
‘POVERTY DEPENDS MORE ON SOCIETAL ATTITUDES THAN ON LACK OF RESOURCES’ 

Abstract 

The focus of the study is to highlight the causes of poverty apart from lack of resources. The 

premise is the failure of the various resource-based welfare schemes to eliminate poverty 

in India. The poor in focus of the study are those who have always been poor, who have 

lived in poverty and their next generations are also living the same life. The objective is to 

find out whether there are any causes responsible for poverty of people that are inherent in 

poor themselves. For this purpose, the study aims to scrutinize the societal attitudes. The 

category of poor being examined for the purpose is, Urban Muslims, especially Muslim 

women. Improvement in condition of Muslim women, attitudes of and towards Muslim 

women through empowerment and education of them can be translated into advancement 

and prosperity of the Muslim community as a whole. This can be achieved through 

community based projects that target societal attitudes, with assistance of professionals 

from the field of sociology, psychology etc. 
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1. Introduction 

There are several categories of poor and several ways of looking at ‘societal attitudes’. 
Given the limited time and enormity of the scope of the project, some aspects have been left 
untouched, others could not be explored in detail. Only the field of Urban Muslims in a 
locality of Delhi could be explored.  
The premise for exploring the category of Muslim women in particular and urban Muslims 
in general was by and large Sachar Committee report (2006) and subsequent discussions 
on it that revealed that Muslim women are socio-economically a very poor lot in India and 
that Muslims as a community in India are socio-economically very backward. The context 
of the Sachar Committee report needs no elaboration as it deals with the social, economic 
and educational condition of Indian Muslims. It thus proves to be a very important 
referring point for the study undertaken in this project.  
According to the Sachar committee report, Muslims score low in all sectors of Education. 
They lag behind in terms of participation and attainment of higher education marred with 
low enrolment rates and high dropout rates. Drop-out Rates among Muslims are highest at 
the level of Primary, Middle and Higher Secondary compared to all the Socio-Religious 
Communities. When it comes to economy and employability, very low percentage of Indian 
Muslims are engaged in formal sector jobs and public sector employment which are more 
secure and stable forms of employment. They lack regular jobs compared to even the 
traditionally disadvantaged SCs/STs in urban areas. 1 
Also, on the other hand, since Muslim are in minority in India, their women’s position is 
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even worse because there is an attempt to safeguard the community identity that generally 
prevent Muslim women to participate in development processes.2 

All this indicates the need for affirmative action for them as Muslims in India tend to be and 
are a vulnerable population. 
 
The objective of the study is causal in nature. It aims at examining certain questions that 
were created through the discussions, observations and interviews during the field visits to 
a Delhi locality called Jagdamba Vihar.  
Firstly, Can formal education to women be a source of change in socio-economic condition 
of the Muslim community? Secondly, can increased labour-participation or work-force 
participation of Muslim women result in the desired change in socio-economic condition of 
Muslims? Thirdly, does the practice of dowry contribute to lower economic condition of a 
people? Fourthly, what is the relation between literacy rate of girls, fertility rate and early 
marriage of girls and how does it contribute to poverty cycle?  

 

2. Methodology 

My literature study was mainly focused on attaining quantitative data regarding the rate of 

poverty among variety of groups and communities in India to draw a pattern of poverty in 

India. With this pattern of poverty, I wished to support my hypothesis i.e. ‘poverty depends 

more on societal attitudes than on lack of resources’. The trends of poverty reflect the fact 

that causes of poverty lie in sociological significant factors and not just resources. 

Next, my literature review aimed at reading articles on poverty and marginality among 

different social groups, on aspects of daily living like marriage, religion, child birth, work, 

education, financial condition, health of members, gender. It involved analysing the relation 

between the quantitative data and the operation of these aspects among the various social 

groups.  

A colony named JAGDAMBA VIHAR was explored during the field work. This is a colony in 

west Delhi area of Sagarpur. The colony had many Muslim families residing around two 

mosques; one under-construction. The respondents were all Muslims; included 16 

adolescent girls, married women and men. The field work was conducted in the form of 

interviews and participant observation. Interviews were recorded for substantive 

qualitative data at disposal. The respondents belong to low income backgrounds, lying on, 

below or just above poverty line.  

