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Chapter Overview: 

 
This chapter deals with one of the most vital issues which India is currently facing i.e. 

Poverty. This chapter further elaborates causes of poverty, challenges and various anti-

poverty measures. 

Note: This summary should be supplemented with basic reading of NCERT. 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 – POVERTY AS A CHALLENGE 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Overview and Introduction 

Poverty is one of the most difficult and multi-dimensional challenges faced by independent India. The 

seriousness of challenge could be understood from the fact that roughly 270 million (approx. 27 

crore) people live in India in poverty as per 2011-12 data. It also means India has the largest single 

concentration of the poor in the world. 

Dimensions of Poverty– Hunger, lack of shelter, inability to afford schools/health treatment, lack of 

sanitation, sense of helplessness. 

Quote by Mahatma Gandhi on poverty – India would be truly independent only when the poorest 

of its people become free of human suffering. 

(Note: Please remember this statement as this can be quoted in the conclusion of mains answers for 

the questions related to poverty and in essay as well. Gandhiji’s quotes are very useful for mains 

exam) 

 

 

 

Relevance rating: 3.5/5 

 Civil Service syllabus: GS paper 3: Indian Economy and issues relating to 

planning, mobilization of resources, growth and development. Inclusive growth and 

issues arising from it 

 Poverty is a very crucial challenge for India since its independence and for the same 

reason it is an important topic for UPSC preparation as well. This topic has 

interlinkage with GS paper 1 Society syllabus - Poverty and developmental 

issues. 

 Also, input from this chapter will be very helpful in writing essay on topics related to 

poverty. 
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 Poverty as seen by social scientists 

Poverty is multi-faceted problem, social scientists measure it thru’ various indicators. It  is measured 

mainly by the level of income and consumption, however other Social indicators like illiteracy level, 

malnutrition, lack of access to healthcare, lack of drinking water, sanitation etc. are also used to 

indicate poverty. Social Exclusion and Vulnerability are also very common these days to indicate 

poverty.  

(Note: This topic is not so relevant but whenever you face questions on poverty measurement you can 

mention these parameters apart from Income and Consumption level in the way forward) 

 Social Exclusion and Vulnerability (More important from GS 1 perspective –

Indian Society) 

Social Exclusion: It is a process thru’ which Individual and groups are excluded from facilities, 

benefits and opportunities that other (their ‘betters’) enjoy. 

Social Exclusion can be both a cause as well as a consequence of poverty. It causes more damage than 

having a low income. 

Vulnerability: Vulnerability to poverty is a measure, which describes the greater probability of certain 

communities (say, members of a backward caste) or individuals (such as a widow or a physically 

handicapped person) of becoming, or remaining, poor in the coming years. 

Vulnerability can be determined by: 

Options available for communities or individual w.r.t alternative living in terms of assets, education, 

health etc. 

Risk faced at the time of natural disaster – earthquake, flood etc. 

 Poverty line 

Why do we need a Poverty line? 

 Every country needs to know the minimum level of income that is needed for a family or 

individual to fulfil the basic needs. If the income falls below the minimum level then that 

person is considered poor. 

 Common method to measure poverty – Income level or consumption level. 

 Poverty line varies with time and place. Each country decides its own poverty line based on 

its current economic development. However to bring uniformity or to make comparison easy 

between countries World bank uses a uniform standard  for the poverty line which is $ 1.90 

per person per day (2011,PPP)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Purchasing power parity (PPP) is a popular metric used by macroeconomic analysts that 

compares different countries' currencies through a "basket of goods" approach. Purchasing power 

parity (PPP) allows for economists to compare economic productivity and standards of living 

between countries. We will read more about it in higher class. 
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How poverty line is determined in India? 

 For determination of poverty in India, a minimum level of food requirement, clothing, 

footwear, fuel and light, educational and medical requirement, etc., are determined for 

subsistence. 

 Food requirements are determined on the basis of Calorie requirement: 

 Calorie requirement per person per day 

Rural area 2400 

Urban area 2100 

 

 On the basis of calculations, poverty line is fixed at below (2011-12 data) 

 Per person per month 

(in Rs.) 

For a family of 

five members 

(in Rs.) 

Rural area 816 4080 

Urban area 1000 5000 

 

When are Poverty line estimated and which organisation conducts it? 

The poverty line is estimated periodically (normally every five years) by conducting sample surveys. 

These surveys are carried out by the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO). 

 

 

 

 Poverty Estimates 

Estimates of Poverty in India (Tendulkar Methodology) 

 

 

                  Poverty ratio (%) Number of poor (in millions) 

Year Rural  Urban Total Rural Urban Combined 

1993-94 51 32 45 329 75 404 

2004-05 42 26 37 326 81 407 

2009-10 34 21 30 278 76 355 

2011-12 26 14 22 217 53 270 

About NSSO: NSSO was set up in 1950 to conduct large-scale sample surveys throughout 

India. Now this body has been merged with Central Statistics office (CSO) to form National 

Statistical Office (NSO) in 2019. 

 

Note: Please try to memorise this 

table, at least figures in 

percentage because these facts 

are very handy to quote in mains 

answer. In fact presenting some 

of the facts in tabular format 

gives a better presentation and 

will fetch you more marks. Some 

of the toppers do draw table and 

graphs in their answers. 
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For e.g. you can use the data from the above table in questions like - The Govt. policy of LPG has led 

to decline in poverty. Discuss.  

