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India's Untouchables and China's Internal Migrants: Social stratification and 
mobility as factors in explaining differential outcomes in governance across the 
Himalayas 
 
 
Pallavi Aiyar 
 
Two of the world’s fastest growing economies, China and India are neighbours that 
together account for over a third of the world’s population. Both are ancient civilizations 
for whom the twentieth century was a period of disjunctive experiments with 
“modernity”. 
 
Grappling with the needs of a large, impoverished and mainly agrarian citizenry the two 
countries developed divergent forms of governance. India emerged as a liberal, secular 
democracy along western lines in contrast to China’s authoritarian, one-party system – 
first communist and now socialist with “Chinese characteristics”.  

“Conventional” wisdom holds that democracy with its corollaries of an independent 
judiciary and a free and pluralistic media are the best guarantors of good governance. The 
paradox that these two countries thus present is that it is authoritarian China that outstrips 
democratic India on indicator after indicator of social and economic well being, most 
often by a large margin.  

According to UNICEF, by 2006 India still had 57 million children who suffered from 
malnutrition compared to only se ven million in China1. World Bank estimates for 2005 
put youth illiteracy in India at almost 25 percent. In China , the corresponding figure was 
only one percent2. Female illiteracy rates in China were around 13 percent compared to 
well over 50 percent in India3. 

Be it the provision of electricity, rural roads, sanitation or other human welfare indicators 
like maternal mortality, life expectancy and the participation of women in the work force, 
time and again China is in a different league to India4. 

The Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen has argued that there has never been a famine in a 
country with a free media. Comparing China and India he pointed to China’s catastrophic 
famine between 1958 and 1961 in which up to 30 million people starved to death, despite 
the country being ahead of India even then on parameters of life expectancy and literacy. 

                                                 
1 UNICEF: The State of the World’s Children 2006: Excluded and Invisible 
http://www.unicef.org/sowc06/fullreport/full_report.php 
2 World Bank: World Development Indicators 2006; “youth” is defined as the 15-24 age group 
3 World Bank: World Development Indicators, 2005 
4 See UNDP Human Development Reports and World Bank World Development Indicators. According to 
Goldman Sachs BRICs monthly report, May 16 2007: Women Hold up Half the Sky, India does worst of all 
the BRICs on all gender-related parameters evaluated. China does best on two: political representation at 20 
percent (India is 8 percent) and labour force participation which is more than twice as high as India’s. 
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There was no free press or alternative political parties to give early warning. In 
democratic India Sen argued, this could not have happened5. 

However, while India may no longer have famines as pointed out by Sen, chronic 
endemic hunger continues to claim an inexcusable number of lives there, regardless of its 
free press and other democratic institutions. The UN World Food Programme's World 
Hunger Series report for 2006 highlights what it calls India's “silent emergency. ”6 It 
points out that although India has not suffered from a major famine since the one in 
Bengal in 1943, more people in fact die each year of malnutrition in the country than the 
three million who lost their life in 1943.  

By contrast, in China, where the media remains firmly controlled by the government, and 
formal checks and balances within the system of governance are absent, the authorities 
have nonetheless ensured better food security for their citizens. Underweight prevalence 
in children under five was thus reduced by more than half from 19 percent in 1990 to just 
under seven percent in 2005. Moreover, the percentage of the  population classified as 
“hungry” was reduced by a third in a single decade dur ing the 1990s.7 India on the other 
hand, remains home to 35 percent of all underweight children in the world. 
 
Good governance is an amorphous term. According to the World Bank’s definition 
governance has to with the “management of the development process.”8 The quality of 
governance can thus be assessed according to the government’s success or failure in 
delivering promised public goods. 
 
Another criterion for governance, that of the UN Commission for Human Rights’, 
describes good governance as having to do with the degree to which a government can 
deliver on the promise of human rights including effectively guaranteeing the right to 
health, adequate housing, sufficient food and quality education9. 

The question that arises and the larger issue that my current research is trying to address 
is why governance as defined by these two criteria is so much worse in democratic India 
than in authoritarian China? 

Is it simply the case, as is suggested by some in India, that authoritarian governments 
untrammeled by the need for compromise imposed by democracies are able to deliver 
better? In other words, is it the differential nature of the political systems that explains the 
difference in governance outcomes across the Himalayas? 

                                                 
5 A. Sen, Democracy as a Universal Value, Journal of Democracy, 10.3 (1999) pp 3-17 
6 World Food Programme, World Hunger Series 2006: Hunger and Learning 
7 Ibid 
8 A. M. Abdellatif, 2003: Good Governance and Its Relationship to Democracy and Economic 
Development, UNDP 
9 Ibid 
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Such a conclusion suggests that China's success derives precisely from its deficit of 
democratic norms while India  can not hope to compete, unless it too dispenses with the 
time consuming niceties of democracy. 

There is however, an obvious flaw in this argument. So many dictatorships have failed to 
create anything but misery for their people while many democracies ha ve successfully 
protected the basic rights of citizens, while promoting growth and a measure of social 
justice.  

Thus once again the question arises: why are India and China such anomalies? 

This paper suggests that it is in a study of social stratification and mobility, that some 
answers to the differential nature of the relationship between the state and the people in 
India and China  can be found, and thence in the differential nature of the challenges of 
governance in the two nations. 

More specifically, it is in the existence of caste in India and in the absence of caste as a 
system of social stratification in China , that a crucial element of any explanation of the 
divergent realities of the two countries lies. Yet, this divergence is never articulated in the 
journalistic discourse in either country. A lacuna that is all the more egregious given that 
journalists and pundits of every stripe on both sides of the border and elsewhere in the 
world, are constantly exhorting the neighbouring nations to look to each other, 
alternatively as models of success or warnings of disaster. 

In fact, most comparisons of India and China, a surprisingly large number of which 
conclude rather unhelpfully that what India really needs is China’s roads while China 
needs India’s democracy, are ahistoric and lacking context. 

My research seeks to add depth to the India-China comparison by operationalising caste 
as a crucial factor in explaining the substantively different nature of the governance 
challenge in the two countries.  

The significance of caste for governance lies in the fact that the scriptural and hence 
moral justification of inequality that this particular system of social stratification entails is 
inherently inimical to the values of social and economic justice that it is the professed 
intention of modern, democratic states to bring about. In India, caste has thus led to 
profound ambiguities in the manner in which the relationship between the state and 
society is conceived of, hampering and corrupting governance in addition to limiting the 
expectations of those governed. 

In failing to dismantle the caste system by bringing about transformative changes in 
social attitudes, the state in India has enabled the continuance of entrenched power 
structures based on the exploitation and marginalization of large sections of society, 
usually (though not exclusively) of lower castes by higher castes. Caste has further 
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distorted the workings of the electoral system in that people have come to use democracy 
essentially as a mechanism for furthering group and caste based interests10. 

Over the last 15 years, India's economic growth rates have been notably high. Yet, in 
Human Development report after report, India lags behind even countries like 
Bangladesh.11 India's economic growth in recent years has thus not translated into rapid 
poverty reduction, improvement in people's nutritional status, child mortality and other 
welfare measures. The reason, this paper argues, is not only in the number of inequalities 
in India but their particular nature, with caste leading to not only a tolerance of inequality 
but even more detrimentally, an intolerance of equality.  

