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Abstract: There is a close link between culture influenced by religion and the demographic behaviour 
reflected in terms of marriage, fertility, education and intra-household activities. Culture is influenced 
by educational status, exposure to outside world and intermingling with people of varied culture, certain 
decisions relating to social behaviour are influenced by the nature of exposure to external world.  The 
literature relating to socio-economic status of women reveals that regardless of their religion, women 
are subjected to patriarchal behaviour with low autonomy in household decision-making and there is 
substantial difference between Muslim and non-Muslim women. Education is one of the pertinent tools 
for social mobility and economic up-liftmen of women.  The educational status in terms of adult literacy 
and gross enrolment ratio of women reflect the inclusiveness of women in development process. The 
socio-economic status of women parse is lower and Muslim women experience the least form of 
inclusion. It is poverty and patriarchy impact Muslim women immensely. 
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Introduction: Socio-Economic status of women is reflected in terms of educational attainment, 
occupation, income, health and related deprivations. Hence socio-economic status affects the overall 
wellbeing and   quality of life of women. In India, the religious minorities comprise of 19 per cent of the 
total population. The women among them suffer the worst form of exclusion. The education and health 
outcome, income and employment, the access to services and subsequent benefits and inter- 
generational mobility is steadily declining especially among Muslims (South Asia State of Minorities 
Report 2018). It is further pointed out that although India has ratified most of the International 
conventions on socio-economic rights, there is no specific legislation and the discriminatory provisions 
prevail in the existing law as indicated by exclusion of Muslims and Christians from the scheduled caste 
category. This has kept the poorest from these sections away from the benefits of affirmative action 
programs. 
 
And it is only recently that Muslims are recognised as a subject of development. It is further noted that 
availability of data on minorities is partial adversely affecting the preparation for targeting efforts, 
monitoring progress and measuring impact. The crucial dimensions of socio-economic exclusion of 
Muslims are considered to be backwardness, marginalisation and discrimination. The Muslim workers 
are mostly self-employed particularly in the urban areas like street vending, small trading and related 
enterprises.  The low level of asset creation further intensifies their vulnerability in the society and 
hence there is fragility in Muslim participation in the economy (Rowena Robinson 2008). The Sachar 
Committee Report (2006) which enquired into issues of infant and maternal mortality, access to 
education and dropout rates, health status, employment and institutional credit accessibility, found that 
Muslim community exhibits deficit and deprivation in practically all dimensions of development and 
hence recommended mechanisms for equality of opportunity.   
 
Status of Muslim Women: The socio-economic status of women parse is lower and Muslim women 
experience the least form of inclusion. It is said that poverty and patriarchy impact Muslim women 

- 
out that  lack of access to asset ownership along with poor educational attainment and occupational 
pattern makes their life difficult. He further says that there is glaring economic disparity between 
Muslim and Hindu women. Archana Chaturvedi in her Encyclopaedia of Muslim women (2003) 
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conclude
 

 
One of the stereotype attributions that Islam prevents them from getting equal access to economic and 
educational spheres is baseless. The Holy Book reaffirms equality between men and women in terms of 
acquiring education and hence knowledge. It also encourages women to carryout entrepreneurial 
activities.  In fact, Bibi Khatija, Pro
socio-economic development of women by Islam. Further, a number of studies have shown that 
backwardness of Muslim women is essentially the result of low socio economic opportunities rather 
than religion. It is also brought out that the financial constraints and gender bias dominate other related 
factors.  With respect to discrimination of daughters, Muslim families are far more egalitarian than 
Hindu families as female mortality is low and there is lower preference for sons. Islam does not believe 
in oppression of women. 
 
