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Abstract

Human development refers to the expansion of people’s choices, freedom, and opportunities, along with the
overall well-being of individuals. It focuses on enhancing the quality of life and dignity, enabling people to
live meaningful lives. This concept was introduced by Mahbub ul Hag, who, in collaboration with Nobel
laureate Professor Amartya Sen and other prominent economists, published the first Human Development
Report in 1990, commissioned by the United Nations Development Programme. The achievement of
development is closely tied to the ability of individuals to exercise their free agency. True development is
dependent on eliminating the key barriers to freedom, which include not only poverty and tyranny but also
limited economic opportunities, social exclusion, inadequate public services, and the presence of oppressive
states. Despite significant growth in global wealth, a large proportion of people around the world still lack
access to basic freedoms. Economic deprivation often directly undermines these freedoms by preventing
individuals from meeting fundamental needs, such as food security, adequate nutrition, and access to
healthcare, clothing, shelter, and clean water. Furthermore, the absence of public infrastructure, such as
health programs, educational services, and institutions for maintaining local order, exacerbates this lack of
freedom. Political and civil rights are also frequently violated, particularly under authoritarian regimes, which
restrict people's ability to engage in the social, political, and economic spheres of their communities. (Sen,
1999).

When we examine rural villages, often seen as underdeveloped and lacking opportunities, we observe that
progress has been slow. With approximately 46% of India’s 1.46 billion population residing in villages and
the country being an agrarian economy, it is crucial to study the progress of rural development and explore
ways to improve the situation in these areas.

This analysis will focus on the rural economy, gender-based development, literacy growth, and overall rural
development in India, all of which impact human capacity and growth. Additionally, we will look at countries
with high rural populations and examine the efforts of governments to bridge the rural-urban gap and make
the lives of the rural poor more meaningful.
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Methodology

This research paper has been developed through a comprehensive analysis of primary sources, focusing on
first-hand data and original materials to explore the subject of rural human development in India. The
methodology employed is rooted in the systematic collection and examination of these sources to provide
authentic insights into the topic. Primary sources, including government reports, policy documents, statistical
data from official agencies, and field surveys, were analysed to assess the impact of various government
initiatives and policies on rural populations. Specifically, documents like the National Sample Survey Office
(NSSO) reports, Ministry of Rural Development records, and Census of India data provided quantitative
evidence to evaluate the success of employment schemes, healthcare programs, and educational initiatives.

Rural poverty

We understand rural poor in terms of economic aspect which is financially deprivation and restricted access
to resources. If we talk about rural poverty in a multidimensional aspect, it is assessed on multiple indicator
such as health, education and standard of living in which rural areas have been remained impoverished and
lack of attention still persist over the years. According to multidimensional poverty index report of NITI
AAYOG 20231, the rural areas have seen a significant decline in poverty from 32.59% to 19.28% from 2015-
16 to 2019-21 respectively which is seen as a positive sign. Though there has been a significant decline in
the poverty of rural areas, challenges persist like the rural wages still remain stagnant and quality of life of
village people still remain very peculiar in contrast to the urban population which is considered to be modern
and more developing with the growth of industries.

Rural poverty makes up nearly 63 percent of global poverty, with figures increasing as high as 90 percent in
countries like Bangladesh and ranging between 65 and 90 percent in sub-Saharan Africa. However, some
Latin American countries deviate from this trend, where poverty is predominantly found in urban areas. In
most countries, the rural poor experience significantly poorer conditions in terms of personal consumption
and access to education, healthcare, clean water and sanitation, housing, transportation, and communications,
compared to their urban counterparts. The persistently high levels of rural poverty, whether or not there is
overall economic growth, have fueled rapid population growth and migration to cities. In fact, much of the
poverty seen in urban areas stems from the rural poor’s attempts to escape poverty by relocating to urban
centers. Flawed government policies, including those that disadvantage the agricultural sector and overlook
rural infrastructure (both social and physical), have played a significant role in perpetuating poverty in both
rural and urban areas.

The relationship between poverty, economic growth, and income distribution has been thoroughly explored
in recent economic development literature. To reduce absolute poverty, two key conditions must be met:

1. Sustained economic growth must occur, leading to an increase in average income.
2. Economic growth must either maintain income distribution or work to reduce income inequality.