The method that has been attempted here is that of particular to general. A particular 

Muslim Community has been studied to find causal explanation of their poverty. This 
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particular case study can be taken as the prototype for other Muslim communities in India 

and on the basis of this policy recommendation proposed here can be taken forward.  

 

3. Results 

a) Within the boundaries of home and communities 

‘The literature on Indian women in general is characterized by three broad tendencies; it 

ignores Muslim women and considers their status a product of personal law and assumes a 

sameness in the status and form of oppression, cross community, first the problem of 

omission with some important exception & most studies take notice of Muslim women’.3 

Most mothers and daughters know stitching but work from home on a casual basis. Some of 
them stitch suits for themselves in order to cut cost and others stitch doll clothes on 
contract basis which is again of a very casual nature. If there is interest in work, woman 
will work outside home to earn but it is preferred for her to stay indoors and remain 
restricted to household chores. Remunerated work outside home is only preferred/allowed 
in unfavourable circumstances, when the man in the house (son, husband, and father-in-
law) is unable to earn and feed the family.  
The woman’s own perception of work is the same as above in almost all cases. They have 
all internalized this attitude towards ‘work outside home for money’. This needs to be 
targeted.  
According to Sachar Committee Report, ‘The percentage of women Muslim workers 
undertaking work within their own homes is much larger (70 per cent) than for all workers 
(51 per cent). While the larger engagement in street vending highlights the higher 
vulnerability of Muslim workers, concentration of Muslim women in home based work 
raises issues about spatial mobility and other work related constraints that women face 
even today. Traditional barriers, in many cases, still prevent women from going out of their 
homes to work. This is particularly true of Muslim women but is also true for Hindu higher 
caste women. This also limits the scope of work women can undertake and they often get 
into very exploitative subcontracting relationships. Moreover, women with responsibility 
for household duties (including childcare), find it difficult to work outside their homes or 
areas of residence’. 4  
Another expression of this principle of ‘within boundaries of home and communities’ is in 
form of education and employment of the daughters. As pointed out in one study, that 
majority i.e. 69.75 percent Muslim women do not want to educate their daughters beyond 
the primary level of education. Further many middle class women who have requisite 
qualifications are not allowed to seek employment because ‘community respectability’ is 
likely to get smeared. This has resulted in general backwardness of Muslims and 
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particularly Muslim women in India.
5
 Education of girls is not given enough emphasis in the 

community. On being asked whether they understand the importance of education, all had 
an affirmative response but almost all of them denied it in everyday living. Again, the family 
values, household responsibilities, caretaking are the ideals that the daughters are made to 
prioritise whereby education (limited) just becomes a medium to enhance the daughter’s 
potential for marriage. Marriage is the higher ideal that all girls should aspire towards.  
 
The dropout rate among school girls is high and irksome. The trend of higher education 
among girls in the community is also lopsided. Open learning is preferred over regular 
college for reasons of purdah, avoiding spaces outside home and neighbourhood and to avoid 
interaction with men other than those in immediate community.  

Also, early marriage of girls is a preference of almost all families. The girls are passive and 
unmoved by this. Most girls are characterised by low levels of aspiration for future, jobs 
and employment and replication of mothers’ attitude towards work and education.  

b) The aspect of community 

The practices of dowry and early marriage bring about the same expression of community, 
honour, respect. To avoid facing condemnation by community members, girls are married 
at a relatively early age. Dowry is again a phenomenon functioning on wheels of 
community. Since everyone in community pays and demands dowry, individuals do the 
same. This has also been termed as demonstration effect among Muslims, whereby 
Muslims started adopting the practice of dowry only post independence as part of an 
emulating process. The poor and the middle class tend to emulate the behaviours of the 
rich in order to identify themselves with them. Fear of losing face in the community is what 
makes people pay dowry and demand it.  

