 
that of Mexico as a whole, while the propor-
tion of people on high incomes was less than 
half the national rate. Indigenous people had 
substantially lower school attendance and 
incomes than the rest of the state’s popu-
lation. They had been excluded from land 
reform efforts and consigned to poor and 
ecologically vulnerable land. For years, in-
digenous people sought to exercise political 
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voice through organised resistance but were 
met by political repression. The adoption of 
the North American Free Trade Agreement 
after a long period of worsening conditions 
as a result of neo-liberal policies provided a 
major impetus to the uprising which finally 
led to their grievances being heard, not just 
nationally, but internationally. 

All post-conflict societies suffer from dimin-
ished resources. Eight of the ten countries 
with the worst human development index, 
and eight out of ten countries with the lowest 
gross national product per capita, have had 
major civil wars in the recent past, with cau-
sality working in both directions.96 These are 
likely to feature prominently among coun-
tries that are most off track in relation to the 
MDGs, although they are also characterised 
by poor data for monitoring progress. 

5. Addressing Intersecting Inequalities:  
Responsive States and Active Citizens 

5.1 The Critical Role of the State: Driving 
Legal Change 

Experience has made it clear that the state 
has a critical role to play in carving out an 
agenda for tackling social exclusion. The pri-
vate sector undoubtedly has an important 
contribution to make because of its central 
role as an engine of growth, but driven as it 
is by profit considerations, it is unlikely to 
take a lead in promoting social justice. Civil 
society organisations are also indispensable 
because of their ability to mobilise against 
injustice and hold state and corporations ac-
countable, but they represent specific inter-
ests. They rarely speak for, or are accounta-
ble to, society as a whole. Consequently, how-
ever flawed the state might be, it is the only 
institution that has a mandate to respond to 
claims for social justice by all its citizens. But 

where states fail in their responsibility to 
their citizens, citizens can play an important 
role in exercising pressure on it to do so. 

This is evident in the Latin American con-
text where it took over a decade for social 
mobilisation of citizens against a succession 
of repressive military governments to install 
democratic regimes in their place.97 The ac-
tive participation by indigenous and black 
organisations within these movements has 
meant that Latin American governments 
lead in measures taken to incorporate vari-
ous forms of affirmative action within their 
constitutions and legal systems. The Workers 
Party in Brazil, for instance, instituted a num-
ber of measures to explicitly address socially 
excluded groups: the establishment of quotas 
for Afro-descendants in public universities, 
the Brasil Quilombola program, the National 
Integral Health Policy for the Black Popula-
tion, the national Policy for the Promotion of 
Racial Equality and, for women more gener-
ally, National Plans of Policies for women.

In Ecuador, the significance attached to 
the environment in the 2008 Constitution 
reflects the influence in the social mobili-
sations that had overthrown the previous 
military regime. The Constitution incorpo-
rated the notion of Buen Vivir (Living Well) 
as the foundational principle for nation-
building and development efforts. In dia-
metric opposition to neo-liberal privileging 
of the individual enterprise and market-led 
growth, Buen Vivir represents the indige-
nous worldview which values social respon-
sibility, social, economic and environmental 
rights and harmony with nature. The Con-
stitution also acknowledges the “multi-na-
tional” character of Ecuador, extending of-
ficial recognition to indigenous languages 
and expanding the collective rights of indig-
enous and Afro-Ecuadorean populations. 



The Equal Rights Review, Vol. Thirteen  (2014)

105

Nepal’s new Interim Constitution, intro-
duced after a prolonged period of conflict, 
granted equal status to men and women, 
banned discrimination on the grounds of 
ethnicity and caste, introduced measures to 
improve social justice and institutionalised 
proportional inclusion of Madhesis, Dalits, 
Janajatis and women in all organs of the 
state. The introduction of proportional rep-
resentation in the country’s elections meant 
that the Constituent Assembly elected in 
2008 had a very different composition from 
the parliaments of the 1990s. The most dra-
matic increases were for women and Dal-
its. Women made up 3% of the Assembly in 
1991, compared to 33% in 2008. Similarly, 
Dalits made up only 0.5% of the Assembly 
in 1991, rising to 9% in 2008.98

 
Constitutional reform and legal measures 
are clearly important means for promoting 
affirmative action but governments can use 
the law to address inequalities in other ways 
as well. Given the role of asset inequalities in 
slowing down the translation of economic 
growth into poverty reduction, reform of 
property rights could be designed to favour 
poor and excluded groups. Land reform is 
particularly important in rural economies 
because it is a precondition for access to wa-
ter, grazing rights, residential security and 
other resources. 