L NITI Aayog. (2023). INDIA A PROGRESS REVIEW 2023 NATIONAL MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY INDEX NITI Aayog.

https://www.niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/2023-08/India-National-Multidimentional-Poverty-Index-2023.pdf
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In India, approximately 25% of India’s rural population lives below the poverty line, although this figure
varies by state. States like Bihar, Jharkhand, and Uttar Pradesh have higher poverty rates compared to more
developed states like Kerala and Punjab. Agriculture, which is the primary source of income for rural
households, often leads to low and unstable earnings due to dependency on monsoon rains, outdated farming
techniques, and limited access to markets. Many rural households also rely on low-paying, irregular work in
the informal sector. Rural areas lag behind urban regions in terms of educational facilities, leading to higher
dropout rates and lower literacy levels. Access to healthcare in rural areas is often inadequate, with a scarcity
of doctors, medical facilities, and infrastructure. Although there have been improvements under schemes like
the Swachh Bharat Mission?, many rural households still lack access to clean drinking water and proper
sanitation facilities. Because of these factors people often tend to migrate to nearby urban towns for better
opportunities which then place pressure on the limited resources in few areas and over population in the
urban cities. In order for equitable development for all and for country like India who depends majorly on
primary sector economically and socially its population reside in rural areas, it is the need of an hour to make
the rural villages a sustainable place to live in accordance with our goals of Viksit Bharat by 2047.

Uttar Pradesh 3with highest village population comes under the poorest states with the poverty rate of 37.08%
with inadequate infrastructure, high child mortality rate, inadequate healthcare services etc. Bihar, the second
poorest state which holds for 89% of rural population. These scenarios show that the majority of people in
India are living in a precarious situation while a handful of people are well off which show the poor reality
of our Indian society which also impacts our economy and politics in a certain way. Although our GDP is
the fifth largest in the world, it does not reflect the ground realities of the majority of the people living in
rural villages which constitute a major part of India political and social structure and their problems should
be given enough attention like the urban issues.

Rural economy

India is predominantly rural, with two-thirds of its population and 70% of its workforce residing in rural
areas. The rural economy contributes 46% of the nation's income. Despite increasing urbanization, more than
half of India’s population is expected to remain rural by 2050. Therefore, the growth and development of the
rural economy and its population are crucial for the country's overall growth and inclusive development.

“Just as the whole universe is contained in the self, so is India containedin the villages.”
-Mahatma Gandhi

Traditionally, agriculture has been the backbone of the rural economy, employing over 350 million people.
The transition from agriculture to more productive non-farm sectors is seen as a key driver of economic
growth and transformation in both rural and national economies. However, there has been a lack of
comprehensive analysis on this transition within India's rural economy. Most economic studies on rural India
have focused on changes in rural employment, particularly with respect to gender and the broad sectoral shift
between agriculture and non-agriculture. Without a significant increase in economic activities, it will be

2 Swachh Bharat Mission - Gramin, Department of Drinking Water and Sanitation. (n.d.). https://swachhbharatmission.ddws.gov.in/

4 Kumar, R. (2021). Poverty and development in Uttar Pradesh: A critical assessment. Indian Journal of Human Development, 15(1), 43-60.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0973703021991976
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challenging for rural areas to grow and thrive, limiting progress in human development and economic growth
in these regions.
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Despite the large population in rural villages, these areas continue to suffer from poverty, unemployment,
and a lack of basic facilities. Over the years, rural India has remained underdeveloped and underserved,
posing risks to both the economy and the well-being of its people. Rural development is often assessed
through income and societal progress, yet despite significant strides post-independence and globalization,
rural wages and poverty levels have stagnated.

There has been a sectoral shift from agriculture to non-farm activities like manufacturing and services due
to the lack of better opportunities in farming. While this has contributed to rural economic growth, the
majority still reliant on agriculture face serious challenges. Migration to urban areas for employment has
added pressure to city resources, threatening internal security. To resolve these issues, stronger efforts in
rural development are essential for India to achieve fully developed status.

India, while industrializing, remains predominantly agrarian. However, rural areas have historically received
little attention, with the elite concentrated in cities. Government schemes such as MNREGA, the National
Rural Livelihood Mission, and Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana have sought to improve conditions, yet
economic distress persists. According to NSSO data?, rural households earn 49% from wages, 37% from
crop production, and 14% from non-farm businesses. The highest wage growth of 7.66% was recorded in
2014, but has since declined by 3% per year, indicating a stagnation in rural wages. Initially, wages were
higher post-independence due to agriculture's dominance. However, after 1991, foreign competition,
globalization, and technological advancements diminished agriculture's relevance. It is now crucial to focus
on rural development and modern technology to address these persistent challenges.