A study conducted by Sonalde Desai and Gheda Temsah (2015) based on Indian Human Development 

reas, less likely to be 
educated and more likely to come from families with low levels of education while having higher fertility 

 
 
Socio Economic Status of Muslim Women: The indicators of socio economic status is education, 
health, work participation rate and decision-making power.  
1. Education:  Education is one of the pertinent tools for social mobility and economic up-liftmen of 
women.  The educational status in terms of adult literacy and gross enrolment ratio of women reflect the 
inclusiveness of women in development process. Higher education and technical education further help 
main stream them in the transformed society and developed market economy.  
The Ministry of Human Resource Development, Government of India, in its approach to XII  Five-year 
Plan has rightly identified the role of education as a precondition for inclusive growth. In this direction, 
the State is committed to address the backwardness of minorities in the field of education (MHRD 
Status Report, 
to higher labour force participation among women, lower fertility and improved health and nutrition. 
All the minority community women have literacy level well above the national average of 64.8 per cent 
except Muslim women with 57.5 percent (Table 1). Even the dropout rates are higher among Muslim 
girls (Sachar committee Report).  
 

Table 1: Literacy Rate of Women among Religious Communities: 
RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES LITERACY RATE 

HINDU 55.98 

MUSLIM 51.90 

CHRISTIAN 71.97 

SIKH 63.29 

BUDHIST 65.60 

JAIN 84.93 

OTHERS 41.38 

Source:  Census of India, 2011 
 

Thus the illiteracy level is the highest among Muslim women wherein they have not even entered the 
school. The percentage of Muslim women who have completed 12+ years of education is also the least 
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Table 2: Educational Status of Muslim Women among Religious Communities: 
RELIGIOUS 

COMMUNITIES 

WOMEN WITH  NO 

SCHOOLING (IN PER CENT) 

WOMEN WITH 12+ YEARS OF 

EDUCATION (IN PER CENT) 

HINDU 27.6 22.0 

MUSLIM 31.4 14.8 

CHRISTIAN 16.8 16.6 

SIKH 17.2 32.1 

BUDHIST 14.5 22.9 

JAIN 2.0 55.8 

OTHERS 34.4 10.9 

Source: National Sample Survey 2011-2012 
 
Even among the graduates, the percentage is the least among Muslims.  However the positive factor is 
that one -third of them are women (Table 3).  
 

Table 3: Graduates among Religious Communities: 
 

RELIGIOUS     

COMMUNITIES 

WOMEN GRADUATES TO TOTAL GRADUATES IN 

THE RESPECTIVE COMMUNITY   (In   Percent) 

HINDU 37.50 

MUSLIM 36.65 

CHRISTIAN 49.80 

SIKH 49.90 

BUDHIST 38.85 

JAIN 44.80 

 
Source: National Sample Survey 2011-2012 

 
According to All India Survey on Higher Education Report of 2017-18, the enrolment from minority 
communities, especially Muslim women has increased in many states/UTs like Haryana, Odisha, Delhi, 
and Chandigarh by about 19 percent. The increase is also reported in the states of Bihar (5 %) Rajasthan 
(17 %), Kerala (29 %) , Uttar Pradesh (2.8 %) and Jammu & Kashmir (21.6 % ). When we analyse the 
decadal difference in the literacy rate from the Census of India 2001 and 2011 across the states, some 
states have performed well with a difference of 6 to 14 per cent as against the national figure of 9.2 per 
cent. How
Muslims as the states of Kerala, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra have 
recorded impressive progress in education compared to their counter parts in North India (HASNAIN 
2009). This is attributed to positive affirmative action by the respective states. Hence, the need is felt to 
make concerted efforts to improve the educational status of Muslim women.  
 
2. Work Force Participation (WFP): The WFP is another key determinant of socio-economic well-
being of the population. The education status and labour force interplay with each other. As Muslims 
lack optimal educational status, availability of youth eligible for both higher and professional education 
is small leading to lower work participation. According to MHRD Report, 2010 the Muslim work force 
per 1000 population was the lowest (that is 536) as compared to other religious groups like Hindus (563), 
Sikhs (568), Christians (540) and other categories (573). 
 