The continuing importance of caste and the distortions it causes go a long way in 
explaining why formal democracy and a free media in themselves, have failed to translate 
into better governance in India. 

In China on the contrary, the egalitarian rhetoric of communism, mass grassroots 
campaigns against elites and genuine redistributive land reform has meant that the 
morality of egalitarianism is generally accepted in society. 

This does not mean that deep social stratifications did not and do not exist. In post 
revolution times powerful status hierarchies between cadres and workers; between red (or 
propertyless classes) and black (or land owning) classes; and between the rural and urban 
populace evolved12. 

It is this last division that presents the most persistent fault line, stretching well into the 
post economic reform period. It is also the stratification that underlies the category of 

internal migrants, a group that is one of the most institutionally and socially discriminated 
against in contemporary China. 

This paper thus compares migrants to a roughly co-numerous group ing in India, the 150 
million odd Dalits or former Untouchables, who collectively form one of the most 
socially disadvantaged groups in the country. 

What is Caste?  

Caste is a system of social stratification in which “gradations of rank and precedence are 
innate, universal and collective,” so that so called “clean” castes will rank as “high, pure 

                                                 
10 S. Mitra, Caste Democracy and the Politics of Community Formation in India, in M. Searle-Chatterjee 
and U. Sharma (eds), Contextualising Caste: Post Dumontian Approaches, Oxford, 1994 
11 Human Development Reports: UNDP, http://hdr.undp.org/en/  
12 Yanjie Bian, Chinese Social Stratification and Social Mobility , Annual Review of Sociology, Vol 28, pp 
91-116, 2002 
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and auspicious in relation to unclean or Untouchable birth regardless of wealth, 
achievement or other individual circumstance.”13  

At the centre of the caste system is a dichotomy between the ritual purity represented by 
the Brahmin and the polluted reality of the Untouchable. Untouchable s are thus so called 
“permanently polluted people,” their status tied to the nature of their traditional work- 
skinning animal carcasses, tanning leather, tending to cremation grounds, removing 
human waste and so on.  

Untouchability and the caste system more generally , have not been a static condition. 
Rather, these categories have over the centuries been constituted by a dynamic set of 
social practices and economic processes. The interventions and consequent impact of the 
British Raj in shaping caste and identity in India has been a specially debated topic.14 

While it is not in the scope of this paper to explore the evolution of caste in detail, the 
discourse around caste that evolved during the colonial period was of significance, in that 
it informed and influenced the manner in which the Indian intelligentsia themselves came 
to look upon the issue. The ambiguities and contradictions with which the British dealt 
with caste - affirming and enshrining the centrality of caste to Indian social life while 
simultaneously preaching a liberal and egalitarian ideal of society- 15 were thus replicated 
in the manner in which the fledgling Indian state attempted to deal with caste in general, 
and the Untouchable s in particular.  

The issue of the Indian state’s attempted redressal of caste related “disabilities” is 
returned to further on, but first, a discussion of the Dalit situation in contemporary India.  

The Dalits: 

Around 160 million people are officially classified by the Indian government as 
belonging to the scheduled castes, the legalistic name for former Untouchables. The name 
derives from a schedule (first devised during the colonial period and later adopted by 
independent India) or list of castes identified as being entitled to parliamentary seats, 

                                                 

13 S. Bayley, Caste Society and Politics in India from the Eighteenth Century to the Modern Age, 
Cambridge 1999 

 

14 Two excellent works that detail this evolution are S. Bayley (ibid ) and O. Mendelsohn and M. 
Viciziany: The Untouchables: Subordination, Poverty and the State in Modern India, Cambridge 1998. For 
analyses of the impact of the British Raj on Indian society and in particular caste see also T. Metcalf, 
Ideologies of the Raj, Cambridge 1995, N. Dirks, Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of Modern 
India, Princeton 2001 and B. Cohn, Colonialism and its Forms of Knowledge , Princeton 1996.   

 
15 M. Misra, Vishnu’s Crowded Temple: India Since the Great Rebellion, Penguin, 2007 
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government jobs and special educational benefits in recompense for the historical 
discriminations suffered by them.  

Untouchables are also known as Dalits, a word that literally means “the trampled upon.” 
It is a politically charged label, stressing the marginalisation of the group and embodying 
their demands for the constitutional rights which continue largely to be denied to them. 

 

A Human Rights Watch report out earlier this year presents a detailed picture of the  Dalit 
situation in India today.16 Building largely on reports made available by the government 
of India itself (in addition to NGO and media reports), it indicts the Indian state for 
systematically failing to uphold its international obligations to ensure the fundamental 
rights of the Dalits despite a plethora of laws and policies against caste discrimination. 

It goes on to list in detail how Dalits continue, even in the 21st century, to endure 
segregation in housing, schools and access to public services; how they are denied access 
to land and forced to work in degrading conditions ; and how they are abused by the 
police and upper castes who enjoy the state's protection. 

Here are a few examples of the symptoms of continuing Dalit disabilities listed in the 
report: 

1) In 2000, the unemployment rate for Dalits was double that of non Dalits. 

2) Between 1999 and 2001 as many as 89 percent of trials involving offences against 
Dalits resulted in acquittal 

3) A 2005 government report states that a crime is committed against a Dalit every 20 
minutes. It should moreover be kept in mind that the majority of such crimes go 
unreported. 

4) In the country’ s 256 universities and 11,000 colleges funded by central government 
resources, Dalits comprise only two percent of teaching posts despite forming over 16 
percent of the population.17 

5) In 2002, only one of the 26 justices of the Supreme Court of India was a Dalit. The 
corresponding number for the High Courts was 26 Dalit justices out of a total of 625. 

6) Dalits occupy over 65 percent of the total municipal government sarkari karamchari 
(janitorial) jobs, the kind of work most consistent with their “traditional” occupations.  

                                                 
16 Human Rights Watch, Hidden Apartheid: Caste Discrimination against India’s Untouchables, February 
2007. http://www.hrw.org/reports/2007/india0207/ 
17 National Human Rights Commission, Report on Prevention of Atrocities against Scheduled Castes,” 
2004, Section VII, p 139 
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7) Ninety nine percent of Dalit students are enrolled in government schools with 
substandard facilities that lack basic infrastructure, classrooms, teachers, and teaching 
aids.18 On average, Dalits lag behind the general population by 15 percentage points on 
the parameter of literacy.  

Crucially , the report catalogues how attempts by Dalits to defy the caste order and to 
assert their rights, by for example, leaving their “traditional” occupations or laying claim 
to land that is legally theirs, are consistently met with economic boycotts or retaliatory 
violence by upper castes. In their illegal and unconstitutional reprisals against Dalits, 
upper castes are moreover, abetted by the police and other local institutions of state 
power. 

The atrocities committed against Dalits by high castes often have a medieval timbre. 
Reprisals for the perceived “uppity” behaviour of Dalits have included the m being forced 
to drink urine or eat faeces; the tonsuring, stripping and parading of Dalit women in 
villages and so on.19  

There is in the nature of these retaliations, evidence of the differential quality between 
class and caste discrimination as well as of the intolerance of equality that the caste 
system engenders. 