4 National Statistical Office. (2020). Key Indicators of Household Consumer Expenditure in India. Ministry of Statistics and
Programme Implementation. Retrieved from https://mospi.nic.in/documents/213904/0b962170-63b4-4a46-b9b0-
4c54b9c72ae48

IJCRT2409632 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | f669


http://www.ijcrt.org/
https://www.bain.com/insights/innovation-in-indias-rural-economy/
https://mospi.nic.in/documents/213904/0b962170-63b4-4a46-b9b0-4c54b9c7ae48
https://mospi.nic.in/documents/213904/0b962170-63b4-4a46-b9b0-4c54b9c7ae48

www.ijcrt.org © 2024 1JCRT | Volume 12, Issue 9 September 2024 | ISSN: 2320-2882

Growth in Real Rural wage Rate (%)

6.0
5.0
4.0
3.0
20
1.0
0.0
-1.0
-20

-3.0
2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 2022-22
til Nov-21

Source: SBI Research

source image

The rural wage slump has deep historical roots, influenced by several factors:

Colonial Tenure: During British rule, agricultural policies like the zamindari and ryotwari systems
concentrated land ownership in the hands of a few large landholders. Small farmers became impoverished,
turning into low-wage landless laborers. The emphasis on cash crops over food crops also reduced
agricultural productivity and rural incomes.

Post-Independence Policies: The Green Revolution of the 1960s increased agricultural productivity but
created regional wage disparities, primarily benefiting large farmers in states like Uttar Pradesh, Punjab, and
Haryana. Land reforms, while helpful, did not fully resolve rural poverty.

Agricultural Productivity: Despite technological advancements, many farmers still rely on traditional
methods, and agriculture remains seasonal, leading to low productivity and wages. The surplus labor in
agriculture has further kept wages stagnant.

Labor Market Dynamics: Population growth and rural-to-urban migration were expected to improve labor
markets but have instead led to wage stagnation. A lack of access to vocational training has limited rural
workers’ employment potential in the formal sector. Informal workers face low wages, lack of labor rights,
and job insecurity. Reverse migration due to COVID-19 also increased rural labor supply, further depressing
wages.

Inflation: Rising prices of essentials like food, water, and fuel have reduced rural households' purchasing
power, keeping real wages stagnant despite nominal increases. Price volatility in agricultural markets,
coupled with increased input costs, has reduced farmer profits and kept labor wages low.

Government Policies: While government schemes aim to improve rural livelihoods, some have worsened
the issue. The Minimum Support Price (MSP) often does not adjust well to inflation or disproportionately
benefits large farmers. Subsidies suffer from poor implementation and corruption, limiting their impact.
Additionally, low wages under schemes like MGNREGA and weak labor laws exacerbate wage uncertainty.

These factors underscore the need for comprehensive reforms to stabilize rural wages and improve living
conditions. Addressing these issues will require policy changes, skill development, and more equitable
resource distribution.

IJCRT2409632 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | f670


http://www.ijcrt.org/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/decline-in-growth-of-rural-wages-cause-of-concern-says-sbi-report/articleshow/89670563.cms

www.ijcrt.org © 2024 1JCRT | Volume 12, Issue 9 September 2024 | ISSN: 2320-2882

In the early stages of development, agriculture was the backbone of the economy. As agricultural techniques
improved, surpluses allowed people to shift to other occupations, leading to the rise of the manufacturing
sector. Over time, with the advent of new technologies, factories expanded, and the secondary sector became
dominant in terms of production and employment. In the past century, however, a shift occurred from
manufacturing to the service sector, particularly in developed countries, where services now dominate both
production and employment. This pattern reflects the typical progression of economic development in
advanced nations.
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The graph highlights the realities of rural economic growth:

1. Dependence on Agriculture and Underemployment:

o Agricultural Reliance: A significant portion of India's population remains employed in
agriculture, reflecting the country's heavy dependence on the primary sector due to limited
job opportunities in other sectors.

o Seasonal Employment: Agriculture's seasonal nature results in underemployment, where
many workers' labor is underutilized, leading to inefficiencies and lower productivity.

2. Shift in Economic Dependency:

o Economic Transition: Typically, as countries develop, economic dependency shifts from
agriculture to manufacturing and services. India's continued reliance on agriculture suggests
itis in an earlier stage of development compared to more advanced economies.

3. Challenges in Secondary and Tertiary Sectors:

o Employment Generation: India's secondary and tertiary sectors have not created enough
jobs to absorb the growing workforce, particularly for unskilled and semi-skilled workers.
While skilled workers find jobs in these sectors, the primary sector continues to bear the
employment burden for those lacking specialized skills.

Overall, the analysis underscores the need for India to create more employment opportunities in the
secondary and tertiary sectors to reduce its reliance on agriculture and move toward a more balanced
economy. Since ancient times, rulers and governments in India have attempted to uplift the rural population.
While efforts were made during ancient and medieval periods, systematic rural development programs were
introduced post-independence. Guided by the belief that "The Real India is Rural India," various initiatives
have been proposed by policymakers, researchers, and academics.