It is to a great extent the impact of community and society and not religion.. The 

community as a whole has an impact on the thinking and practice of an individual or on a 

family as a unit- if the norms of the community for women state that women are supposed 

to stay at home as care takers, an interpretation made out of religious values, then it 

becomes very difficult for anyone to rebel and break through those values.  

Another instance for the same could be that Islamic values forbid the practice of dowry; 

according to many, dowry is ‘haram’ i.e. a sin among Muslims. Instead, a prescriptive 

practice among Muslims is ‘meher’, which refers to gift or payment given to the wife by the 

husband, at the time of marriage. Popular notion and reports suggest, Meher i.e bride price 

has taken a back seat, whereas dowry has become a widespread practice. The reason being, 

societal norms, the lucrative element of it etc.  
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c) Recommendations 

Hence, the recommendations are based on the theoretical premise that the community 
ranks very high in the priority list of the Muslim people; it operates various functions of the 
society for them and organises them, beings people together. Attitudes of urban Muslims 
need to be targeted in that regard.  

a. Attitudes Towards Education-  
The education of girls and women is related to fertility rates. Increasing the number 
of girls who complete both primary school and some secondary school education 
will decrease fertility rates. This is because secondary schooling will delay a young 
girl’s marriage, shorten her fertile span and increase her awareness of her rights 
and the health of herself and her family.6 If a woman is more educated and aware of 
her own worth, she will become a more active decision maker in her relationship, 
she will be less likely to be influenced by pressure from her spouse and family and 
she will voice her opinions on what she has learned about family planning. She will 
also be more confident to use various social, community and health services that are 
available for her. She will also be more aware of and interested in many 
opportunities outside of being a wife and mother.7 These things in turn will also 
decrease fertility rates.   
Keeping in mind the inclination among Muslim families towards open learning in 
higher education for their daughters and the high dropout rates after and at school 
level, a recommendation would be to set up counseling workshops in the targeted 
localities to disseminate the importance of higher education and benefits of regular 
college learning.  
Since most women feel that the need for higher education of girls is less, adult 
counseling is a must whereby the parents are properly guided on the issue.  
 

b. Attitudes Towards dowry- 
If we go by the demonstration effect, the practice of dowry can be discouraged 
among the poor by controlling the phenomenon among the rich.  
For that, controls should be imposed on lavish wedding ceremonies where 
exorbitant amounts are being spent, heavy dowry is being given. Although it is a 
difficult task due to problems of identification and investigation, legal sanctions can 
be put in place in order to control extravagant dowry. 

 
 
 

c. Other attitudes- 

Issues like harmful effects of early marriage, importance of family planning, micro 
and macro level negative impact of having many kids, importance of giving freedom 
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and decision making power to woman, education to girl child, societal impact of 
dowry demands must be explained to the masses through community awareness 
programs.  
Targeting attitudes of people should be the aim of community focused projects. This 
can be achieved by setting up committees comprising of psychologists, sociologists, 
motivational speakers. These professionals can approach community leaders, 
maulvis or other religious leaders who have significant influence over the people of 
the community. These committees can visit predominantly Muslim populated 
localities and spend a considerable amount of time there, judging the people, 
understanding their ways of life and can build ways and strategies of approaching 
them. They can set up workshops and device creative ways in order to attend the 
community and settle these problems through their expertise in their respective 
fields.  
For instance, if people are explained the consequence of their actions, like that of 
emulating the rich in their practice of fancy weddings and dowry (extravagant or not), 
they will stop doing them.  
 

d. For successful implementation of policies, data collection and identification 
practices need to be improved upon.  
I also recommend frequent data collection on issues of social importance and not 
wait till nation-wide census. For. e.g. data regarding economic and social mobility, 
gaps in educational and health standards of different socio-religious communities 
can be done on a regular period of say, 2-3 years, so that policy action can be taken 
up simultaneously. This will keep our policy initiatives updated, a more effective 
way to cater to the needs of people.  
 
