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Abstract: 

Post-independence India has witnessed rapid 

infrastructural and industrial development, often 

necessitating the displacement of communities. 

While development projects have contributed 

significantly to economic growth, they have also 

resulted in the large-scale displacement of 

marginalized populations, particularly tribal and 

rural communities. This literature review analyzes 

academic works and research studies on 

displacement and rehabilitation (R&R) in India 

since 1947. It highlights patterns, key findings, and 

critical gaps in the existing literature, focusing on 

the socio-economic impacts of displacement and 

the effectiveness of rehabilitation policies. The 

review also aims to contextualize policy 

developments and explore emerging frameworks 

that integrate human rights, sustainability, and 

participatory governance in addressing 

displacement challenges. 
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Introduction: 

The trajectory of India's development since independence has been marked by large-scale 

infrastructure and industrial projects including dams, mining, urbanization, and special 

economic zones (SEZs). These initiatives, while instrumental in national growth, have 

triggered widespread displacement. The affected populations, often among the poorest and 

most vulnerable, face economic, cultural, and psychological disruptions. The process and 

aftermath of displacement have drawn significant academic attention, particularly regarding 

the adequacy and fairness of rehabilitation efforts. 

Development-induced displacement (DIDR) is a complex phenomenon intertwined with 

issues of land rights, environmental degradation, identity, and governance. In India, the 

challenges of balancing growth with social justice have been pronounced, as successive 

governments have prioritized economic liberalization and globalization. This paper reviews 

the existing literature on DIDR in India to understand the historical trajectory, socio-

economic and cultural consequences, policy responses, and areas of contention and reform. 

The emphasis is on post-1947 developments, with a focus on how affected communities are 

represented in policy discourse and implementation. 

 

Review of Literature: 

Scholars such as Walter Fernandes have highlighted that over 50 million people have been 

displaced in India due to development projects post-1947, with a majority remaining 

inadequately rehabilitated. Fernandes points out that displacement is not merely physical 

relocation but an erosion of community structures, identity, and socio-economic stability. The 

literature emphasizes that marginalized communities, especially Scheduled Tribes and Dalits, 

have borne the brunt of such displacement due to their dependence on land and natural 

resources. 
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Michael Cernea’s Impoverishment Risks and Reconstruction (IRR) model (1999) identifies 

eight major risks associated with displacement: landlessness, joblessness, homelessness, 

marginalization, food insecurity, increased morbidity, loss of access to common property 

resources, and community disarticulation. These risks provide a framework for assessing the 

adverse impacts of development projects. In India, the IRR model has been extensively used 

to evaluate projects like the Narmada Dam and POSCO in Odisha. 

Several case studies across India demonstrate the failure of state-led rehabilitation programs. 

For example, the Sardar Sarovar Project displaced thousands of tribal families, many of 

whom remain inadequately compensated and without access to basic services even decades 

after resettlement. Research by authors like Lyla Mehta and Hari Mohan Mathur shows that 

rehabilitation efforts often adopt a one-size-fits-all approach, ignoring the unique socio-

cultural contexts of affected populations. 

Recent studies have examined the role of civil society and the judiciary in advocating for 

displaced communities. Activist movements like the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA) have 

brought national and international attention to issues of displacement, emphasizing the need 

for participatory governance and transparency. However, the literature also points to the 

limitations of such movements in influencing long-term policy changes. 

 

Methodology: 

This paper adopts a qualitative approach, reviewing peer-reviewed journals, government 

reports, NGO publications, policy documents, and case studies from 1947 to the present. The 

review focuses on secondary data, including books, scholarly articles, and archival materials. 

Selection criteria included relevance to Indian displacement contexts, focus on post-

independence projects, interdisciplinary analysis (sociology, political science, environmental 

studies), and representation of both state and community perspectives. 
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A thematic analysis was conducted to identify recurring themes, patterns, and critical gaps in 

the literature. The sources were categorized based on the type of development project (dams, 

mining, urban development, SEZs), geographical region, affected community, and the nature 

of rehabilitation programs. This method facilitated a comprehensive understanding of the 

dynamics of displacement and the evolution of policy responses. 

 

Objectives: 

1. To synthesize key findings from literature on development-induced displacement in 

India post-independence. 

2. To examine the socio-economic and cultural impacts of displacement. 

3. To evaluate the effectiveness and limitations of rehabilitation policies. 

4. To analyse the role of civil society and judiciary in shaping R&R frameworks. 

5. To identify gaps in research and suggest areas for further study. 

 

Discussion: 

Displacement in India is not a homogenous phenomenon. The experiences of displaced 

communities vary significantly based on region, project type, and demographic 

characteristics. Tribal populations in central India, for instance, have distinct grievances 

compared to urban slum dwellers evicted due to infrastructure development. The review 

indicates that displacement often leads to a downward spiral in socio-economic conditions, 

including unemployment, loss of education, and health insecurities. 

Government policies have evolved over the decades, from ad hoc compensation mechanisms 

to more structured legal frameworks like the 2013 LARR Act. However, critics argue that 

implementation remains weak due to bureaucratic inefficiencies, lack of political will, and 
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corruption. Studies by authors such as S. Parasuraman and Usha Ramanathan reveal that land 

acquisition continues to favor corporate interests over community rights. 

Moreover, rehabilitation policies often emphasize monetary compensation without addressing 

intangible losses like cultural identity, spiritual ties to the land, and social cohesion. For 

example, displaced tribal communities face challenges in adapting to new ecological 

environments, often resulting in a loss of traditional knowledge and practices. 

The role of women in displacement scenarios is another under-researched area. Literature 

indicates that women often face double marginalization—first as members of displaced 

communities and second due to gender-specific vulnerabilities. Their voices are rarely 

included in planning or decision-making processes. 

Judicial interventions, such as Public Interest Litigations (PILs), have occasionally provided 

relief to displaced populations. However, the judiciary's role has been inconsistent, with some 

rulings favoring development imperatives over human rights. The review suggests a need for 

a stronger legal and institutional framework that enshrines the rights of displaced people. 

 

Conclusion: 

Development-induced displacement in India post-independence presents a complex challenge 

involving trade-offs between national growth and social justice. The literature highlights 

systemic inadequacies in R&R policies and the lack of participatory planning. While legal 

advancements such as the LARR Act of 2013 signify progress, their implementation remains 

flawed. There is a pressing need for more inclusive, participatory, and sustainable 

rehabilitation frameworks that prioritize the well-being and dignity of displaced communities. 

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies that track displaced communities over 

time, assess the long-term effectiveness of rehabilitation programs, and explore innovative 
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models of participatory development. Bridging the gap between policy and practice is 

essential to ensure that development does not come at the cost of human dignity and equity. 
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