Punekar and Alka Goalwalker (1973) studied rural changes in Maharashtra’s Konkan region, focusing on
socio-economic characteristics. They found that while people generally had a positive attitude toward
developmental programs, participation was limited. They assessed indicators such as agricultural
development, income, transport, health, housing, and education.
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Rao V.M. (1989) categorized rural development programs into four groups: relief and support, creation of
new economic opportunities, investments in human resources, and social structure reforms. He argued that
only relief and support programs effectively reached the poorest populations. Other programs were less
effective due to limited resources and skills in rural areas. Rao also noted that reforms aimed at changing
social structures faced resistance from rural elites, potentially intensifying conflicts within communities.

India’s rural economy has grown faster than its urban counterpart over the past decade, with an average
annual growth rate of 7.3% compared to 5.4% in urban areas. Key drivers include:

1. Structural Transformation: Rural regions have experienced accelerated structural changes.

2. Increased Investment: There has been a rise in investment in both physical and human
infrastructure.

3. Shift in Growth Drivers: Growth has increasingly shifted from urban to rural areas.

In 2019-2020, the rural economy contributed nearly half of India's GDP and employed 350 million people,
or 68% of the total workforce. The rural economy holds potential for generating employment, eliminating
poverty, ensuring food security, and promoting social justice.

Literacy growth

Education is crucial for societal and economic development, enabling individuals to reach their potential and
contribute to national progress. In India, especially in rural areas, access to quality education remains a
challenge due to insufficient facilities and income disparities. With India's population expected to exceed
that of any other country by 2030 and a working-age population under 25, an adaptable, skill-based education
system is essential. Despite improvements in literacy rates, significant disparities persist, particularly
between genders and rural versus urban populations. Female educational attainment lags behind that of males
by nearly two decades. The Right to Education (RTE) Act ensures free, compulsory education for children
aged 6 to 14, yet many rural children lack access to basic resources, such as clean water and qualified
teachers. Historically, rural literacy rates have lagged behind the national average, despite a threefold
increase from 24.48% in 1961 to 68.91% in 2011°. Initiatives like the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan and Mid-Day
Meal Scheme have helped close this gap, with significant improvements noted between 1991 and 2001.
However, challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, teacher shortages, socio-cultural factors, and
economic barriers continue to hinder progress. Government efforts have made strides in enhancing rural
education, but sustained investment and targeted programs are necessary to ensure quality and access.
Addressing these challenges is crucial for India to fully leverage its demographic dividend, fostering
inclusive growth and development through education.

5 Census of India & Office of Registrar General, India. (2016). Women & Men in India — 2016. In Women & Men in India — 2016.

https://mospi.gov.in/sites/default/files/reports_and_publication/statistical publication/social_statistics/\WWM16Chapter3.pdf
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The current state of rural education in India is shaped by several factors:

1.

Digital Divide and Uneven Technology Distribution: There is a significant gap in technology
access across rural and urban areas. According to National statistics office (NSO) survey®, only 4%
of rural households own a computer, compared to 23% in urban areas, and just 24% have internet
access. Among individuals aged 15-29, only 24% in rural areas can operate a computer. Internet
access remains limited, with just 15% of rural households connected, compared to 42% in urban
areas. The lack of digital infrastructure further limits students' access to education.

Education and Literacy Rates: The overall literacy rate in India is 77.7%, but it drops to 73.5% in
rural areas, compared to 87.7% in urban regions. Male literacy is higher (84.7%) than female literacy
(70.3%). Only 5.7% of the rural population has completed graduate-level education, compared to
21.7% in urban areas.

Enrolment Rates: According to ASER, 5.5% of rural children were not enrolled in school in 2020,
up from 4% in 2018. The enrolment gap is especially noticeable among younger children, with 5.3%
of rural children aged 6-10 not enrolled in 2019, compared to 1.8% in 2018.

Access to Schools: Only 38% of rural households have a secondary school within 1 km, compared
to 70% of urban households. However, 92.7% of rural households and 87.2% of urban households
have a primary school within 1 km. Around 60% of children aged 6-14 are enrolled in government
schools, while 30% attend private schools.

Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER): GER has steadily increased in rural areas. In 2019-20, GER at the
upper primary level rose to 89.7%, and at the elementary level, it reached 97.8%. Between 2012-13
and 2019-20, GER at the secondary level improved by nearly 10%. Girls' enrolment at secondary and
higher levels has increased more than that of boys.

