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Kalpana, a second standard student
of a government school located in
the dominant caste quarter of

Kamalaputhur village in Tamil Nadu, was
denied food and chased out of school when
she tried to participate with the rest of the
students in the government mid-day meal
programme. The reason was that she was
a dalit, while her classmates were from
dominant castes.

In villages within an hour’s drive of
Bihar’s capital city Patna, the government
public distribution system’s fair price shop
owners, belonging to the dominant castes,
do not distribute goods to dalit customers
until they have hung cloth screens in a
place to “protect” themselves from the
polluting presence of the “untouchables”.

These are examples, not sensational
exceptions, of relatively common events
in the dalit experience of government food-
related programmes. The findings of the

Indian Institute of Dalit Studies (IIDS)
survey conducted in 531 villages of five
states in 2003 expose the patterns of
exclusion and caste discrimination that
afflict, if not overwhelm, the government
of India’s mid-day meal scheme (MMS)
and public distribution system (PDS). In
addition to examining the treatment of
dalits in these government programmes,
the survey attempted to measure dalits’
physical access, participatory empower-
ment and community-level access to the
MMS and PDS. And through an analysis
of resultant data, the study also discerns
potential ways for an improvement. Given
the behavioural aspect of discrimination,
qualitative informant responses are also
incorporated to supplement the survey’s
quantitative data.

Following the view that victims of dis-
crimination are their own best spokes-
people, the survey was conducted through
formal interviews with the dalit commu-
nities of 531 villages in 30 districts in five

Caste Discrimination and
Food Security Programmes
The findings of a survey in select states conducted in 2003 expose
the patterns of exclusion and caste discrimination that afflict the
government’s mid-day meal scheme and public distribution system.
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and also measures aspects of physical access, participatory
empowerment and community-level access.
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states – Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,
Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, in 2003.
The discussion below presents the key
findings of the survey.

Mid-day Meal Scheme

Of the states considered in this study,
Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu
have implemented the MMS. Children at
government schools in these states are
provided daily with hot, cooked, mid-day
meals, free of cost. Meanwhile, Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar, on the other hand, have
not implemented the MMS, but continue
with a programme in which a fixed quan-
tity of dry grain is provided monthly to
government school children. Therefore,
the discussion related to MMS is confined
to three states only – Rajasthan, Andhra
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu.

Dalit children’s physical access to the
MMS is first and foremost contingent on
the implementation of the scheme by state
governments. If we consider the percent-
age of villages covered by the MMS
programme as an indicator, we find that
the governments of Rajasthan, Andhra
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu have largely
achieved the initial step towards facilitat-
ing an access. The MMS has been imple-
mented in 98.4 per cent of villages sur-
veyed in these states.

The localities in which mid-day meals
are served in terms of village caste geo-
graphy constitute another important factor
in determining dalit children’s access.
Considering the percentage of villages in
which the MMS is held in a locality non-
threatening to dalits (i e, a dalit colony as
opposed to a dominant caste locality) as
an indicator, we note that Rajasthan and
Tamil Nadu have very low percentages:
12 per cent and 19 per cent respectively.
Most mid-day meals in these states are
held in dominant caste localities. Thus, the
vast majority of dalit children must enter
an area of heightened vulnerability, ten-
sion and threat in order to avail themselves
of the mid-day meal. A pattern of incidents
documented in the study shows that when
dominant caste communities feel the
need to reassert their hegemony, they often
clamp down on dalit movement in domi-
nant caste localities, including the move-
ment of dalit children. Therefore, where
the mid-day meal is served in dominant
caste localities, an access for dalit children
is held hostage to the fluctuating state of
caste relations in the village or region.

In contrast, 47 per cent of respondent
villages in Andhra Pradesh hold the MMS
in a dalit locality. Qualitative data indicate
that this goes a long way toward assuring
dalit access, and may also help erode
dominant caste prejudices against entering
dalit localities. Two indicators are used to
measure dalits’ participatory empowerment
in and ownership of the MMS: the per-
centage of MMS organised/operated by
dalits and the percentage of MMS in which
dalit cooks are engaged. Considering both
indicators, Rajasthan employs the fewest
dalits, with 8 per cent of respondent vil-
lages having a dalit cook, and not a single
respondent village having a dalit MMS
organiser. Tamil Nadu hires proportion-
ally more, with 31 per cent of respondent
villages having dalit cooks, and 27 per cent
having dalit organisers. Andhra Pradesh
leads the three states in indicators of dalit
empowerment and ownership of the MMS,
with 49 per cent and 45 per cent of respon-
dent villages having dalits as cooks and
organisers, respectively.