Latin America has made considerable pro-
gress in the legal recognition of women’s land 
rights. This has been achieved through a com-
bination of women’s own mobilising efforts, 
the transition to democracy in many coun-
tries in the region, and the impetus provided 
by the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women.

Land legislation could also be revised to se-
cure longer-term tenancy arrangements, and 

resolution of disputes regarding interpreta-
tion and enforcement of land rental arrange-
ments. Where tenant protection has been 
vigorously implemented by the state, as in 
West Bengal, it has led to a rise in produc-
tivity.99 Elsewhere, poor and marginalised 
groups have had to engage in collective ac-
tion to press for recognition of their claims.100

There is also a need to recognise different 
landholding patterns among indigenous 
people. The new Land Law in Vietnam pro-
vides for land allocation practices that ac-
commodate communal land use patterns and 
also joint titling to include women. In Latin 
America, indigenous groups have been active 
in demanding recognition of indigenous ter-
ritories and collective land rights. A review 
of the new constitutions and agrarian codes 
put in place in a number of Latin American 
countries since the late 1980s shows that 
they have made considerable gains.101  

5.2 The Critical Role of the State: Redis-
tributive Policies

Along with legal instruments, public poli-
cy represents a further set of instruments 
through which the state can tackle long-
standing inequalities. Analysis of the fac-
tors that have contributed to the decline in 
income inequalities in Latin America over 
the past decade or so have identified the 
increase in social transfers and rising edu-
cation as key factors, thus underscoring the 
redistributive potential of public policy. 

As suggested by the earlier discussion, mak-
ing social services more inclusive is one way 
to do this but it will require action on the var-
ious constraints that exclude certain groups. 
Directing services to areas that are under-
served by service providers can be combined 
with a strong element of demand mobilisa-
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tion to determine the shape and form of ser-
vice provision. The Educational Guarantee 
Scheme in Madhya Pradesh, India guarantees 
state provision of a primary school to chil-
dren in areas where there is no such facility 
within a kilometre, within 90 days of receiv-
ing a demand from the community. Eligible 
communities must have at least 40 learners 
in the 6-14 age group, but in tribal areas, only 
25 learners are necessary. 

To ensure health care outreach, a policy re-
quired doctors in Indonesia to complete 
compulsory service in health centres for five 
years, with shorter periods for more remote 
areas, before they could obtain a lucrative 
civil service post. This increased the number 
of doctors in health centres by an average of 
97% from 1985 to 1994, with gains of more 
than 200% for remote rural areas. Reliance 
on women community health workers in 
countries where there are restrictions on 
women’s mobility in the public domain, such 
as Bangladesh and Nepal, have made a con-
siderable difference to maternal health. 

Recruiting service providers from marginal-
ised groups is an important means of bridg-
ing their social distance from service provi-
sion. Mongolia has experimented with the 
establishment of pre-school units using the 
traditional Gers (a type of Yurt) as training 
centres during the summer. Teachers are no-
mads, moving with their families and stock, 
together with a group of households involved 
in pre-school education programmes. 

There is also policy recognition of the need 
for bilingual education for minority groups, 
initially providing instruction in the moth-
er tongue, and gradually moving on to the 
mainstream language.102 Studies suggest that 
the implementation of this education model 
can improve the performance of minority 

language groups, increasing enrolment rates, 
improving educational results and reducing 
gender gaps in schooling.103 

The Brazilian government has created a law 
to teach the history of Africa and Afro-Bra-
zilians.104 It has also begun a national school 
textbook programme to substitute books 
depicting racist stereotypes with those that 
promote the diversity of Brazilian society. In 
India, schoolbook examples of famous Dalit 
personalities are gradually being recognised 
as a tool to create pride and address preju-
dice. Behaviour-change communication in 
general is an under-utilised tool that could 
be used to great effect, notably in schools, 
health institutions, and public offices.

Social transfer schemes have also emerged 
as an important means of addressing social 
exclusion, some explicitly designed to do so 
while others build in a bias towards the poor. 
These transfers do not only increase the re-
sources at the disposal of poor households 
but are often designed to expand education 
– the two factors associated with declining 
income inequality in Latin America. 