Free Education, Scholarships, and Stipends: Nearly 14% of students in rural areas receive
scholarships or stipends. Around 77% of students in government institutions benefit from free
education, while only 2% of students in private unaided institutions receive free education. At the
pre-primary level, 33% of students receive free education, rising to 62% at the primary level.
Private Coaching: About 20% of students in rural areas take private coaching, especially at the
secondary level, where 31% of boys and 29% of girls participate.

Household Expenditure on Education: In the 2017-18 academic year, the average annual
expenditure per student was Rs. 8,331 for general courses and Rs. 50,307 for technical and
professional courses. Secondary school students' average expenditure was Rs. 9,013, with Rs. 4,078
spent on school fees and Rs. 1,632 (18%) on private coaching.

Significant efforts are needed to bring equity in literacy levels across regions. Enhancing teacher training and
recruitment is vital. On average, rural primary schools have 2.92 teachers, compared to 4.83 in urban areas,
indicating a teacher shortage in rural schools. There is also a lower representation of female teachers in rural

areas.

Appointing qualified, experienced teachers could improve education quality. Infrastructure

development, financial incentives, private investments, child nutrition, and poverty eradication are also
critical for addressing issues like school dropouts, gender disparities, and improving learning outcomes.

The future will be increasingly dominated by technology, and while the current cost of digital devices
presents barriers, access to these technologies is likely to improve as global efforts to reduce poverty

6 Gupta, S. (2019, November 25). NSO survey finds big rural-urban divide in computer, internet use. The Times of India.

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/nso-survey-finds-big-rural-urban-divide-in-computer-internet-

use/articleshow/72215450.cms
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continue. Digital technology offers opportunities for non-traditional education, enabling those excluded from
formal schooling to participate through innovative learning methods. The ASER 2020’ data shows that the
pandemic has exacerbated educational inequalities, particularly for economically disadvantaged children.
These children typically face lower learning outcomes, often due to factors like parental education and
involvement. Families with limited resources struggle to provide essential academic support, whether it's
help with homework, private tutors, or digital devices needed for remote learning. This lack of access has
widened the educational gap, leaving poorer children further behind.

To tackle these issues, it is essential to focus on initiatives that promote equitable access to technology and
learning resources. Programs like the Pradhan Mantri Gramin Digital Saksharta Abhiyan 8PMGDISHA),
which aims to make 6 crore rural households digitally literate, are steps toward bridging the digital divide
and enabling rural students to access online education. In India, Kerala leads with the highest literacy rate at
96.2%, thanks to effective government-led education programs. In contrast, Bihar has the lowest literacy
rates, with 71.2% for males and 51.5% for females. By following Kerala’s model, states across India can
prioritize education, reduce income inequality, and foster human growth, ultimately boosting regional
economies.

Comparing India’s rural literacy with other countries that have high rural populations reveals strengths and
weaknesses:

1. India: Rural literacy rate of 73.5%. Challenges include disparities in access, poverty, and high
dropout rates, particularly among girls. Government initiatives like Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan and the
Mid-Day Meal Scheme are aimed at improving rural education.

2. China: Rural literacy rate above 90%. Strong government investment in compulsory education and
infrastructure, combined with cultural emphasis on learning, has driven high literacy.

3. Bangladesh: Similar to India, with a 74% rural literacy rate. Programs like the Female Secondary
School Stipend have improved girls' literacy, though poverty and infrastructure remain barriers.

4. Nigeria: Rural literacy rate of 54%, hindered by poverty, conflict, and inadequate infrastructure.
Government efforts like the Universal Basic Education (UBE) program face challenges due to
political instability.

5. Ethiopia: Rural literacy rate of 49%, with significant challenges like poverty, gender disparities, and
lack of resources. Programs like the General Education Quality Improvement Program (GEQIP) aim
to address these issues but face slow progress.

India’s rural literacy rate is relatively strong compared to some countries, but significant improvements are
needed, especially in providing equitable access to quality education across all rural regions.

Urban rural divide and Gender-Based Development

The urban-rural divide is understood through social, economic, and political distinctions, reflecting unique
values, environments, and lifestyles. While these differences do not always indicate inequalities, they often

7 Did Technology Enable Inclusive Education in Rural India in a Year of Lockdown? (2021).
https://img.asercentre.org/docs/aserdigitalcheck2020fortufts 01.09.21.pdf

8 Pradhan Mantri Gramin Digital Saksharta Abhiyan. (n.d.). https://www.pmgdisha.in/
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favor urban populations, historically linked to the control and exploitation of rural resources. The rise of
agriculture generated surpluses that facilitated trade, allowing some individuals to specialize in labor, leading
to the emergence of political and religious elites in urban centers. In contrast, the rural is defined by its
relationship to the urban, with both categories being relational rather than absolute. This divide continues to
influence economic and social dynamics, often disadvantaging rural populations.

