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ABSTRACT 

This thesis attempts to understand the social construction of poverty by studying various 

discourses of poverty and its interaction with the practice of poverty alleviation in 

contemporary Indian society. Studying the several discourses of poverty — academic, 

official and of international agencies, allows us to unpack and understand poverty as a 

social object. 

The study explores the relationship between academic research; evolution of policy; 

implementation of policy; and construction of common sense knowledge about poverty in 

India. It questions the Weberian notions of a rational and impersonal bureaucracy and 

reveals the social embeddedness of the bureaucracy. 

By observing government's initiatives to alleviate poverty and provide education and 

health facilities to its citizens, the study brings out the importance of the agency of the 

state actors and the community. It shows that the poor are not merely passive actors but 

need to and do access the state in various ways. In the process, lower echelons of 

government bureaucracy and the 'official' poor, appropriate and transform the meaning 

of poverty. The study reveals that the village level workers play a decisive role in 

determining (a) how these initiatives are implemented and (b) who benefits from these. 

The study shows how the discourses of 'participation' and 'empowerment' get 

transformed in practice at the village level. 

Besides the written discourses of academics, officials and of donor agencies, there is the 

oral discourse: the discourse of the people. Academic, official and popular discourses 

interact with the practices of poverty alleviation to constitute poverty as a social 

construct. 
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