Untouchability is clearly not just about poverty (although poverty is a condition that 
defines a disproportionately large percentage of Dalits), but something more visceral. The 
“gross acts of discrimination and physical violence” inflicted on Dalits in fact have their 
“roots in a ritually based distaste for Untouchable s”20 that the independent Indian state’s 
modernist project has been unable to fundamentally change . 

Response of the State: 

The post-colonial state’s response to the situation of the Untouchables was the product of 
three divergent ways of conceiving of the issue, as represented by the views of Mahatma 
Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru and B. R. Ambedkar.  

For Gandhi, untouchability was a historical corruption of Hinduism which could be 
corrected by cultivating right-minded behaviour on the part of caste Hindus. Rather than 
advocating a dismantling of the caste system he was thus preoccupied with reforming it 
from within and thus reincorporating the Untouchables within the hierarchy of the Hindu 
fold. His focus was on persuading higher castes to voluntarily “reform” their attitude 
towards lower castes while “uplifting” lower castes by encouraging them to develop the 

                                                 
18 E. Artis et al , Economic, Social and Cultural Rights for Dalits in India: Case Study on Primary 
Education in Gujarat,” Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs, 2003 
(http://www.wws .princeton.edu/research/PWReports/F02/wws591c_1.pdf) 
19 Human Rights Watch, Broken People: Caste Violence Against India’s “Untouchables”, 1999  
20 O. Mendelsohn and M. Viciziany 
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ostensibly desirable habits of caste Hindus, such as vegetarianism and good hygiene 
while eschewing alcohol. 21  

In opposition to Gandhi’s arguably paternalistic stance, was Dr B. R. Ambedkar, India’s 
first Law Minister, a member of the constituent assembly and himself an Untouchable. 
Ambedkar argued passionately that untouchability was intrinsic to the construction of 
caste and only by overthrowing the entire system could an end to the injustices of the 
practice be reached. He remained till his death deeply pessimistic and disillusioned by 
Indian “democracy” which he found to be empty in the absence of genuine social 
transformation. In a speech to the constituent assembly Ambedekar warned that without a 
total destruction of the caste system, the “edifice of our (Indian) democracy will be like 
building a palace on a dung heap.” 22 

In indictments that ring true even sixty years after Indian independence Ambedkar 
insisted that, “The existence of a caste system is a standing denial of the existence 
of….democracy,” and pointed to the “impossibility of Indian society in its caste-ridden 
state to decide upon a ‘common good.’”  
 
A third intellectual understanding of caste that informed the Indian state’s response to 
untouchability was that of the first Indian Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. For Nehru, 
untouchability was in essence an economic problem that needed no special redressal 
since it would be taken care of naturally as Indian society modernised and developed. 
Secular and socialist minded, Nehru had a strong belief in the abstract civiliza tional 
energies he held would automatically flow from the creation of a democratic state. Caste 
for him was thus a distasteful relic of the past that had no place in modern society and he 
was reluctant to grant it any kind of primacy.   
 
In the end, the Indian state’s policy towards Untouchable s divided largely into two 
strands. The first, derived from Ambedkar’s insistence on the need for social engineering, 
consisted of instituting a system of compensatory discrimination in the form of reserved 
seats in parliament and quotas in government jobs and educational institutions. 
 
The second, following a more Gandhian approach, consisted of a series of anti-
discrimination measures that attempted to bring an end to discriminatory behaviour 
towards Untouchable s by caste Hindus. These included the “abolition” of untouchability 
by the constitution and the making of its practice an offence. Other legislative measures 
like the Untouchability Offences Act 1955, Protection of Civil Rights Act 1976, 
Prevention of Atrocities Act, 1989 and so on elaborated on the offences prohibited and 
the punishments to be meted out for violations. 
 

                                                 
21 M. K. Gandhi, Autobiography: The Story of My Experiments with Truth, translated by M. Desai, London 
1981, M. Misra, Vishnu’s Crowded Temple  
22 B. R. Ambedkar, Writings and Speeches Vol 17, Part 3, Bombay Education Department and Government 
of Maharashtra, 2003  
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Both approaches were hindered by Nehru’s reluctance to accept caste as central to 
developmental discourse, leading to abstraction and limited vision in not only the 
conception but also the execution of the programmes.23 
 
As a result “modern” India has come to be characterised by the uneasy coexistence of a 
democracy with a dominant moral economy that relies on ritually prescribed hierarchy. 
Indians as a result are looked upon by the state simultaneously as citizens with individual 
rights and members of a caste defined by certain shared group values.  
 
India’s transition from colonial rule to independence was overseen by an elite of urban 
professionals and middle- level landowners so that the country never experienced radical 
social or economic change. Land redistribution in which land was to be taken away from 
large landlords and redistributed to the landless, of whom Dalits were a large percentage, 
thus remained a flawed and incomplete process24. This was unsurprising perhaps, given 
that even Gandhi’s comparatively radical agrarian vision was to be based on a social 
consensus that would in practice have left traditional elites in full control of the economy.  
 
Dalits in modern India thus remained doubly marginalised, their lowly status at the 
bottom of the social hierarchy reinforced by their largely landless condition.  The 
uninterrupted intersection of local social power with public administration at local levels 
explains why agents of the state like the police are often found to arraign themselves 
against the very people they are meant to protect. 
 
There are undoubted improvements that have taken place in the lives of Dalits over the 
last 60 years. Physical untouchability is now only very rarely practiced in the public 
sphere in India, particularly in cities. Dalits can thus freely walk along most public roads, 
take public transport and eat in any café. They have access to all government schools and 
the gap in the literacy levels between Dalits and the general population is steadily closing.  
 
Dalits have also in recent decades emerged as a formidable political force with Dalit 
political parties wielding increasing clout as power brokers. Earlier this year, the Dalit 
Bahujan Samaj Party even won a majority in the state election in Uttar Pradesh. 
 
Many Dalits have in addition benefited from the reservation schemes in government and 
educational institutions.  
 
However, on the whole, the measures taken by the Indian state to address the disabilities 
suffered by the Dalits have failed to bring about transformative change.  
 
Reservations have largely helped only a small and self-perpetuating privileged “creamy 
layer” amongst the former Untouchables. Moreover, in linking caste with boons handed 
out by the state, the reservation policy has only helped to further enshrine caste as a 
primary principle of social stratification, rather than dismantling it.  

                                                 
23 O. Mendelsohn and M. Viciziany 
24 Ibid 
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Again, while the more egregious examples of distance pollution may no longer be 
common, untouchability, particularly in the private sphere continues to be practiced 
almost ubiquitously in villages, while in cities it is simply disguised by seemingly more 
subtle class differences.  A recent 2006 survey of over 500 villages in 11 different states 
of India found that 80 percent of the villages still practice some form or the other of 
untouchability.25 

Moreover, the government of India has itself noted the failure of its anti-discrimination 
measures when in its 2001-2002 Annual Report on the Prevention of Atrocities Act, 
1989, it admitted that in 2002, only 2.31 percent of cases brought under the Act had 
resulted in convictions.26 

 

Migrants: 

China’s internal migrants are the estimated 150-200 million rural- to-urban migrants who 
have moved to Chinese cities in search of work over the last two decades or so. 