In countries like India, the rural-urban divide poses significant barriers to equitable development. Rural areas
typically experience lower per capita incomes, poorer infrastructure, and limited access to essential services
like healthcare and education compared to urban regions (United Nations, 2020). Geography exacerbates
these disparities, as remote areas far from major transportation routes tend to be poorer. For example, the
rural population in India faces economic challenges due to limited market access, inadequate infrastructure,
and a dependence on agriculture, which is often unstable due to climate change and insufficient government
support (World Bank, 2018). Migration of rural workers to urban centers in search of employment further
deepens this divide. Although this migration may result in remittances back to rural areas, it often neglects
rural development. The COVID-19 pandemic starkly highlighted this divide, as millions of urban workers
returned to their rural homes due to job losses, revealing the vulnerability of rural livelihoods and the
inadequacy of urban safety nets (ILO, 2021). Addressing these challenges is essential for fostering equitable
development across urban and rural settings.

Gender disparities in rural areas not only widen the rural-urban divide but also deepen the challenges that
women face globally. In rural India, women are particularly vulnerable, often burdened with unpaid labor
like farming, caregiving, and household tasks, which limits their access to education, healthcare, and
economic opportunities. This results in a cycle of poverty and inequality that restricts rural development.
Urban women may have greater access to employment and education, but they still face challenges like wage
gaps and gender discrimination (UN Women, 2021). Addressing these disparities is crucial to fostering
inclusive development and bridging the rural-urban divide.

Economic Opportunities and Gender Disparities: Global and Indian Context

Rural women in India and globally face substantial barriers to economic opportunities. Although they
contribute significantly to agriculture, they often lack ownership of land, access to credit, and modern
agricultural technology. In India, women comprise 80% of the agricultural workforce but own less than 13%
of agricultural land (FAO, 2020). This limits their bargaining power and ability to invest in productive tools,
keeping them trapped in cycles of low income. A similar trend is evident in sub-Saharan Africa, where
women contribute over half of the agricultural labor but own fewer than 20% of land titles and have access
to only 10% of available credit (World Bank, 2019).

Programs such as India’s Self-Help Group (SHG) movement, which provides microcredit to rural women,
have shown some success. The SHG model has empowered millions of women, giving them financial
independence (NABARD, 2021). In Bangladesh, the Grameen Bank's microfinance model has similarly
empowered rural women by offering small loans without collateral (Yunus, 2019). However, wage gaps still
persist, with women earning significantly less than men for the same work. Tackling these issues requires
both expanding financial inclusion and implementing gender-sensitive agricultural policies that give women
greater control over resources.

Education and Skill Development: India and Beyond

Education is key to gender equality, but rural girls worldwide face substantial educational barriers. In India,
girls in rural areas are less likely to complete secondary education than their urban peers due to factors like
early marriages, household responsibilities, and inadequate school infrastructure (UNICEF, 2021). Similarly,
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in sub-Saharan Africa, only 40% of rural girls complete primary education, compared to 60% of boys
(UNESCO, 2020). Without education, women remain trapped in low-wage jobs, further widening gender
disparities.

India’s Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao campaign has raised awareness of the importance of girls' education,
leading to increased enrollment rates (Government of India, 2021). Similarly, Bangladesh has introduced
stipends to families that keep girls in school, leading to higher retention rates for rural girls (World Bank,
2018). However, deep-rooted social norms and logistical challenges—Iike the distance to schools and the
lack of female teachers—continue to hinder educational progress for rural girls.

Healthcare and Social Services: Global Comparisons

Healthcare access for rural women is a critical challenge. In India, rural women face high maternal mortality
rates due to inadequate access to skilled birth attendants and healthcare services (WHO, 2020). This mirrors
the experience of rural women in sub-Saharan Africa, where healthcare infrastructure is similarly lacking.
For example, in Ethiopia and Kenya, rural women face a high risk of childbirth-related complications because
of poor medical facilities (UNFPA, 2020).

India’s Janani Suraksha Yojana (JSY), which provides financial incentives for institutional deliveries, has
reduced maternal mortality rates (Government of India, 2020). Similarly, Rwanda’s deployment of
community health workers to rural areas has improved maternal health outcomes (UNDP, 2020). Despite
these advances, rural healthcare infrastructure in both India and other developing countries remains
underdeveloped, and shortages of medical professionals further restrict access to essential services.

Social Norms, Gender Roles, and Legal Reforms

Cultural norms and traditional gender roles present significant barriers to the advancement-of rural women.
In India, patriarchal norms often limit women to the domestic sphere, restricting their. ability to pursue
education, careers, or participation in decision-making processes (IFAD, 2021). This.is a common challenge
across developing nations, including sub-Saharan Africa, where women’s unpaid labor is undervalued.