Muslim women in rural and urban areas had the lowest labour participation rate at 15.9 per cent and 
10.9 per cent respectively, while the same figures for the nation are 25.3 per cent and 15.5 per cent (Table 
4). 
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Table 4: Female Labour Participation Rate Among Religious Communities (In Percentage): 
RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES RURAL URBAN 

HINDU 26.4 16.10 

MUSLIM 15.9 10.9 

CHRISTIAN 30.4 27.7 

SIKH 26.0 13.6 

TOTAL 25.3 15.5 

Source: National Sample Survey 2011-2012 
 
In fact, the Indian female labour force has dropped from 2004-2005 to 2011-20012 (Luis Andres et al., 
2017). And approximately 52 per cent of this drop has occurred in rural India among women of 15-24 age 
group. The factors attributed to this decline are educational attainment, socio economic status, stability 
in family income and increasing share of male wage earners. This situation is also observed among 
Muslim families, which has discouraged employment of girls, who are even professionally educated. The 
need is felt by some of the upper mid
contribute to family income, and thereby restricting them from developing their personality and 
becoming economically independent on par with their male counter parts.   
 
According to the  Report by High Level Committee (2015) appointed by the Ministry of Women and 
Child Development to assess the status of women in the country and evolve a policy intervention , the 
women of marginalised communities , especially Muslims lag behind in almost all key socio-economic 

have low social status, experience domestic abuse as well as communal violence spurred by identity 
 

 
According to 2011 Census of India, only 25.3 per cent women form the labour force and the share of 
Muslim women is only 10 per cent. According to NSS Survey (2009-10), out of every 1000 women in 
labour force, only 101 were Muslims. Their work participation was lower than that of even Adivasis and 
Dalit women. Hence, the Committee rightly recommended to improve their accessibility to girl schools, 
hostels, implement RTE provisions in letter, review curriculum to add the latest vocational life skills, 
make it more friendly and flexible, also monitor health care schemes and develop leadership and 
socialisation skills for Muslim women.  
 
3. Health Status: The health status of women is influenced by gradients in income and wealth as well as 
social status as it has direct bearing on the access to health care and necessities of life like nutritional 
diet (Melissa K Adrew 2010). The local fertility norm of continuing the family line affects the fertility 
behaviour, number of births, sex selection, education, employment status and income of women 
(Chuanchuan Zhang 2017). The health status of Indian women invariably is influenced by their socio-
economic status and accessibility to health care facilities.  
 
As cab be seen from Table 5, Muslims have the highest fertility rate (2.61 per women), with the least use 
of modern methods of contraceptives (37.9 percent) as compared to Hindus (48.8 percent) Christians 
(47.9 percent) Sikhs and Buddhists (64.5 percent each). 
 

Table 5: Fertility Rate Among Different Religious Communities: 
RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES Fertility rate (Average children women have 

during their fertility period 

HINDU 2.13 

MUSLIM 2.61 

CHRISTIAN 1.99 

SIKH 1.58 

BUDHIST 1.74 

JAIN 1.20 

OTHERS 2.57 

TOTAL 2.20 

Source: National Family Health Survey 2015-16 
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As indicated by Table 6, the institutional deliveries are the least among Muslim women, infant mortality 
rate is comparatively high and antenatal care taken from a skilled provider is also low. However, once 
the survival of the child during birth is ensured, the Muslim children are more likely to survive until 5 
years despite the fact that Muslim parents are less educated and poor. As for health and sanitation is 
concerned, it is observed that Muslim neighbourhood is not likely to have piped water facility. However, 
open defecation is less among Muslims (42 percent) as compared to Hindus (67 percent).  
 