 

e. Attitudes Towards women- 

NGOs based on the model of R.A.W.A.T, as laid out below, can be set up in poor 

localities with the initial help of government. State governments can fund these 

NGOs after identifying the target population.8  

Such organisations will also attend to problem of low labour participation rates 

among women, serve to empower women, and bring change in other attitudes. 
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 R.A.W.A.T- An NGO nearby 

An NGO in Raghu Nagar, a few blocks away from Jagdamba Vihar serves as a local body 

working towards community service. It has several branches across the country. It has 

been working towards growth, development and social upliftment of society on a whole 

and women in particular. The foundational and operational principle of the organisation is 

that women are the main source of change in Indian society and hence bringing change in 

condition and mindsets of women can be result in the desired change in society.  

The visit to the NGO was a matter of pure chance, as one of my respondents was enrolled 

here in a language course. On visiting the NGO, I was informed about the numerous ways in 

which it was catering to not just everyday needs of people but contributing to the need of 

society for a change. Change in terms of mindsets, attitudes which provide the necessary 

impetus for change in standards of living of people, improvement in their ‘conditions of 

existence’; a relation very similar to the hypothesis of our study.  

 

The NGO adopts a comprehensive approach and targets women with a holistic approach- 

 Courses in dress making, computers, data entry operating, beauty culture etc. 

 School level learning for women with no school experience. 

 Monthly discussions aimed at spreading awareness about various aspects of life like, 

importance of education, need for gender equality giving more freedoms to women, 

importance of family planning, drawbacks of dowry demands, importance of 

working outside home and earning etc. 

  Aims at creating competitive environment among the women- changing social 

attitudes. 

 

Women of all age groups are enrolled there. The NGO does a field survey to find out the 

target population, encourages the housewives, school and college drop-outs (girls) and 

young kids who do not go to school to join the NGO. Depending on their experience, 

interest and need they enrol them in the various activities.  

Speaking to D.S. Rawat, the head of the NGO, I understood the motivation behind the 

efforts. They believe, firstly that education is a certain tool to change. Secondly, education to 

women of a society can produce manifold effects and that women of all age-groups can be 

that source. A sustainable community improvement model requires extensive participation 

of the community’s women. Thirdly, the household oriented articulation of self by women is 

not useless or trivial. If harnessed for good, it has the potential of improving the socio-

economic status of a people, their present and future life chances too. Fourthly, education, 

awareness, competition can provide women with the much-needed assertiveness and 

willingness for decision making (if not authority).  



One unique way the NGO has employed to inculcate the above is that of bringing together 

the mothers-in-law and  

This approach I believe can be used on a macro scale to eliminate poverty in a community 

where traditional, religious and cultural values; collective decisions, behaviour and 

community sanctions are given the highest position in everyday life.  

‘Muslim women in India are potential catalyst for development. Their emancipation may be 

a crucial step in the development of community. Their present status by and large reflects 

the dominance of traditional attitude. An improvement in their present day status will not 

only contribute in the progress and modernization of the community but also the 

development and modernization of entire nation’.9 

 

4. Conclusion 

Poverty is a cyclic process. It is caused not only due to lack of resources but also due to 

societal attitudes. Lack of resources may induce poverty and societal attitudes may serve to 

aggravate this condition and lack of resources may further perpetuate it. Also, third cause 

is that of ineffective formulation and implementation of policies aimed at affirmative action 

towards elimination of poverty. Hence, Poverty is neither only due to societal attitudes nor 

only due to lack of resources; there is more to it.  

But societal attitudes do play a huge role in creating and recreating this socially degrading 

condition. This can be seen in case of poverty among Muslim women and Muslim 

community as a whole. There are certainly many societal attitudes, external to the Muslims 

(or other poor) that result in this condition like marginalization of the Muslims, historical 

factors, lack of quality infrastructure, minority status etc. but the focus of this study has 

been exploring those attitudinal factors that are inherent in the poor.  

The study can be concluded by stating that for policy initiatives for eliminating poverty to 

be successful, it is important for policy makers to identify, scrutinize and target societal 

attitudes; societal attitudes both internal and external to the poor.  
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