Legal reforms such as India’s constitutional amendment mandating one-third representation for women in
local governance (Panchayati Raj) have empowered women to take on leadership roles and advocate for
gender-sensitive policies (NITI Aayog, 2020). Ethiopia has also introduced gender quotas in rural councils,
aimed at increasing women’s participation in governance (UN Women, 2020). However, shifting deeply
ingrained social norms requires sustained efforts, including gender sensitization and the enforcement of legal
protections for women.

Accomplishments and Ongoing Challenges

While India has made significant strides in promoting gender-based development, challenges remain.
Programs like SHGs, JSY, and Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao have led to notable improvements, but progress
IS uneven across states and regions. The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated these challenges, with rural
women in India losing jobs, shouldering increased domestic responsibilities, and facing reduced access to
healthcare (ILO, 2020). Similar challenges have been observed in countries like Kenya and Bangladesh,
where the pandemic disproportionately impacted rural women’s livelihoods.

Addressing these gender disparities requires a multifaceted approach. Continued investments in education,
healthcare, and economic opportunities are essential for fostering gender equality in rural areas. Furthermore,
addressing social norms and ensuring women’s representation in governance and decision-making will be
key to closing the gender gap.
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Healthcare Development in Rural India

Healthcare is a cornerstone of human development, especially in rural areas where access to medical services
often lags behind urban regions. In India, various government policies have aimed to address these
disparities, but challenges persist. A statistical overview of rural healthcare development highlights both
progress and gaps.

o Healthcare Infrastructure: India has 158,417 sub-centres, 30,579 primary health centres (PHCs),
and 5,951 community health centres (CHCSs) serving rural populations (Rural Health Statistics, 2021-
22). Despite this infrastructure, distribution and functionality remain uneven across states.

« Doctor-to-Patient Ratio: India’s rural doctor-patient ratio remains a significant concern, with an
estimated ratio of 1:10,926, far from the WHO recommendation of 1:1000. This shortage of medical
personnel severely limits healthcare quality and accessibility (National Health Profile, 2021).

o Maternal and Infant Mortality: The maternal mortality rate (MMR) in rural India has decreased to
103 per 100,000 live births, down from 130 in 2014-16, while the infant mortality rate (IMR) dropped
to 28 per 1,000 live births in 2020. These improvements are largely due to the National Rural Health
Mission (NRHM), which has strengthened institutional deliveries and maternal health services.

e Immunization Coverage: According to NFHS-5 (2019-21), full immunization coverage for children
in rural areas has increased from 61% to 76%, helping reduce preventable diseases like diphtheria
and measles.

e Ayushman Bharat: Launched in 2018, this program provides health insurance of up to 5 lakh per
family, covering over 200 million hospital admissions, with many beneficiaries in rural areas.
However, awareness and accessibility remain challenges for many rural residents.

Analysis of Rural Healthcare Development

Despite advancements in rural healthcare infrastructure and a decline in maternal and infant mortality,
significant gaps remain. The shortage of qualified medical personnel is particularly pronounced in states like
Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Madhya Pradesh. Additionally, while immunization coverage has improved,
certain rural regions still face logistical challenges and vaccine hesitancy. Programs like Ayushman Bharat
have reduced the financial burden of healthcare, but poor infrastructure and geographical isolation continue
to limit access. Addressing these challenges will require further investment in healthcare personnel, facilities,
and awareness programs to ensure that rural populations receive the care they need for sustainable
development.

Government Efforts in Human Development at the Rural Level in India

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA):

MGNREGA has significantly impacted rural employment and poverty alleviation. As of 2021-2022, about
14.42 million households were provided employment under MGNREGA, with a wage expenditure of over
%73,000 crores (Government of India, 2022). Reports indicate that the scheme has reduced rural poverty by
approximately 32% since its inception (Mishra, 2021).

Global Comparison: Brazil's Bolsa Familia has seen a reduction in poverty rates by about 27% in
participating families (Soares et al., 2010).

Self-Help Groups (SHGs):

The SHG movement has facilitated the formation of over 9 million SHGs, with approximately 100 million
women participating. Studies show that households involved in SHGs saw an increase in income by 47%
(NABARD, 2021).
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Global Comparison: The Grameen Bank model in Bangladesh has reported that over 97% of borrowers
were able to lift their families out of poverty after joining (Yunus, 2019).

National Rural Health Mission (NRHM):

The NHM, an extension of NRHM, has improved maternal and child health indicators significantly. The
Maternal Mortality Ratio (MMR) decreased from 130 per 100,000 live births in 2016-2018 to 97 per 100,000
live births in 2019-2021 (Sample Registration System, 2021).