Some of these are explicitly targeted to the 
poor. This is the case, for instance, with 
Mexico’s conditional cash transfer pro-
gramme, Oportunidades, where mothers in 
low-income households receive monthly 
cash transfers on condition that their chil-
dren attend school and health clinics. It ap-
pears to have benefited indigenous peoples 
disproportionately – although it continues to 
exclude the most marginalised among them 
– and helped to close ethnic and gender dis-
parities in education.105 

Some are more broad-based: for instance, 
the Bolsa Familia (family grant) in Brazil is 
also a conditional cash transfer program, but 
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eligibility depends on a simple declaration of 
income by the beneficiary and conditionality 
is only loosely enforced.106 More recently it 
has been supplemented with an additional 
programme which carries out an “active 
search” for the hardest to reach of the poor. 

The 2006 National Employment Guaran-
tee Scheme in India is a self-targeted public 
words programme with strong inclusive ele-
ments built into it. Along with providing em-
ployment if a minimum number of people in 
a locality demand it, it requires that a third 
of jobs should be reserved for women and 
crèches provided where there are more than 
a certain number of women on a scheme. It 
also stipulates that some of the infrastruc-
ture projects should be used to promote land 
improvement and other assets for socially 
marginalised groups. 

5.3 The Critical Role of Citizens: Protest-
ing Injustice, Claiming Rights

While active citizens have mobilised to make 
states more accountable, responsive states 
can play a critical role in promoting active 
citizenship among excluded groups. While 
there has been increasing emphasis on de-
centralisation as a means of bringing deci-
sion-making closer to poorer groups, there 
is no priori reason to expect that localised 
forms of governance will be any more inclu-
sive or democratic than centralised ones. Ad-
ditional measures can make the difference. 

The government of Kerala, for instance, 
launched a People’s Campaign for Decentral-
ised Planning in 1996 with the aim of devolv-
ing significant resources and authority to the 
panchayats (village councils) and municipal-
ities. It also mandated village assemblies and 
citizen committees to plan and budget local 
development expenditures.107 Nearly one in 

four households attended village assemblies 
in the first two years of the campaign, and 
the assemblies continue to draw large num-
bers. Women accounted for 40% of the par-
ticipants in village assemblies – much higher 
than elsewhere in India – while the partici-
pation of Dalits has exceeded their represen-
tation in the population.108 A large survey of 
key respondents found that “disadvantaged 
groups” were the main beneficiaries of tar-
geted schemes and the widespread view that 
elected representatives had become more re-
sponsive to the needs of local people.109

In Brazil in the 1990s, participatory budget-
ing was promoted by the Workers Party in 
several municipalities which they controlled. 
It allows for direct negotiation between gov-
ernment officials and representatives of civil 
society as they seek to find practical solu-
tions to pressing needs. It thus allows vari-
ous opportunities to citizens to debate and 
vote on policy proposals specific to their lo-
cality or their city. Research on participatory 
budgeting has demonstrated that a consid-
erable majority of participants and elected 
delegates have low incomes and low levels 
of education, suggesting that the programs 
“have the greatest potential to affect the po-
litical behaviour and strategies of individuals 
from historically excluded groups.”110

The capacity for active citizenship can also 
be built from below. Mobilisation to protest 
injustice and claim their rights by margin-
alised groups has been promoted though a 
wide variety of channels, including social 
movements, NGOs, faith-based organisa-
tions, women’s groups and trade unions, 
and self-organisation by the groups in ques-
tion.111 While not all of these organisations 
are equally inclusive or effective, many have 
acted as a powerful force for change on a 
range of inequalities. In India, for example, 
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civil society groups, in collaboration with 
progressive political parties, succeeded in 
getting the Indian government to recognise 
the right to information, the right to food and 
the right to work.112 These rights have then 
been used by civil society to improve the 
implementation of public policy and to hold 
service providers accountable.

For instance, the Right to Information Act 
2005, which requires all central, state and 
local government institutions to meet pub-
lic demands for information has become an 
important tool in the transparency and ac-
countability of the day-to-day functioning 
of government.113 The right to information 
has been combined with collective action by 
civil society to groups to ensure the proper 
implementation of government programmes 
aimed at assisting the most vulnerable and 
disenfranchised people.114 

As we noted earlier, the vast majority of so-
cially excluded groups are engaged in mar-
ginalised forms of livelihoods carried out 
within the informal economy – where they 
fall outside the purview of the traditional 
trade union movement. The emergence of 
new forms of organisation based on their 
livelihood needs have provided these groups 
with an important means to negotiate with 
their employers and with the state. They 
have succeeded in getting legal protection 
for their members, despite their informal 
status. 