For the above question, below table can be used in answers for effective presentation. 

Year Poverty ratio(%) 

 1993-94 45 

2011-12 22 

 

 Vulnerable group 

Till now we have understood that 22% of people in India are below poverty line but who constitute 

more in this 22%. Certain social groups and economically backward groups constitute higher 

proportion in the total number of poor people in India. 

Social Group % age of people Economic categories % age of people

Schedule tribe 43 Rural agricultural labour 34

Schedule caste 29 Urban casual labour 34  

Also, apart from the social group, inequality of income exists in a family too.  For e.g. elderly people, 

women suffer more than the others in the family. 

(Note: The above is very important while writing essay on Inequality, Caste system, poverty etc. The 

above table can be prepare to give more clarity) 

 Inter-State disparity 

As we have discussed in the introduction itself that poverty is a multi-dimensional challenge.  One of 

the dimensions of poverty is that it is not at the same level across all the states. There is an inter- state 

disparity in poverty reduction. Some of the states have been successful in reducing poverty while 

other lagged behind. 

States which have poverty above national average of 22% are – MP, UP, Assam, Bihar, Odisha. 

States which have been able to reduce poverty substantially are - Kerala, Maharashtra, Andhra 

Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Gujarat and West Bengal. Different states have different measures to reduce 

poverty. 

States Methods used to reduce poverty

Kerala Investment on human resource

Andhra pradesh Using public distribution system effectively

Tamil Nadu Using public distribution system effectively

Punjab & Haryana High agricultural growth rates

West bengal Land reforms  

 

This table shows that after LPG reform there 

has been substantial decline in poverty ,though 

lot more needs to be done to reduce it to the 

minimum level. 
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 Global Poverty scenario: 

The proportion of people in different countries living in extreme poverty as defined by World Bank 

(less than $ 1.90 per day) has also fallen.  

Year %age of people 

1990 36 

2015 10 

 

Is this fall in poverty level uniform?  

No, there is a great regional difference. Some countries like China, Southeast Asian countries have 

achieved more in reducing poverty but countries in the South Asia like India, Pakistan, Srilanka, 

Nepal  have not been able to reduce in the same proportion. 

In Sub Saharan countries, poverty is still at 41 % (51% in 2005) and also, poverty has resurfaced in 

some of the socialist countries like Russia. 

Poverty: Head Count Ratio. Comparison among Some Selected Countries. 

 

 Causes of poverty 

1. Historical cause – Low level of economic development under British administration. 

Traditional industries and handicrafts were discouraged and this led to lesser opportunities 

and low growth of income. 

2. High growth of population. 

3. Lack of land reforms – Unequal distribution of land. 

4. Socio cultural and economic reasons like – caste system, laws of inheritance and succession, 

high indebtedness etc. 
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 Anti-Poverty measures 

Why do we need Anti-poverty measures? 

India’s growth story till early 1980s was not so enthusiastic and we were growing at less than 3.5 % 

and poverty almost remained same around 45%. With the higher economic growth in 1980s and 

1990s, India started to reduce its poverty significantly as explained earlier. However, Poor people 

could not take advantage from the economic opportunities created by higher economic growth. Also, 

growth in the agriculture was much below expectation where the maximum labour force was 

employed. So, these circumstances created the need of Targeted Anti-poverty measures. 

Govt. adopts two paths for poverty reduction: 

1. Promotion of economic growth  

2. Targeted anti-poverty programmes. 

Some of the important anti-poverty programmes are: 

1. Prime Minister RojgarYojna (1993) – To create self employment opportunities, 

2. Rural Employment generation programme (1995) – To create self employment opportunities. 

3. Swarnajyanti  GramSwarojgarYojna (1999) – Organising self help group, govt subsidies. 

4. Pradhan Mantri GramodayaYozana (PMGY) (2000) – Additional central assistance to state 

govt for basic services 

5. Antyodaya Anna yojna 

6. MGNRGA, 2005 - to provide 100 days of wage employment to every household to ensure 

livelihood security in rural areas. 

Whether these programmes have been able to achieve the intended objective?  

Yes, but up to limited extent. The results of these programmes have yielded mixed results. 

Reasons of not achieving the desired result: 

1. Lack of proper targeting. 

2. Lack of effective implementation. 

3. Overlapping of multiple schemes. 

 

 The challenges ahead 

 Inter-state disparity 

 Rural urban disparity 

 Vulnerability of certain social and economic group. 

 

 The Road ahead 

 Higher economic growth 

 Free education 

 Declining population growth 

 Increasing empowerment of women and the economically weaker sections of society 

 Change of definition of poverty from minimum subsistence level to reasonable level of living 
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Eradication of poverty is a moving challenge. Strategies keep changing as per the current economic 

development of the country. Even if we succeed in reducing the poverty substantially but that will be 

as per the current definition of poverty which is to cover minimum subsistence level, the bigger 

challenges like providing quality healthcare, quality education, gender equality, job security, dignity 

etc. will still remain. 

 

 

Key Takeaways:   

 India has the largest single concentration of the poor in the world. 

 Poverty line is estimated periodically by National Statistical Office(NSO) through 
conducting sample surveys 

 LPG reforms have contributed substantially in reducing poverty. 

 Govt. promotes economic growth to reduce poverty but, to cater to the specific 
needs of the poor people, Targeted Anti-Poverty measures such as PMGY, 
MNREGA etc. are undertaken 

 