A report out by Amnesty International earlier this year documents how despite having 
served as the back-bone labourers fuelling China’s economic take-off, these migrants are 
rarely able to gain permanent residency in urban areas and are denied rights to adequate 
health care and housing as well excluded from the wide array of state benefits and 
welfare measures available to permanent urban residents.27  

According to the report, “They (migrants) experience discrimination in the workplace, 
and are routinely exposed to some of the most exploitative conditions of work. Internal 
migrants’ insecure legal status, social isolation, sense of cultural inferiority and relative 
lack of knowledge of their rights leaves them particularly vulnerable, enabling employers 
to deny their rights with impunity. ” 

The axis of stratification that internal migrants are the product of is not caste, but a 
Communist Party engendered rural-urban divide, sustained by a "hukou " or household 
registration system. It is the hukou that has provided a regulatory and administrative 
foundation for discrimination against internal migrant workers on the basis of their 
distinct social origin, i.e. being born into a peasant family. 

                                                 

25 S. Ghanshyam et al, Untouchability in Rural India , Sage 2006 

 
26 26 Human Rights Watch , Hidden Apartheid 
27 Amnesty International, Internal Migrants: Discrimination and abuse. The human cost of an economic 
‘miracle,’2007, h ttp://web.amnesty.org/library/index/engasa170082007 
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The hukou system took shape during the 1950s. The aim of the system was to register and 
then permanently tie all Chinese citizens  to specific geographic localities and to strictly 
divide and differentiate the privileges of urban and rural society.   

The upshot of the hukou system is that migrants within China were transformed into 
internal aliens or non-citizens.  

Following China’s economic reforms the rigidity of the hukou was gradually relaxed to 
enable peasants from the countryside to move to cities to work in the factories and 
construction sites that have been an integral part of the country’s economic boom.28 
However, rather than to abolish the hukou all together, the state has instead simply made 
it more flexible, in order to better serve the need to “re-regulate” peasants on the move.29 

Thus internal migrants remain on the whole marginalised and exploited, their tenuous 
legal status combining with social discrimination to deny them social and economic 
equality with urban hukou holders. 
 
Here are some examples of the symptoms of disadvantages suffered by internal migrants 
as detailed in the Amnesty report: 
 

1) Migrants are exploited by employers, primarily through a denial of work 
contracts. In 2006, a survey conducted by the State Council Research Center 
revealed that 46 percent of internal migrants did not have labour contracts with 
their employers, despite the requirement of such contracts being mandatory by 
law. Research by Jinan Daily, a newspaper, found that 8 out of 10 internal migrant 
workers did not know what a labour contract was. The absence of such contracts 
leads migrants vulnerable to forced overtime and denial of time off. 

 
2)  Employers take advantage of internal migrants’ vulnerable status by withholding 

billions of yuan in unpaid wages. China’s Ministry of Construction announced 
that the total value of defaulted construction fees and non-payment of wages 
reached 186 billion yuan (US$22.5 billion) at the end of 2003. 

 
3) The status of migrants as non-citizens in cities has virtually shut them out of the 

health care system. They are rarely eligible for the new urban health insurance 
schemes being established in urban areas and  cannot afford the expensive new 
private insurance schemes. A study of internal migrants in Shanghai based on data 
from 1993-1996 found that only 6.7 percent of migrants, compared with 73.7 
percent of permanent residents, were covered by an insurance scheme. 30 Over 93 
percent of the migrants surveyed had to pay for health care out of pocket, 

                                                 
28 T. Miller, Hukou Reform: One Step Forward , China Economic Quarterly, Quarter 3, 2005 
29 Li Zhang, Strangers in the City: Reconfigurations of Social Power and Networks Within China’s 
Floating Population, Stanford, 2001 
30 Zhan Shaokang, Sun Zhenwei, and Blas, E., Economic Transition and Maternal Health Care for Internal 
Migrants in Shanghai, China , Health Policy and Planning, 2002, Vol. 17 (Suppl): 47-55, see p. 51. 
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compared to just over 26 percent for urban hukou holders.  Thus, according to the 
study more than two thirds of all women who die due to complications in 
pregnancy are internal migrants, and the number of stillbirths amongst migrants is 
twice that of permanent residents.31 

 
4) Given that migrants work disproportionately in the most dangerous jobs (in many 

cities they are only allowed to work in the categories of jobs that city residents 
find too distasteful or dangerous) they are one of the most vulnerable groups in 
terms of the risk of occupational accidents. Approximately 90 percent of workers 
that suffer from workplace-related diseases are reportedly internal migrants as are 
some 80 percent of those killed in mining, construction and chemical factories.32 

 
5)  In enrolling their children in city schools internal migrants have had to pay 

additional fees that local children with permanent urban hukous are exempt from. 
These fees often range in the $100 category, an exorbitant amount from the point 
of view of the average migrant worker. The majority of migrant children thus 
have to be left behind in the countryside while their parents work in cities. 
Moreover, even those who are able to study in urban state schools describe the 
environment as hostile with teachers, other students, and school administrators 
mistreating internal migrant children by making them feel inferior and socially 
rejected. 

 
6) Evidence of social discrimination is also to be found in attitudes of the police 

towards the migrant population. Unlike city residents, migrants are subject to on-
the-spot checks by street patrols who demand to see their ID and papers. Migrants 
are fined heavily if they cannot produce these. The police also routinely conduct 
night time raids and household inspections at migrant residences, reinforcing their 
feelings of insecurity and inferiority. 33  

 
 
In general the urbanite discourse pertaining to migrants frames them as “dirty, poor, 
aimless, uncivil and poverty driven.”34 
 

Response of the state: 

The response of the Chinese state, as represented by the Communist Party of China 
(CCP), to the migrant issue has been shaped by the twin pillars of economic growth and 

                                                 
31 Ibid 
32 For more information on migrants and work place injuries see the archives of the China 
Labour Bulletin, http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/main 
 
33 Li Zhang 
34 Ibid 
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social stability, which combined confer on the authoritarian CCP, the mantle of popular 
legitimacy it lays claim to.35 

The CCP may not have been elected and nor does it have any intentions of allowing 
elections in the near future. However, ruling by large-scale coercion is an option that is 
also unviable for it. Over 600 foreign journalists are now resident in China, a country 
whose economy has become inextricably tied to global trade. Millions of Chinese citizens 
are wealthy, educated and increasingly worldly. It is far harder for the CCP to roll out the 
tanks and survive in the twenty first century than it had been in 1989. 36 
 
Instead, the Chinese state derives its legitimacy from delivering economic growth. And in 
return for genuine opportunities for economic advancement, the average Chinese citizen’s 
acquiescence to the CCP’s continued reign is demanded. From this social contract springs 
the stability that is the paramount goal of the Party, for in its absence lurks the powerful 
threat of grassroots rebellion capable of the Party’s destruction.  