Global Comparison: Ethiopia's Health Extension Program has led to a reduction in infant mortality rates
from 77 to 44 deaths per 1,000 live births between 2000 and 2016 (UNICEF, 2017).

Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana (PMGSY):

The PMGSY has successfully constructed over 700,000 kilometers of rural roads, connecting approximately
126,000 habitations (Ministry of Rural Development, 2023). Studies indicate that rural road connectivity has
boosted agricultural productivity by 12% (World Bank, 2016).

Global Comparison: In Vietnam, the investment in rural infrastructure has contributed to an economic
growth rate of around 6% annually since the 1990s (World Bank, 2016).

Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao (BBBP):

The BBBP campaign has resulted in a significant increase in the sex ratio at birth from 918 girls per 1,000
boys in 2015-16 to 933 girls per 1,000 boys in 2019-20 (Government of India, 2021). Enroliment rates for
girls in primary education increased from 80% in 2015 to 93% in 2021 (UNICEF, 2021).

Global Comparison: Afghanistan's community-based schools have increased girls' enrollment rates from
3% to over 60% in rural areas since their implementation (UNESCO, 2018).

Integrated Rural Development Program (IRDP):

The IRDP has provided employment and livelihood support to over 40 million families. Beneficiaries have
reported an increase in annual income by around 60% after receiving support (Government-of India, 2021).
Global Comparison: In the Philippines, rural livelihood programs have improved incomes of participants
by approximately 35% (ADB, 2020).

National Livelihood Mission (NLM):

The NLM has supported around 8.5 million self-help groups and facilitated skill development for over 9
million individuals in rural areas. The mission aims to reduce rural poverty by 30% by 2024 (Ministry of
Rural Development, 2023).

Global Comparison: Brazil’s Pronate program has reported that 40% of graduates found employment within
six months of completing their training (World Bank, 2014).

Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana — National Rural Livelihoods Mission (DAY -NRLM):

The DAY-NRLM has reached over 9.5 crore rural households, with an estimated 12% increase in household
income reported by beneficiaries (Government of India, 2021).

Global Comparison: Tanzania’s rural programs have improved incomes of rural households by
approximately 25% since implementation (World Bank, 2019).

Digital India Initiative:

As of 2022, the initiative has led to a 50% increase in internet penetration in rural areas, enhancing access to
digital services for over 600 million people (Government of India, 2021).

Global Comparison: In Kenya, mobile technology has increased financial inclusion from 26% in 2006 to
over 82% in 2020, significantly improving access to services (World Bank, 2020).
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Conclusion

The trajectory of rural human development in India has seen both commendable successes and persistent
challenges. Government initiatives such as MGNREGA, NRHM, and rural livelihood missions have made
significant inroads in poverty alleviation, employment generation, and healthcare improvement. Programs
like Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao have begun addressing gender inequality, contributing to higher enrolment
rates for girls in schools and better health outcomes for women. However, despite these achievements,
systemic barriers continue to limit the overall impact of these efforts, particularly in terms of gender equality,
literacy, and rural-urban disparities.

Vulnerable communities, including Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and religious minorities, have often
been deprived of basic human rights such as access to education, healthcare, and economic opportunities.
These marginalized groups remain disproportionately affected by poverty, social exclusion, and poor
infrastructure in rural areas. Amartya Sen's framework of development as freedom is particularly relevant
here, as true human development must focus on expanding the capabilities and freedoms of individuals,
especially the most vulnerable, to lead lives they value (Sen, 1999). Addressing these inequalities requires
targeted interventions that prioritize the rights of these communities and ensure equitable access to resources.
To further improve the level of rural human development, India must focus on reducing the rural-urban divide
by enhancing infrastructure, healthcare, and education in rural areas. Increasing access to quality education
can bridge literacy gaps and promote long-term socio-economic mobility. Additionally, empowering women
through gender-sensitive policies and ensuring their participation in economic and social life will be critical
to achieving inclusive development. Human rights must be at the core of rural development strategies,
ensuring that every individual, regardless of gender, caste, or location, can access the freedoms and
opportunities necessary to thrive.

Globally, examples such as Brazil’s Bolsa Familia and Bangladesh’s Grameen Bank show that inclusive
policies targeting marginalized populations can lead to significant improvements in human development
outcomes. India can learn from such models, adapting them to its unique context while addressing gaps in
infrastructure, governance, and resource distribution. Ultimately, sustained political will, continuous policy
innovation, and a focus on human rights and equity will be essential for transforming the lives of rural
populations and ensuring holistic human development.
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