Table 6: Health Care Behaviour By Different Religious Communities 
RELIGIOUS 

COMMUNITIES 

Institutional 

Deliveries 

( In percentage) 

Infant mortality 

rate (Death per 

1000 live births) 

Women receiving 

antenatal care from a 

skilled provider (in %) 

HINDU 80.8 41.6 79.3 

MUSLIM 69.2 40.0 77.0 

CHRISTIAN 78.5 25.0 84.2 

SIKH 92.5 29.7 93.6 

BUDHIST 92.2 30.0 93.2 

JAIN 98.1 NA 93.7 

OTHERS 51.0 41.0 68.2 

TOTAL 79.0 41.0 79.3 

Source: National Family Health Survey 2015-16 
 
4. Muslim Women and Decision Making: There is a close link between culture influenced by religion 
and the demographic behaviour reflected in terms of marriage, fertility, education and intra-household 
activities. Culture is influenced by educational status, exposure to outside world and intermingling with 
people of varied culture. Accordingly, certain decisions relating to social behaviour are influenced by the 
nature of exposure to external world.  The literature relating to socio-economic status of women reveals 
that regardless of their religion, women are subjected to patriarchal behaviour with low autonomy in 
household decision-making and there is substantial difference between Muslim and non-Muslim 
women .  Desai and Temsah in their study point out that the gender performance in terms of public and 
private behaviour is distinct to each religion. According to them, 49 percent of Hindu women do not 
practice veiling compared to 11 per cent of Muslim women, with comparable background.   Similarly, 55 
percent of Hindu women go out with family while it is 43 percent in the case of Muslims. However 
gender performance in relation to internal behaviour, is quite reverse. The study showed more gender 
integration among Muslim households in terms of men and women eating together. Higher education is 
associated with giving up veil among Hindu women but it increased among Muslims. Further, greater 
freedom from domestic violence among Muslim women was observed as compared to Hindu 
counterparts. 
 
There is a drastic change in the role of women in decision-making process among Muslim families. For 
example, with respect to marriage, earlier the bride would not even see the groom till the marriage is 
solemnized. Now there is a definite change. The girls are allowed to take decision with respect to the 
selection of their life partner by interacting with them. The importance of female education is being felt 
by the members of the community, and girls are encouraged to select the courses of their choice. This 
has increased their age at marriage.  Muslim girls are allowed to take up job in all sectors, even in the 
night shifts. This change is mostly observed among middle class educated Muslim families. The women 
of all age groups belonging to lower strata are observed to be managing street vending to support their 
family income. About 73 percent of Muslim women participate in decision-making pertaining to their 
health while national average is 74.5 percent. 
 
3. Conclusion: The commitment of the Government to improve the socio-economic status of Muslim 
women is reflected in various programmes and policies formulated. Specifically, pre metric and post 
metric scholarships and merit-cum means scholarships for meritorious students wherein 30 percent is 
res
initiated in 2012-13 for minority women. But a study conducted by National Law School of India 
University, Bangalore indicates that lack of awareness is the biggest hurdle in achieving the ear marked 
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goals

meant for the upliftment of minorities needs to be implemented in spirit.  Even after one and a half 
decades of such policy recommendations, the Muslims are subjected to discrimination. There is a 
pathetic experience of a Muslim Woman who wanted to avail credit from an institutional financial 

n fact, many studies 
on self-help groups have indicated that women are more prompt in repayment of loan.  
 
Muslim girls are interested and enthusiastic in attaining higher education including technical education 
and so are the parents. There is another sad instance of an educated mother who was forced to sell all 
her jewellery to seek admission for her daughter in an engineering college.  Accessibility to education 
loan at subsidised rate or even interest- rtain 
professional courses like Medicine, Engineering, Management etc., are beyond the reach of middle class 
families. Although education loan schemes are prevalent, banks demand collateral as security beyond 

 

 
failure on the part of  Indian state to provide educational facilities for low income Muslim women, 
compounded by domestic and global political realities as well as internal constraints with Muslims, 
presenting real obstacles to Muslim women education in  
 
Economic motives, social norms, demographic behaviour, political participation and impact of assertive 
action programmes are some of the issues that need to be addressed in order to main stream the women  
of minority groups in general and Muslims in particular. In addition there is an urgent need to construct 
a strong data base to carry out systematic research for policy intervention in a progressive state like 
Karnataka. This is necessary to create an inclusive socio-economic environment. 
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