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The term 'social exclusion' and 'social inclusion' are two terms most widely used in 

recent years by politicians, social scientists and the public as well. The term social inclusion was 

originated in French social policy in the 1970s.

The concept of inclusion means the encompassing of the entire population in the 

performances of the individual function systems. On the one hand, this concerns access to 

these benefits and, on the other, dependence of individual modes of living on them. To the 

extent that inclusion is achieved, groups disappear that do not or only marginally participate in 

social living (Luhman 1990: 34).

Thus, in totality, social exclusion denotes the following characteristics of a society at 

large or individuals at least.

(i) Inability to participate effectively in economic, social, political and cultural life.

(ii) Distance and alienation from a so called main-stream society.

(iii) Isolation from major societal mechanisms which produce or distribute social resources.

Social exclusion is a broader concept. It is a related concept with unemployment and 

poverty, but not an identical one with them. Social exclusion is a relative term particular to a 

place or country on certain circumstances. It is always related to a social agent or agents. 

Exclusion is also dynamic term depending upon people's immediate condition.

Tribal groups or Adivasis are considered to be the earliest inhabitants of India. The 

term Adivasi is commonly translated as 'indigenous people' or 'original inhabitants', and literally 

means 'Adi or earliest time', and 'vasi or resident of'. The state and discourse in India, however, 

reject the term "indigenous peoples", as it is considered "divisive, undermining the unity of the 

Indian nation". The government instead recognizes most Adivasis under the Constitutional term 

"Scheduled Tribes" derived from a schedule in the Constitution Order of 1950. While the Order 

declared 212 tribes located in 14 states as Adivasis, the Government of India today identifies 
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533 tribes. To many therefore, any aggregate analysis of Adivasis is meaningless because it 

cannot capture the uniqueness that defines tribal groups.

Scheduled Tribes are often conflated with Scheduled Castes in the development 

literature, although they are completely different social categories. The former do not strictly fall 

within the caste hierarchy, and have distinct (often considered non-Hindu) cultural and religious 

practices and social mores. Also, they do not face ritual exclusion; say in the form of 

untouchability, as do the Scheduled Castes or 'Dalits'. But when exclusion is defined more 

broadly in terms of being "prevent(ed)... from entering or participating" or "being considered or 

accepted", Adivasis fit squarely within the conception of excluded people. The major difference 

in the development status of the SCs and Adivasis is that while the former lived among but were 

segregated socially and ritually from the mainstream and from upper caste groups, the latter 

were isolated physically, and hence socially.

While India is widely considered a success story in terms of growth and poverty 

reduction, Adivasis in 2004-05 were 20 years behind the average. The poverty headcount index 

for Scheduled Tribes fell by 31 per cent between 1983 and 2004-05. In comparison, poverty fell 

by about 35 per cent among the Scheduled Castes and by 40 per cent at an all-India level. The 

relatively slower decline in poverty among Adivasis means that they are increasingly 

concentrated in the poorest deciles. Comprising about 8 per cent of India's population, Adivasis 

accounted for a fourth of the population living in the poorest wealth decile in 2005. More 

worryingly, in states with high tribal populations (more than 10 per cent of the state's total 

population), Adivasi households exhibited poverty rates that were higher than the rates across 

the nation as a whole in 2004-05. In the state of Orissa, for instance, almost 75 per cent of 

Adivasi households fell below the official poverty line.

Land and forests are the mainstay of tribal livelihoods but the relationship of tribals to 

land is not restricted merely to subsistence cultivation. It extends to their dependence on natural 

resources for livelihoods and for food security. Over time, the average landholding has declined 

more rapidly among Adivasis than among other groups. This reflects the 'alienation' of Adivasis 

from their traditional lands largely through displacement (by infrastructure projects) or 
th

fraudulent private transactions. The government's 10  Five-Year Plan noted that between 1951 

and 1990, 21.3 million people were displaced; 40 per cent of them—or 8.5 million—were tribal 

people. This alienation explains, to a large extent, the poor outcomes among tribals. The loss 

control over their jal, jungle, and zameen (water, forest, and land) has alienated Adivasis from 

public schemes, affected their traditional food practice and forced them to migrate to cities to 

work under harsh conditions.
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Protest movements among tribal groups have a long history. Spontaneous uprisings 

against the state occurred before the British period, and each such conflagration was an 

assertion of the cultural and political identity of tribals, as well as a claim on natural resources. A 

Planning Commission report links movements since independence and the recent militancy 

squarely with the underdevelopment of Scheduled Tribes (Government of India, 2008). There is 

growing recognition among policymakers that increasing militancy in tribal areas is not merely a 

"law and order" problem. Instead the causes lie in the marginalization—spatial, economic and 

political—that tribal groups have experienced over years. Addressing the development needs of 

tribal groups will be central to attaining India's goal of shared growth. More discussion of tribal 

aspirations and problems from their point of view is needed, rather than an examination of such 

issues through the lens of policy makers, the bureaucracy, or the civil society.

For a long time, the government's attempts to address the disadvantages of the 

group, through reservations notably, failed to address these systemic vulnerabilities. Two recent 

laws mark a shift in that regard: the Panchayat Extension to Scheduled Areas Act 1996 that lays 

the ground for more responsive systems of local governance in tribal dominated areas, and the 

Forests Rights Act 2006, which recognizes their customary rights to land and forest. However, 

the existing situation limits the positive impact of these laws.

Inequalities along group line are not only visible despite decades or equality before 

the law, but they are also increasing with India's economic growth. This observation is a powerful 

reminder that a framework on human development cannot ignore dynamics of social exclusion if 

it is to be relevant in today's world. The trajectories of the four excluded groups outline four key 

recommendations for the post-2015 framework:

1. It should embed targets in the existing human rights framework.

2. Call on governments to frame policies, planned around systemic vulnerabilities of the 

group;

3. Link policy targets with the requirement to report group-wise progress on the goals with a 

gender disaggregation for each group;

4. Go beyond opening spaces for consultations with civil society organizations and involve 

those it aims to serve in the planning, implementation and review of the new framework 

by meeting them in their own spaces and through their own representatives.

More fundamentally, India's example draws attention to the fine line between the 

need to target specific vulnerabilities and create unified mechanisms to fight common dynamics 

of exclusion: targeted policies to address the deeply entrenched disadvantages of certain 

groups remain a necessity, but they should have at their core a number of common mechanisms 
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that address exclusion at its roots. Policy-makers should aim to go beyond the regime of 

reservations and targeted planning, by strengthening mechanisms that ensure a level playing 

ground for all.

The example of India shows how domestic political interests hamper the emergence 

of such unified frameworks. While the onus remains on the country government. They can 

promote the understanding of dynamics of social exclusion independent of political interests 

and sensitivities; support the development of informed policies; and provide leverage to those 

mobilized for more equality.
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