Survey findings with reference to dalit
community-level access to the MMS in-
dicate that caste-based exclusion and
discrimination of one form or another do
in fact plague a significant percentage of
MMS across the country. Looking first at
the aggregate data, in which all forms of
caste-based exclusion and discrimination
are considered together, 52 per cent of
respondent villages from Rajasthan,
24 per cent from Andhra Pradesh, and
36 per cent from Tamil Nadu (giving a
three-state average of 37 per cent) report
that there is a problem of caste discrimi-
nation in the MMS in their village.

This aggregate data encompasses cases
both of exclusion and of discrimination,
defined as inclusion with an inequitable
treatment. First considering cases of ex-
clusion, six villages in Andhra Pradesh
and Tamil Nadu report that dalit children
are completely barred from the MMS by
dominant caste communities on account
of being “untouchable”. While these six
villages constitute only a small percentage
of the villages surveyed, the practice of
outright exclusion anywhere constitutes
an egregious violation of rights, and the
persistence of such cases has serious
implications for the right to food in India.

Blatant exclusion aside, what are some
of the manifestations of caste discrimina-
tion that arise in the MMS? Out of the
villages that specify the character of
the discrimination, the largest portion,

48.3 per cent, reports the problem of domi-
nant caste’s opposition to dalit cooks. The
second most common issue, at 31 per cent,
is segregated seating, in which dalit chil-
dren are required to sit apart from domi-
nant caste children during the meal. A
more intensified practice of segregation,
in which dalits and dominant caste chil-
dren are served separate meals altogether,
is reported by 9.2 per cent of respondent
villages. Finally, 9.2 per cent report that
teachers discriminate among students by
giving inferior or insufficient food to dalit
children, and 2.3 per cent of respondents
identify other problems.

Many survey respondents provide nar-
rative accounts of caste discrimination in
the MMS in their villages, furnishing
qualitative detail essential for a compre-
hensive understanding of the phenomenon.
Making use of these narrative aspects, the
following discussion elaborates on the most
widely reported manifestation of caste
discrimination in the MMS – opposition
to dalit cooks.

Opposition to Dalit Cooks

“Opposition to dalit cooks” is actually
a blanket term describing several different
patterns of specific acts of caste discrimi-
nation and exclusion observed in the study.
The patterns can be grouped into five,
which take place at different points during
the process of MMS institution and con-
tinuance. First, when local administrators
are putting the MMS into place, dominant
caste community members intervene to
block the hiring of dalit cooks, favouring
dominant caste cooks instead. Where a
dalit cook has been hired, dominant caste
parents then begin sending their children
to school with lunches packed at home, or
require their children to come home for
lunch, in any case forbidding their children
to eat food prepared by the dalit cook. In
the third stage, dominant caste parents or
community members pressure the local
administration to dismiss the dalit cook,
on any pretext, and hire a dominant caste
cook instead. Where this is ineffective, or
sometimes without the intervening step,
the dominant caste parents campaign to
shut down the MMS in the village school
altogether. Finally, some dominant caste
parents react to the hiring and keeping of
a dalit cook by withdrawing their children
from the school, and sometimes admitting
them in a different school where the cook
is not a dalit.
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Examples may help briefly to illustrate
some of the above patterns. The first is
adequately exemplified by a village in West
Godavari district, Andhra Pradesh. In this
village, dominant caste women organised
in the state government’s Development of
Women and Children in Rural Areas
(DWCRA) scheme successfully mobilised
community and administrative support to
block – on account of their caste – a
qualified dalit women’s DWCRA group
from obtaining employment as cooks in
the village MMS.