It is in this context that the government’s policy towards internal migrants must be 
understood. On the one hand, the demands of the country’s export-oriented economic 
engine have necessitated a relaxation of restrictions on migrants. According to some 
estimates migrant workers account for 68 percent of the work force in manufactured 
exports, 80 percent of labourers in China’s construction industry and 52 percent of 
workers in the country’s services industry. 37  

On the other hand the threat of tens of millions of unregulated migrants on the move is 
perceived as a potent potential force for instability, underlining the need for the 
continuation of at least some controls on the floating population.    

The ultimate goal of the state regarding migrants is thus to use them to develop the 
economy while simultaneously ensuring that they do not become disaffected to the point 
of turning into a source of possible revolt against Party rule.  

In recent years, migrants in China have shown an increasing awareness of their rights as 
laid down in the country’s labour law, resulting in growing worker activism. The Chinese 
state has responded with a mixture of sticks and carrots. 

The government thus cracks down on underground union organising while being tolerant 
of everyday protest as long as it remains isolated. Simultaneously reforms have been 
initiated to remove the most oppressive policies against migrants.38 

                                                 
35 On migrants specifically s ee Zhang and Miller T. For a ring-side view of the challenges facing the CCP 
and the manner in which it has pursued these while simultaneously aiming to ensure economic growth and 
social stability see: J. Kynge: China Shakes the World: : The Rise of a Hungry Nation, Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson 2006 
36 P. Aiyar, Smoke and Mirrors: An Experience of Chindia, (forthcoming) Harper Collins, 2008 
37 M. Godfrey, Migrant Champion , Eurobiz magazine, April 2006 
38 Lee Ching Kwan, Against the Law: Labor Protests in China’s Rustbelt and Sunbelt, University of 
California Press, 2007 
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The Chinese state’s redressal of the discrimination suffered by migrants is thus on the 
whole piece meal and experimental. It has evolved on an ad hoc basis usually following 
pragmatic experimentation with pilot projects to assess the impact of particular reforms 
prior to implementing them nationwide. 

Here are some examples of recent state policies aimed at ending migrant disabilities: 
 

1) In 2001, the Ministry of Finance and the State Council Planning Committee 
jointly issued a circular that in one stroke removed the range of admin istrative 
fees charged to migrant workers wishing to legally reside in cities, including the 
temporary resident management fee, city expansion fee, labour power adjustment 
fee and so on. These were fees that at one point made it virtually impossible for a 
migrant worker to afford to legally reside in a city.39 

 
2) The cost of a temporary residence certificate (a mandatory document for anyone 

living outside of their birth hukou area) was itself drastically reduced from the 
original 200 to 500 yuan (US$24-60) for a six-to-twelve month permit. In most 
parts of Guangdong province, for examples, the certificate now costs only 25 
yuan ($3).40 

 
3) In 2003, China’s State Council prominently promulgated a circular demanding of 

local governments that they abolish restrictions on the categories of jobs that 
migrants can take. 

 
4) In the same year an Education Ministry circular ordered all schools to scrap the 

system of charging differential fees for migrant children and the children of urban 
hukou holders. It also specified that municipal education departments should 
ensure that state schools do not charge migrant families miscellaneous fees for 
their children’s admission.41 

 
5) Fearing that the unpaid wages of migrants could mobilize them into mounting a 

challenge to the state, the CCP has taken strong action towards recovery of wage 
arrears. Thus, with pressure from the central government, the total value of unpaid 
wages owed to internal migrant workers has been lowered by a large margin. 
Following Premier Wen Jiabao’s pledge to redress the situation in 2003, wage 
arrears the following year were brought down by two thirds.42 The Amnesty 
report itself revealed that by January 2006 the amount of back wages owed to 
migrants in the construction industry was reduced to 10 billion yuan (US$1.2 
billion). 

 

                                                 
39 Ibid 
40 Amnesty 
41 Ibid 
42 M. Godfrey, Migrant Champion. See also the Amnesty report  
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6) In 2003, the state also revised its long standing vagrancy laws explicitly 
prohibiting illegal detention of migrants by the police.43 

The implementation of central government regulations in China remains imperfect. Local 
governments have their own priorities which are often not in consonance with those of 
the centre. As a result, it is common for Beijing’s edicts to simply be ignored by the 
localities. 

But despite imperfections, the central government’s regulations are far from toothless. 
The example of the dramatic decrease in wage arrears from one year to the next is a 
concrete illustration of improvement resulting from government effort.  

Again, although migrants are only sometimes able to take disputes with their employers 
to the arbitration stage, the rate of favourable arbital awards for employees outweighs that 
of employers by a large margin. For the southern city of Shenzhen for example, migrant 
workers won 70 percent of all such cases over a 14 year period between 1986 and 1999.44 

In addition, according to figures issued by the State Statistical Bureau, in 2005, workers 
won 47 percent of all cases accepted  by courts while employers enjoyed a mere 13 
percent success rate. Forty percent of cases had no clear winner. In other words, workers 
had a 3.7 times greater chance of winning than losing a labour dispute in a court of law.45   

Toilet Cleaning and Dignity  

On the surface, the plight of Dalits and migrants appears comparable. Both groups lack 
social power in their respective societies. Both are less educated and less healthy than the 
national average. The children of both Dalits and migrants face discrimination in schools 
and employment opportunities for both are limited to certain types of dirty or arduous 
work. 

Nonetheless, the preceding discussion of the nature of the evolution of these social 
categories and hence the manner in which the state has responded to them also points to 
the fact that despite superficial similarities, the disabilities suffered by Dalits in India and 
internal migrants in China, are of a fundamentally different order.  

This difference derives from the fact that the rural-urban divide in China, as with other 
axes of social stratification, is reducible to economic criteria to a far greater extent than 

                                                 
43 The law in question was first issued in 1982 and was called “Measures for Internment and Deportation of 
Urban Vagrants and Beggars.” The state’s repeal of the law followed  an incident in 2003, in which a 
young college educated graphic designer, Sun Zhigang, was beaten to death in police custody after being 
detained for not carrying any residency documents on him. Sun was the employee of a garment company in 
Guangzhou city, but was a native of Wuhan, the capital of Hubei province and he thus lacked a Guangzhou 
residence permit, a fact that was to cost him his life. The case was widely publicised in the local media and 
met with a huge public outcry. 
44 Lee Ching Kwan  
45 China Labour Bulletin, Migrant Workers Start to Win Significant Compensation Awards in the Courts , 
http://www.china-labour.org.hk/public/contents/article?revision%5fid=50880&item%5fid=50878 
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caste. The barriers to social mobility in China are thus more of a material than moral 
nature. Indeed peasants choose to become migrants in order to increase their social 
mobility (although their hukou status remains circumscribed by birth and is not a matter 
of choice). Patently, the same cannot be said for Dalits. 

Despite it being an authoritarian regime, an exploration of existent categories of social 
stratification and mobility in China, reveals a greater fit between the professed goals of 
the Chinese state and the dominant social morality, than in India, where the egalitarian 
ideals of democracy espoused by the state do not mesh well with a moral economy 
organized along principles of scripturally prescribed hierarchy. 

