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What is caste?

• Varna categorizations based on ancient Hindu texts:  
Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, Shudras, and those outside 
the caste system (“outcastes”)

• Government categories are very broad:
• Defined since at least 1935

• Examples: Forward Caste, Backward Caste (BC), Other Backward Caste 
(OBC), Scheduled Caste (SC), Scheduled Tribe (ST) 

• Definitions of who gets included in these govt. categories have 
changed with time and become increasingly political

• All large sample surveys restrict information on caste to these 
“broad” categories

• So our understanding of caste-based inequality is limited to 
these government categories  



But…. caste is lived as Jati, which is rarely 
measured in surveys

• Several thousand jatis, no pan Indian ranking

• Endogamous groups

• Specific to regions and sub-regions

• They affect many aspects of life:
• Marriage (Desai and Dubey 2010)
• Political mobilization and access to public services 

(Banerjee and Somanathan, 2007)
• Credit and insurance (Munshi and Rosenzweig 2006; 

Mazzocco 2012).
• Employment and out-migration (Munshi and 

Rosenzweig 2006; Munshi 2011; Munshi 2016)
• Gender norms (Eswaran, Ramaswami and Wadhwa, 

2011; Joshi, Kochhar and Rao, 2017)



A large empirical literature argues that 
caste is a persistent source of inequality 

• SCs and STs continue to be disadvantaged relative to the 
broader population (Dreze and Sen, 2002; Government of India 
2014, 2017; Deshpande 2000a, 2000b, 2001, 2004; Thorat, 
2009; Desai and Dubey, 2012) 

• For women, higher caste status is associated with lower rates 
of labor participation, lower levels of mobility and weaker 
decision making autonomy
• Typical of settled agricultural societies (Boserup, 1970)

• Backward bending supply curve for women (Goldin, 1993) 

• Religion can also play a role (Srinivas, 1977)

• But most of this literature focuses on broad caste groups, not 
actual jatis… 



Contribution of our work

• Looks at large samples from three states (today, 
just 1 state)

• Combines data on jati categories with data on 
household expenditures, female employment and 
bargaining power and mobility

• Compares how government caste categories and 
jati categories can give us very different 
understandings of the relationship between caste 
and gender 

• This matters for public policy: affects the take-up of 
large poverty alleviation programs



Limitations of our work

• Baseline data from evaluations of women centered 
anti-poverty programs in rural areas

• So data is representative of poor, rural populations 
in these states and not of the entire state

• This is a reduced form exercise so we are not 
testing theory or making causal claims, but 
comparing associations of gendered outcomes with 
broad caste categories and jati categories



Data

• Our sample includes data from baseline surveys for 
impact evaluation of state rural livelihood programs

• 15000+ households used for analysis in this paper

• Bihar:

180GPs from 16 blocks in 7 districts where scale-up of JEEViKA
was planned (random). 

Hamlets where majority populations belonged to SC or St 
castes were identified. 

Households were randomly selected from these hamlets 



Distribution by district in each state



Jati distribution, by state







We look at three groups of 
indicators of women’s status
• Measures of intra-household decision-making: women 

were asked if they provide inputs into the following: 
• purchase of household durables,
• children’s education/ tuition, 
• own livelihood activity, 
• political vote   

• Measures of female mobility: Women were asked if 
they go without seeking permission to the general 
store, health centre, bank, and to visit their friends, 
neighbours and relatives

• Labour force participation: We use a dummy variable 
that takes value 1 if the woman is employed in either 
the rainy and non-rainy season (or both)



Reduced form regressions

OUTCOMES:  
• Female LFP, Measures of Intra-household decision-making, 

female physical mobility

CONTROLS:
• Household level controls: per capita monthly consumption   

expenditure and its squared, land holding, number of members 
in the household, gender of the household head, dummy for 
female headed household 

• Individual controls: education level, age, age squared and age at 
marriage of the female respondent, and 

• Panchayat-level fixed effects.



We first rely on government categories





• For each state, we present two sets of regression 
results:
• SC groups only (with all other castes treated as the 

excluded category)

• Other groups only (with SC groups as the excluded 
category)

• We find considerable variation at the jati level

Next we examine the relationship 
between jati and gender 







In Bihar, we see considerable variation 
within broad caste groupes

• Relative to upper castes, Musahar women have 
significantly higher employment than any other SC jati

• Relative to the SC group, female employment is 7—8 
percentage lower among the Yadavs, Kurmis and 
Dhanuks, who are also classified as backward castes 

• Women from the highest ranked castes Brahmins and 
Rajputs and 33 and 28 per cent less likely to  be 
employed compared to SCs

• Similar patterns for female decision-making and 
mobility variables



Next, we examine how effectively  poverty 
alleviation programs target women

OUTCOMES:   
• Possession of a job-card for access to an employment 

guarantee program

• participation in a female livelihoods program

CONTROLS:
• Household level controls: per capita monthly consumption   

expenditure and its squared, land holding*, number of 
members in the household, gender of the household 
head, dummy for female headed household 

• Panchayat-level fixed effects.



NREGA in Bihar





Conclusions

• Focusing on government-defined broad caste 
categories can hide many details on the lived reality 
of how caste and gender is experienced

• Focusing on actual social identity is hard – data 
limitations!

• We find that for both upper and lower castes, there 
are important and interesting differences between 
jatis

• This has implications for policy, particular the 
design and targeting of interventions