Development organisations have worked 
with dispossessed tribal groups in Orissa, In-
dia, who had been forced into bonded labour, 
to take up resources offered under govern-
ment rehabilitation schemes and to organise 
themselves to bargain with their landlords.115 
Sankalp, in Uttar Pradesh, supports the self-
help organisation of tribal mine workers in 

forming worker co-operatives and applying 
for mine leases as a tool against child and 
bonded labour. Social mobilisation efforts in 
these areas have resulted in children being 
sent to school and adults starting up their 
own literacy classes. Self-help organisations 
have also encouraged these groups to get 
more involved in the running of local schools 
in order to counter teacher absenteeism. 

The Self Employed Women’s Association in 
India has been working with women work-
ers in the informal economy – both waged 
and self-employed – since the 1970s. It com-
bines a trade union approach to engage in 
collective bargaining on behalf of its mem-
bers with a co-operative approach to pro-
mote their livelihood strategies. It has more 
than 700,000 members spread across a num-
ber of states in India and lobbies the govern-
ment to win legal recognition of members’ 
rights, including minimum wage legislation. 
It has also been active at the international 
level and is one of the founding members of 
a global network of women workers, Women 
in Informal Employment: Globalising and 
Organising, which collects data, conducts re-
search and engages in advocacy on behalf of 
its members. 

Public action and community mobilisation 
can play an important role in extending ser-
vices to socially excluded groups. In Mexico, 
for example, mobilisation by women’s repro-
ductive health groups in collaboration with a 
research institute that focused on budgetary 
analysis highlighted long-standing inequali-
ties in federal support to the poorest states, 
which had the highest rates of maternal mor-
tality. In Bolivia, India and Nepal, community 
mobilisation through participatory women's 
groups helped to improve birth outcomes in 
poor rural communities.116 Initiatives includ-
ed setting up women’s organisations, devel-
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oping women’s skills in identifying and pri-
oritising problems, and training community 
members in safe birthing techniques. 

In Bolivia, community mobilisation led to 
a decline in perinatal mortality and an in-
crease in the proportion of women receiv-
ing prenatal care and starting breastfeeding 
on the first day after birth.117 In Nepal, the 
same approach led to a reduction in neonatal 
mortality and an even larger and statistically 
more significant effect on maternal mortality 
rates.118 In the Indian context, where the in-
tervention was carried out in two states with 
high proportions of Adivasi groups, it was 
associated with a dramatic fall in neonatal 
mortality rates.119 

6. Conclusion 

Socially diverse societies do not have to be 
socially divided societies but group-based 
differences harden into inequality, exclusion 
and conflict in the face of systematic discrim-
ination – the consistent denial of resources, 
recognition and representation to some 
groups on the basis of who they are. The per-
sistence of historically established patterns 
of exclusion over the course of a life time, 
and often over generations, can give rise to a 
deep sense of despair and hopelessness. But 
there are enough examples of progress, some 
of which have been touched on in this paper, 
to suggest that change is possible. This con-
cluding section highlights some basic prin-
ciples that can guide the efforts of state and 
civil society in bringing about such change. 

First of all, these efforts may need to be 
framed by the language of rights. Given 
that social exclusion entails the denial of 
full personhood and citizenship to excluded 
groups, the rights discourse has proved to be 
a powerful mobilising force in bringing such 

groups together in their search for justice. 
In addition, the importance of framing the 
demand for justice in the language of rights 
is that it lends itself to legal recognition. In 
contexts where intersecting inequalities 
run deep, and are reinforced on an everyday 
basis by culture, religion and long-standing 
traditions, the law may be the only discourse 
available to excluded groups to articulate 
their demand for equality of personhood. 

Secondly, while building inclusive forms of 
citizenship requires the transformation of 
the relationship between the state and citi-
zens, it also requires a transformation of re-
lations between citizens themselves. It is not 
the state alone that is responsible for dis-
crimination and it cannot be the state alone 
that can tackle it. This means that along with 
changing laws and policies, efforts to tackle 
exclusion must also challenge taken-for-
granted norms and practices that make up 
the “mind-set” of a society, using the vari-
ous means of re-socialisation available to it: 
education, media, popular culture, statistics, 
research as well as pro-active campaigns and 
public information messages. 