This difference first became clear to me during the writing of a story for the Indian 
Express newspaper  in 2005 that explored the differing attitudes to the dignity of labour in 
India and China.46 At the core of the piece were comparisons between toilet cleaners in 
the two countries. 

I had chosen to focus on this particular occupation because the cleaning of toilets had 
traditionally been considered one of the most polluting occupations in India and had thus 
for long been the exclusive preserve of certain Untouchable castes.  

The Human Rights Watch report out this year noted that there are still 1.3 million 
Untouchables employed as manual scavengers to clean human waste in India. It revealed 
that even today, in many cities, Dalits continued to be lowered into manholes without any 
protection, to clean sewage blocks.47 More than 100 Dalit  deaths a year thus occur from 
inhalation of toxic gases or drowning in excrement.  

Gandhi had identified toilet cleaning as key to revolutionizing society. He stressed 
repeatedly that in a society's approach to private and public sanitation lay its commitment 
to true freedom and dignity. 48 If he were correct in his beliefs, then it was authoritarian 
China, not democratic India that  had in fact achieved self- respect for its citizens the 
article I wrote argued. 

My argument was backed up by conversations with sanitation workers like Yu Bao Ping, 
the cleaner at the public loo in the neighbourhood I lived in, in Beijing. 

The 38-year-old was originally a rice farmer from Anhui, a landlocked and impoverished 
province in central China. He had moved to Beijing in early 2004 and landed the toilet 
cleaning job, soon after. He was lucky to have go t such a good job in Beijing, Yu told 
me. Compared to the backbreaking labour of farming, the toilet business was a cinch. It 
gave him a stable income of around $100 a month and most importantly a chance to 
broaden his horizons in the big city.  

                                                 
46 P. Aiyar, Gandhian China, Feudal India, The Indian Express, August 7, 2005 
47 Human Rights Watch, Hidden Apartheid 
48 M. Gandhi, Autobiography 
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Before moving to Beijing he had been afraid of life in a city where he knew no one, but 
thanks to the toilet he had made many friends. Most of the homes around Yu's toilet 
lacked private facilities and so the majority of those in the lane used the communal toilet. 
"Everyone in this neighbourhood comes through these doors," Yu said, smiling.  

When I said goodbye to him he shook my hand with confidence and invited me to come 
back a few weeks later. His wife would be joining him soon and he wanted to introduce 
us. She had apparently never met a foreigner before. I thought in that moment of how in 
some parts of India people would still rush off to take a bath if they accidentally touched 
a bhangi (a caste of human waste removers).  

In comparison to Yu Bao Ping’s description of his job and social relationships is the 
following excerpt taken from an interview conducted with Narayanamma, a municipal 
toilet cleaner in the southern state of Andhra Pradesh. 

“‘Ai! Municipality! Come clean.’ This is how people call out to me when I walk down 
the road. It’s as though we don't have a name and often they cover their noses when we 
walk past. We have to wait till someone turns on a municipal tap or works a handpump, 
when we want water, so that these are not polluted by our touch.  In the tea-stalls we do 
not sit with others on the benches; we squat on the ground separately.”49  

The toilet cleaners in Chinese cities almost all comprise migrants and not one of the 
dozen or so toilet cleaners I interviewed for my story were from Beijing. However, 
despite all the inequalities of class and circumstance in modern China, a little of the 
dignity that the country's painful tryst with communism had conferred on labour, 
persisted. 

The stigma attached to cleaning toilets was thus far from visceral. To the toilet attendants 
I spoke with, it was simply a job. Not the best they could have hoped for, but preferable 
nonetheless to many others. Some of the cleaners had worked previously as construction 
labour. They were happier mopping the floors of a loo, than sweating away at building 
sites. One young woman had been a waitress. She quit in favour of the toilet job, because 
it was less stressful.   

Unlike in India, "servant" in China was more an adjective than a noun. It described a job 
that someone did rathe r than defining the essence of who they were.  

The communist revolution had ensured that everyone of a certain generation had cleaned 
toilets and swept floors. The new rich that drove Mercedes and vacationed in Paris had 
parents that had scrubbed and washed as much as my maid did today.  

Youngsters in China would talk of the suffering their parents endured during Mao's reign 
and the fact that they themselves were spared the same trials with open relief. But even 
though servant's work was for them something to be avoided, they were aware that the 

                                                 
49 S. Ghanshyam et al, Untouchability in Rural India, pp 12-13 
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line separating them from it was far from inviolable. It had been crossed only a 
generation ago.50  

Not all the credit for this greater egalitarianism in China can be given to communism. 
Historically, Chinese society had offered greater chances of social mobility. The entrance 
into the imperial civil service exams had for example, been theoretically open to all, 
regardless of birth.  

Work on social stratification in pre-revolutionary times also shows that although Chinese 
society was divided into four estates: scholars, agriculturalists, artisans and merchants, 
the sense of hierarchy amongst these groups was not obviously very strong. There were 
for example no restrictions against intermarriage or interdining, unlike caste strictures. 
The hierarchies that did exist were not based on gradations of purity or pollution unlike 
caste, but economic priorities, so that we already see the roots of the economic 
pragmatism that is key to good governance in China today.51  

Moreover, there was an aggregate sense of commonality between all the estates as 
belonging to one category, that of "ordinary subjects," excluding the rulers. Thus one axis 
of stratification in imperial China was simply between the vast majority of the ruled or 
ordinary folk and the ruling stratum.52  The importance of the rule r-commoner axis of 
social differentiation lay in its leveling effect on social distinctions. 

Research on hierarchy in imperial China also concludes that while status distinctions 
denoting the he reditary inferiority of certain groups have existed, they have at the same 
time been the subject of rationalization in the search of some human action that caused 
their servile status. The cause of inequality was located in human action like defeat in war 
or criminal deeds, rather than in the scripturally mandated cosmic order of the world.53 

Thus historically, we see in China  soil that allowed for a certain degree of not only 
horizontal but vertical societal cohesion, stressing commonalities across boundaries 
rather than the strict differences that were reinforced by caste. 

There has in addition,  long been quite a strong contractual way of thinking of the 
relationship between the rulers and the ruled, in China. A large corpus of research 
demonstrates the consistency of this way of thinking between imperial times through to 
Mao's communist China and into the Dengist post-reform period.  

                                                 
50 P. Aiyar, Smoke and Mirrors 

51 P. Kuhn, Chinese Views of Social Classification , in J. Watson (Ed), Class and Social Stratification in 
post-revolution China, Cambridge, 1984 

 
52 Ibid 
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Kevin O’ Brien for example, has shown how peasants in contemporary China engage in a 
form of protest he calls “rightful resistance” which rests on “ethical claims legitimated by 
official ideologies” i.e. demanding of the government a strict implementation of its own 
policies. While holding that modern-day rightful resistors owe both opportunities and 
conceptual ammunition to the state building activities of the post-reform CCP, O’Brien 
also stresses the importance to contemporary resistors of the historical tradition in China 
of common folk petitioning and appealing to the emperor.54 

“Throughout history, resourceful protest leaders have been conscious of central 
government rules and adept at seizing central government rhetoric- whether framed in 
terms of Confucianism or class struggle- to press claims against local power holders.”55 

Since imperial times, whenever Chinese peasants have felt pushed beyond reasonable 
endurance by the autocratic demands of local authorities they have made direct appeals to 
the emperor, basing their petitions for redressal on notions of equity and fairness.56 It was 
widely accepted that for an emperor to ignore such appeals and thus allow the 
perpetuation of injustice, placed tension on the entire structure of Chinese society and 
risked catastrophe. 