A village in Ajmer district, Rajasthan,
illustrates two of the trends identified
above. When the MMS began in this village
in July 2002, Sunita (name changed), a
dalit widow, was hired to prepare the mid-
day meal of ‘ghughri’. Dominant caste
parents, considering Sunita polluted on
account of her caste, ordered their children
not to eat the mid-day meal at their school,
effectively launching a proxy hunger strike
through their children. Alongside this, the
dominant caste parents exerted social and
economic pressure on the dominant caste
headmaster of the school to dismiss Sunita
from employment. Ultimately, the head-
master consented, expelled Sunita, and
hired a dominant caste woman to cook in
her place.

Behind these trends of dominant caste
behaviour is the classic Hindu understand-
ing of purity and pollution, according to
which food prepared by a dalit – that is,
an “untouchable” – is considered “pol-
luted” by virtue of its contact with the
intrinsically polluted dalit. On another level,
dominant caste opposition to dalit cooks
also represents a power struggle over live-
lihood rights. In the manner of social
boycotts, concerted dominant caste oppo-
sition to dalit cooks functions to break dalit
economic aspirations, i e, dalit entry into
new livelihood domains such as govern-
ment employment as MMS cooks at the
village level. The rural dominant caste
establishment, which traditionally enjoys
the economic dependence of the dalit
community, perceives dalit entries into
new economic spheres as threatening, and
therefore, responds with a backlash.

Public Distribution System

The central government’s Targeted
Public Distribution System, in which es-
sential food is made available to the poor
at regulated, subsidised costs, functions in
all five states surveyed in the study –

Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Andhra
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu. In terms of
physical access, it is to the government’s
credit that throughout the country, PDS
shops are largely up and running. As a five
state average, 87 per cent of respondent
villages in the study report having at least
one functioning PDS shop in their village:
73 per cent of respondents have exactly
one PDS shop in their village, while 14
per cent have more than one PDS shop per
village. Thirteen per cent of respondent
villages, however, have no PDS shop in
their village, and the poor in these villages
must travel outside to avail themselves of
their legal entitlements of subsidised goods.

Most of the villages without PDS shops
are in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. Taking a
look at an interstate variation in the data,
Uttar Pradesh shows itself the most recal-
citrant in assuring PDS accessibility, with
39 per cent of respondent villages lacking
PDS shops and only 7 per cent having more
than one shop. Bihar follows with 16 per
cent of villages lacking a PDS shop, and
only 10 per cent having more than one.
Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu score about
equally – and adequately – while access
appears most assured in Andhra Pradesh,
where 44 per cent of respondent villages
have more than one shop, 53 per cent have
exactly one shop and only 3 per cent have
no shop.

A second factor conditioning dalit ac-
cess to the benefits of the PDS is the
location in which the shops are physically
situated. As a five-state average, 17 per
cent of villages have PDS shops in dalit
colonies, while 70 per cent have PDS shops
located in dominant caste localities, and
13 per cent of villages have PDS shops
located elsewhere. The highest percentage
of respondent villages with PDS shops in
dalit colonies – 30 per cent – is found in
Andhra Pradesh. The lowest is found in
Rajasthan, in which not a single respon-
dent village has a PDS shop located in a
dalit locality. In terms of participatory
empowerment, the preponderance of domi-
nant caste PDS dealers and the paucity of
dalit dealers in survey data are equally
striking. The five-state average comes to
81 per cent dominant caste ownership of
PDS shops, and 17.6 per cent dalit owner-
ship. At the state level, again, Andhra
Pradesh stands out as the only state in
which dalits have attained a significant
degree of participatory empowerment, at
32 per cent, followed by Bihar, Rajasthan,
UP and lastly, Tamil Nadu with 9 per cent.

In terms of dalits’ community access to
the PDS, four forms of discriminatory
practices that compromise dalit access are
reported – discrimination in quantity,
discrimination in price, caste-based
favouritism by the PDS dealer, and prac-
tices of “untouchability” by the PDS dealer.
As a five-state average, 40 per cent of
respondent villages report discrimination
in quantity, i e, that dalits receive, for the
same price, lesser quantities than the domi-
nant castes receive from the PDS shop-
keeper. A discrimination in price, where
PDS dealers charge dalit customers extra for
the same quantity of product that dominant
castes purchase at a lower cost, is reported
in 28 per cent of respondent villages.