Thirdly there is a need to balance equality 
and difference. For instance, to what extent 
can broad-based or universal policies to pro-
mote equality be combined with making spe-
cial provision for those who have been sys-
tematically excluded in the past? While these 
are often treated as mutually incompatible 
approaches, they can, in fact, work success-
fully in tandem. Universalist approaches 
are essential to building a sense of social 
solidarity and citizenship, particularly criti-
cal for excluded groups. Universal coverage 
also gives privileged groups more of a stake 
in policy outcomes, a greater willingness to 
contribute to them, and hence the possibility 
of cross-subsidising marginalised groups. 
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At the same time, the fact that it is their “dif-
ference” from the rest of the poor that has led 
socially excluded groups to be left behind or 
locked out of processes of growth and devel-
opment suggests that “universality” should 
not be taken to imply “uniformity”. There are 
strong grounds for plurality and diversity 
within universal frameworks of provision. 

A fourth principle is the need to go beyond 
ameliorative approaches that address the 
symptoms of the problem to transforma-
tive approaches that address its root causes. 
It is quite possible to meet the basic needs 
of poor and marginalised groups without 
strengthening their capacity to challenge 
the dependency traps that keep them poor. 
There is no ready-made formula for achiev-
ing this but, given the intersecting nature of 
the causes and consequences of social ex-
clusion, multi-pronged approaches that act 
simultaneously on different dimensions of 
disadvantage are likely to be more effective 
than a search for magic bullets. In addition, 
transformation is more likely to be achieved 
by using group-based approaches to tackle 
problems that are essentially group-based. 
Indeed, individual solutions may leave mem-
bers of marginalised groups more isolated 
and impoverished than before. The need for 
more collective approaches is essential to 
overcome their isolation, to challenge the 
internalisation of inferiority or resignation 
to their subordinate status in society and to 
create forms of social mobilisation powerful 
enough to bring about change. 

Finally, we may need to work towards a new 
social contract that recognises the increas-
ingly interconnected nature of the world we 
live in. The MDGs provided a major impetus 
for coordinating national and international 
efforts to reduce poverty and promote human 
development. They helped to mainstream the 

fight against poverty in the policies, plans and 
programmes implemented across different 
regions of the world. However, the MDGs fall 
short of the social justice agenda spelt out by 
the Millennium Declaration. 

This paper has examined some of the struc-
tural factors that give rise to deeply en-
trenched and intersecting inequalities and 
suggested some policy options that might 
help to carve out pathways to social justice. 
The multidimensional nature of poverty and 
social exclusion require such options to be 
pursued as part of a broader agenda of so-
cial transformation. A new social contract 
to build more responsive states and more 
active citizens is part of this broader trans-
formative agenda. 

What has been left out of the discussion so 
far is the role of the international commu-
nity. The problems of poverty and social 
exclusion are not purely national in their 
causes or in their consequences. They are 
also the product of structural inequalities at 
the global level. This was not acknowledged 
by the MDGs. It is true that while MDGs 1 to 
7 spell out what the developing countries 
of the world would strive to achieve, MDG 8 
sought to address the relationships between 
developed and developing countries, articu-
lating it in the language of global partner-
ships. However, it failed to acknowledge the 
unequal nature of these relationships – as 
manifested in the asymmetries that charac-
terise the rules governing aid, trade and debt 
between these countries. It is also telling that 
MDG 8 was the only MDG with no targets or 
indicators to monitor progress. Not surpris-
ing, it has been criticised for singularly lack-
ing “vision, bark and bite”.120 

The predominant focus on extreme poverty 
in the MDGs divided the world into those 
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who have, and hence provide aid and advice, 
and those who have not, and hence receive 
aid and advice. The focus on sustainability in 
the post-2015 development framework can 
help to overcome this dichotomy by high-
lighting the stake that all countries have in 
the future of the planet. A strong concern 
with inequality has also been expressed in 
the consultations leading up to the post-

2015 agenda. Placing social justice at the 
heart of this framework would also help to 
unify countries around a shared agenda of 
tackling inequality – at global, national and 
subnational levels. A concern with sustain-
ability and social justice would remind us of 
the challenges we face in common and pro-
vide the basis of a more genuine collabora-
tion across national boundaries. 
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