This tradition was then given an added layer by Mao, who himself launched mass 
campaigns against ostensibly corrupt grassroots cadres, saying that “to rebel is 
justified.”57 

Thus rulers of imperial, communist and more recent red-capitalist stripes have always 
been aware that the  social stability enabling the perpetuation of their rule was dependent 
to an extent on the people's consent. This consent in turn was linked to popular 
assessments of official performance and fairness. 

Dalits and Migrants: 

The chief, interlinked, differences between the situation of Dalits and migrants, 
distinctions that offer important clues to understanding the differential challenges of 
governance in China and India, are as follows: 

1: Differences in self perception: 

Internal migrants in China consistently perceive themselves to be better off than before. 
They moreover, attribute discrimination against themselves to their poor education and 
low skills rather than to other social factors. In a survey conducted by the Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences in 2006, covering 28 provinces and involving over 7,000 
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interviewees, results revealed that migrants had “no stronger tendency to see themselves 
as lower class than their urban hukou holding counterparts” (although fewer migrants saw 
themselves as middle class than permanent city residents).58  

Other research has also shown that migrants see money and material consumption as an 
important way of gaining social status and a cosmopolitan identity. They thus strongly 
co-relate urban belonging with economic status and the ability to consume . Money allows 
migrants to claim urban membership despite their birth-ascribed hukou status  that 
categorizes them as “permanent” peasants.59 

On the other hand in India, the nature of the exclusion, humiliation and subordination that 
the still prevalent practice of untouchability entails, leads to a sense of inferiority that is 
absorbed and internalized by Dalits from childhood. “Reinforced through constant 
practice, this ‘education’ profoundly shapes Dalit consciousness and identity.”60 In India 
only a small proportion of Dalits have managed significant social mobility through 
improved economic status. The majority of Dalits do not see better education or earning 
opportunities as enough, in themselves, to shape them into equals with higher castes. This 
is borne out by the fact that even quite senior Dalit government officers feel cowed by 
their caste superiors within the bureaucracy. 61  

2: Differences in the perception and expectation of government: 

For internal migrants in China, the government has a clear cut responsibility towards 
fulfilling its promised duties towards them. There is moreover, a growing rights 
consciousness amongst migrants with increasing numbers using legal channels to 
press for their legal rights.62 Lee Ching Kwan’s research into migrants in Guangdong 
province shows that they “instinctively resort to the labour bureaucracy and the 
judicial process before taking to the street….they stake their claims in the law, 
clamouring against discrimination by officials and employers…identifying 
themselves as…needing the protection of the state.”63  Although only a small 
percentage of cases brought forward by migrants against their employers make it to 
court, since the odds are stacked against them, those that do, are often won by 
migrants, reinforcing their belief in the system. 

There is moreover, a strong central- local dichotomy in the perception of migrants, so 
that while they usually believe local officials to be oppressive and corrupt, the centre 
is seen as just and genuinely caring of their interests.64 Thus Lee concludes, “Despite 
their (migrant’s) scathing critique of discrimination…they still believe in the integrity 
of the non- local state authority and national legal regime.” 
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Indeed, this kind of central- local split in the perception of ordinary subjects in China 
has a history that can be traced to imperial times.65 

By contrast, in India, governments both central and local are seen as part of the 
problem rather than looked to, to fix the problem. Citizens thus throw out 
governments in India with predictable regularity. The country’s vast poor majority 
dismiss four out of five incumbents, so that what is called the anti- incumbency factor 
is possibly the most crucial in any Indian election.  

 
Often celebrated as a sign of India’s robust democracy what this state of affairs in fact 
reflects is a track record of governance that is so abysmal that even in regions where 
incomes have improved and poverty reduced, people believe this is in spite and not 
because of the government.66  

Based on data collected from a post-1996 parliamentary election study conducted by 
the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies in which 15,000-odd people were 
sampled, the scholar Javeed Alam concludes that a large majority of Indian voters are 
“not persuaded by the promises of political leaders, nor have any faith in the political 
parties they choose to elect.”67  

Thus, unlike migrants in China, Dalits do not have any particular belief that the 
central government will be more responsive to them than local government. This is 
unsurprising, given that central leaders are usually separated from Dalits not only by 
geography and class, but also caste. The tendency amongst Dalits, as reflected in 
recent developments in electoral politics, is to trust leaders from their own caste as 
opposed to higher castes. The trust dichotomy thus does not split along local-centre 
lines but on an own caste-other caste axis. 

3: Differences in the reaction of the rest of society to their betterment: 

Social prejudice against migrants undoubtedly exists in China, which often makes life 
difficult for them . There is however, no fundamental sense amongst elites that 
migrants don't have a right to make it good. In other words, the intolerance of equality 
that is rampant in India is missing in China. 

Lee’s research into the manner in which migrants’ are treated when they go to the 
labour bureau to register complaints is revealing.  

“There is official contempt for migrant workers who are expected to approach the 
labour bureau more as supplicants and subjects than citizens with rights. But, 
nevertheless, no matter how much officials may treat workers with contempt, they do 
distribute information about the laws and procedural rules for launching an arbitration 
application on a daily basis.” 
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In India, on the other hand, the at times grotesque retribution by high castes against 
rights assertions by Dalits is well documented, involving a forcible “keeping in place” 
of Untouchables that severely limits their choice of education, occupation and even 
housing.68 

Moreover, the social power of higher castes overlaps with the power of state officials 
and prevents any identification between local elites in the police, judiciary and state 
bureaucracy with Dalits.   

In China, the absence of caste means that the barriers to identification between elites 
and migrants are less visceral.  

4. Differences in economic opportunities: 

The first three differences between Dalits in India and migrants in China flow, to 
arguably varying degrees, from the wider differences in economic opportunities in the 
two countries. There are around 150 million manufacturing jobs in China compared to 
some 10 million such jobs in India. Economic opportunities fo r Chinese peasants 
through their choice of becoming gainfully employed as migrants are thus far greater 
than for Dalits, who in any case cannot choose to not be Dalits.69 

China’s economic reforms of the last three decades have been successful in lifting 
400 million people out of poverty and propelling the country into the ranks of a lower 
middle income nation. Its per capita GDP is over double that of India’s. 

Moreover, even while striving to remain employed in the cities, China’s internal 
migrants can also rely for subsistence on a system of land rights that allocates plots of 
land in the villages of their birth, to rural hukou holders. 

 In contrast, India’s Dalits have suffered from a general failure of the Indian state’s 
anti-poverty programmes in the pre-economic reform era.70 This can in part be 
attributed to the failure of the post-colonial state to undertake a radical restructuring 
of economic relations. As a result, the landlessness that characterizes the condition of 
most Dalits remains unaddressed even today. Given that ownership of land is the 
basis of social power in rural India, the lack of land ownership and land rights is 
strongly connected to the low status of Dalits.  