Favouritism

The third and most commonly reported
form of discrimination in the PDS is caste-
based favouritism by the PDS dealer in the
distribution of goods. Taking the five-state
average, 48 per cent of respondent villages
report this is a problem. Respondents
describe this phenomenon taking numer-
ous forms. In some places, PDS dealers
service the dominant castes throughout the
week, while only serving the dalit com-
munity on arbitrarily designated “dalit
days”, falling once or twice in a week,
often with reduced hours. Preferential order
in service, meaning that dalits are kept
waiting and served last while dominant
caste members are served immediately, is
widely reported. Describing the way in
which caste-based favouritism works in
the PDS in their village, respondents in a
village of Ghazipur district, Uttar Pradesh,
relate an incident in which members of the
dalit community were in severe need of
sugar and other goods from the PDS, but
the dominant caste PDS dealer flatly re-
fused, saying that his stock had run out.
The same day, members of the PDS dealer’s
own caste had a wedding for which they
received “quintal after quintal” of sugar
and other supposedly absent goods from
the PDS shop.

Fourth, PDS dealers in an average of 26
per cent of surveyed villages in the five
states practise “untouchability” in the
distribution of government goods to dalits.
One classic “untouchability” practice still
in currency is the dominant caste dropping
of goods from above into cupped dalit
hands below, so as to avoid the possibility
of “polluting” contact between the
“upper” and “lower”. Other practices
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evidenced in the data include dominant
caste PDS dealers in Bihar hanging cloth
screens in front of their shops before dealing
with Musahar dalits. As PDS dealers are
government actors, the practice by more
than one quarter of PDS dealers of “un-
touchability” in the course of their official
duty – in blatant defiance of the Indian
Constitution, the Anti-untouchability Act
of 1955, and numerous pieces of legisla-
tion since – has serious legal implications
for the government.

Conclusion

Taking a closer look at interstate varia-
tion in the data for both the MMS and the
PDS, it can hardly escape notice that higher
dalit access and participatory power in
MMS and PDS correspond with lower
incidence of exclusion and caste discrimi-
nation. Andhra Pradesh, which has the
highest percentage of dalit cooks, dalit
organisers and MMS held in dalit locali-
ties, simultaneously has the lowest per-
centage of reported caste discrimination in
the MMS. Conversely, Rajasthan, which
has the lowest percentage of dalit cooks
and organisers and MMS held in dalit
colonies, simultaneously has the highest
rate of reported caste discrimination. A
similar pattern stands out in the PDS data;
in Andhra Pradesh, where dalit ownership
of PDS shops is high and where greater
proportions of PDS shops are accessibly
located in dalit localities, levels of re-
ported caste discrimination are lower.
While direct causality cannot be proven,
quantitative and qualitative evidence from
the field suggests that these data trends are
indeed interlinked.

To what can we attribute the relatively
higher access and participatory empower-
ment/ownership, and lower levels of dis-
crimination, in Andhra Pradesh? Qualita-
tive data from the study indicate that the
state government’s willingness to engage
with civil society initiatives in implement-
ing its programmes, combined with sus-
tained mass action by people’s movements
and dalit NGOs, may be the key elements.
For instance, when energised and held
accountable by vigilant civil society
organisations, the state government’s
implementation of the MMS through local
women’s groups (DWCRA groups), as
opposed to the usual government machin-
ery, appears to have increased the scope
for dalit women to make empowered,
effective and participatory interventions to

ensure their children’s equal access to the
right to food and the right to education,
as well as their own right to employment
(as MMS cooks, organisers or teachers).

Two policies, then, emerge from the data
as means to tackle the exclusion/discrimi-
nation problem. First, the government can
relocate or newly locate MMS centres and
PDS shops in dalit colonies or other
accessible caste-neutral localities. Second,
the government can seek partnerships with
dalit women’s groups and community to
jointly implement and monitor the

programmes. By fostering dalit participa-
tory empowerment in terms of operation
and ownership of the programmes, the
government can decrease the incidence of
discrimination, improve access and begin
to make the right to food a reality for dalits
on a par with other communities.
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[The survey was conducted by the National
Campaign of Dalit Human Rights. We thank their
activists who helped in the collection of data.]
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