      Moreover, even post economic reform, the distribution of the benefits of faster 
growth has been distorted by India’s pervasive inequalities, so that those at the 
bottom of the social strata like Dalits remain excluded. This is why despite record 
GDP growth in recent years, India continues to perform appallingly on most human 
development indicators.  
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The relationship between caste and the failure of the state to accomplish significant 
poverty reduction is bi-directional. The failure of governments in lifting Dalits out of 
poverty reinforces their ritually low caste status but in part it is the existence of the 
caste system that hampers the efficacy of government-devised anti-poverty measures.   

This is because when caste becomes the or at least a primary principle of social 
organization, then the benefits of political office, once a party or politician come to 
power don't flow vertically through society, but horizontally , siphoned off to reward a 
particular caste or community for their votes. Here again Dalits suffer, because 
although classified as a group for various purposes they are in fact far from a 
monolithic community and are divided internally into many different sub-castes and 
classes. Thus, the benefits of patronage that may flow from an elected politician of a 
particular caste are not distributed equally to all members of that caste, but to the 
community closest in economic and social background to the elected leader.71 As a 
result, the electoral politics of caste in fact simply create a complex network of 
patronage linkages with the state looked upon as a private, exploitable resource rather 
than as the embodiment of public service and common good. 

5: Differences in the effectiveness of the government response to redressing the ir 
disabilities: 

Despite the existence of a free media, political voice and constitutionally mandated 
efforts directed at their “uplift”, Dalit rights in India have not been satisfactorily 
safeguarded. In China, driven on by economic imperatives coupled with social 
stability/legitimacy concerns , the Party has responded to the plight of internal migrants 
more effectively. The irony is that this responsiveness of the CCP comes despite the 
migrant population in China lacking a vote. 

 In India, Dalits not only have a vote but form a significant vote bank.72 Nonetheless, as 
we have seen earlier, the effectiveness of the state’s response to their disabilities has 
clearly been wanting. The question arises why despite being an increasingly significant 
political force, the Dalit vote has not (as yet) translated into better governance for them.  

The reasons lie in the nature of Indian electoral politics which are characterized by the 
imperatives of identity, representation and opposition rather than performance and the 
delivery of public goods.  

This phenomenon follows from the coexistence in India of ideas of formal equality and 
democracy with enduring notions of hierarchy and difference so that people’s loyalty to 
caste and community rather than to the nation leads them to view the state as a source of 
enrichment for their particular group, rather than an agent for the common good.73 Thus 
democracy becomes a mechanism for furthering group advantage rather than the pursuit 
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of ideology or individual interest and politics becomes about representation more than 
governance. 

Ultimately, India’s poor governance track record can, in part, be attributed to the 
particular nature of the Indian political landscape in which democracy and modernity 
have not vanquished scripturally sanctified rankings and notions of difference. There is 
thus a persisting gulf between the dominant social mores of the country and the ostensible 
ideals of the state that distort the workings of electoral politics and circumscribe the 
effectiveness of governance. 

In China, citizens including internal migrants have no vote, but the social contract 
between citizens and the state is stronger, uncomplicated by caste and buffered by 
historical precedent. The state is aware that the only mechanism available to citizens to 
express disaffections, should they feel a break down of this social contract, is rebellion 
and revolt against the state. 

In the event of such a rebellion, the Party’s very existence would be under threat. In India 
on the other hand, political parties can get thrown out of power for a term or two (and 
they often did) but loss of power for a spell does not threaten their existence in any 
fundamental way. The anti-incumbency factor, ie- the persistent dissatisfaction that most 
Indian voters display towards all political parties, means that at some point they are likely 
to be back in power. 

The CCP cannot face open revolt with such equanimity. Thus  with one eye to China's 
tumultuous history, the Party works hard towards fulfilling its end of the social contract, 
which in contemporary times can be summed up as: “Don't oppose us politically and we 
will give you, the people, opportunities for economic and social betterment for yourselves 
and your children. And we will in the process make China into a strong country that the 
world will respect. ” In other words, a combination of economic growth and nationalism is 
offered in return for social stability.  

Moreover, the absence of a plurality of political parties and actors in China means the 
absence of the overt politics of opposition that are the hallmark of Indian political culture. 
The significance of this for governance is  that the centre can make a genuine stab at 
harmonizing relations across society with a national rather than group good in mind. 
Whether or not the rhetoric of "harmony" is real, the potential for the perception of it as 
real exists. This is something that caste and caste politics in India do not allow the space 
for. 

So What? 

In conclusion, it is pertinent to ask what larger significance, if any, the arguments 
presented in this paper have. 

In answer, I make two points : 
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1. Much of the journalistic and political discourse in not only India and China but 
the West as well, compares the two nations from a “lessons to learn/mistakes to be 
avoided” stand point. The vast majority of these reports when analysed in the light 
of the information presented in this paper, are patently ahistoric.  

      Within India, for example, China tends to be invoked either as a defence of bad    
governance or as a political system to be emulated, to ensure better governance. 
There are thus on the one hand apologists for bad governance who argue  that 
India’s poor governance is the necessary cost of democracy, while on the other 
hand are the authoritarians who claim what India really needs is Chinese style 
discipline; an enlightened dictatorship that can take quick, sensible decisions with 
efficiency.  

However, as this paper has argued, once caste is operationalised as a factor into 
these comparisons, it becomes clear that what India needs is not a dictatorship to 
build it better roads, but a more concerted effort to address caste issues. 

An urgent rethink of the unchanging manner in which the state has gone about 
conceptualizing and then responding to caste-related disabilities over the last 60 
years is in order. Present policies are ineffective. It was imagined by some of 
independent India’s founders that democracy and the constitution would 
automatically take care of the problem. Now it is more generally considered that 
market liberaliza tion will take care of it, the demands of a free market economy 
rendering old caste hierarchies moribund. However, caste has persisted through 
both democracy and economic liberalization. 

Fresh thinking is in fact required on the subject because until caste is more 
adequately addressed, effecting what would in essence be a social revolution, 
neither democracy nor a dictatorship will in themselves lead to better governance. 

2: This paper’s conclusions also point to the fact that conditions in China are in 
fact riper for greater democracy and public participation than the Chinese 
government and many educated Chinese themselves admit to or believe . The 
official and widely held argument for the postponement of democracy in the 
country claims that the re are too ma ny poorly educated and simply poor Chinese 
for democracy to work successfully at present. 

But in fact the rights consciousness displayed even by poor and middlingly   
educated migrant workers, the commonly held values of social and economic 
justice as a desirable outcome, an ethos of “common welfare” and the relatively 
strong sense of nationhood that most Chinese already display would appear 
conducive to the introduction of greater democratic participation without need for 
further delay. The nature of this democratic participation may or may not follow 
western, liberal, models with their focus on individual rights. It may be more 
along the lines of the East Asian Model with a strong, paternalistic state, 
emphasizing community rather than individual rights and social and economic 
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rights rather than political and civil rights74. But the time for substantial and 
potentially successful political reform is already here  
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