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 The Indian social reality is that a woman is best perceived in the confines of domesticity. Marriage being obligatory for the Indian woman and especially so for the Hindu woman as sanctioned by the Shastras (ancient texts), their lives revolve around the institution of marriage and their position, as well as their family’s position is determined with reference to it. The official report( Ministry of Women and Child, Govt of India)on marriages in India states that 48% of all marriages are underage marriages. This means that 48% of all marriages happening in India are underage marriages of females as well. The interesting fact here is how this impacts HDI.   
Hypothesis 

Underage marriage, which is a result of patriarchal conditioning and gender inequity, contributes to low HDI in India.

So we have:
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HDI  measures the average achievement in three basic dimensions of human development; viz a) Life expectancy, b) Adult literacy rate and c) Standard of living as measured by GDP per capita. Before calculating HDI an index for each of the three dimensions is created. For this purpose maximum and minimum values are chosen for each indicator. Performance in each dimension is expressed as a value between 0 and 1 by applying the following formula:
Dimension Index =(Actual value –minimum value)/(maximum value-minimum value). HDI is calculated as a simple average of the dimension indices. India’s global HDI ranking is  126, which is considered rather low. (UNDP Human Development Report, 2006).
While HDI measures average achievement, GDI( Gender development index) adjusts this average achievement to reflect the inequalities between men and women. The three components used for the above purpose are i) female life expectancy ii) female adult literacy and gross enrolment ratio and iii) female per-capita income. 
 Women in India suffer on all those three accounts and this has reduced their status to a deplorable level. That, gender bias, which is rampant in India, perpetuates gender inequities, is an acknowledged fact.  

The greater the gender inequality, the greater the difference  between GDI and HDI. If gender inequality did not exist, then GDI would be of  no significance and HDI value would go up. A peep beyond the home terrain reveals that near gender equality exists in Norway, Canada, USA, UK, Japan, China, Vietnam etc.(UNDP – Human Development report 2006). As for India, gender inequality has been acknowledged as a most worrying wrinkle on the canvas of development.
The Govt. of India Census report of 2001 data on marital status released recently (in 2005), reveals that 11.7 million Indians (i.e. more than half the population of Australia, double the population of Singapore, so on and so forth) are married underage and almost the same number (10 million) of Indian women alone are living in bigamous marriages or rather women are married to bigamous men.  If one thought child marriages are largely history in India or fast disappearing, Census 2001 as well as media reports have a different story to tell. Child marriages are rampant in rural India. A look at the demographic pattern explains this. Of the 75% of all males that live in rural India, the 83% of these that are below the age of 21, are married to females below the age of 18. That still leaves two million under-aged married people in urban India..
  As mentioned above almost 50% of the marriages in India are underage marriages and further the ministry of Women and Child puts the percentage  of females married out of total married in the age group of 14-19 years at 83.13% as compared to males which is only 19.8%.This data is certainly a data to reckon with in the context of this paper. Basing our argument on this, we can dilate upon the components of  HDI and look into the relationship between  HDI and early marriage This excercise would reveal how early marriage would adversely affect the index. 
 HDI measures average achievement of men and women. Since women hold half the sky and if women’s achievement is frustratingly low ,it would definitely bring down the average. In India because of gender inequities, women are in a deplorable condition and due to this, considering the parameters of HDI, we would find out for ourselves the  strong possibility that is there of the average being brought down drastically. A statistical representation of these inequities is as follows- although the life expectancy of females at birth  66.9 years  as compared to males which is 63.9(2001 census),in the ultimate analysis the number of women are less(sex ratio being 927 per 1000 men).This calls for careful scrutiny and here evidently the extra female mortality(EFM) by way of female feticide, infanticide and marriage related deaths of women, deaths on account of  sheer neglect that women suffer due to their marginalised position in society etc have not been taken into account. Incidentally the highest maternal mortality in the world, takes place in India. Now coming to   other gender- related development indicators, the gap between males and females is rather wide.  For instance, adult literacy of females was barely 47.8 per cent  as against 73.4 per cent of males in 2003. Similarly combined gross enrolment ratio of females was 56 per cent as against 64 per cent for males in 2003. Likewise, estimated earned income of females was $1569 as compared with that of males to be $4130 in 2003. This implies that female income was just 38 per cent of male income. NSSO 55th ROUND on employment (1999- 2000) lays down that early marriage and multiple children bearing, depress the female work force participation rates in the 15-29 age group in India whereas in most developed and developing countries the age group 15-25 exhibit a peak in women’s work force participation rate. 

To talk about the first parameter  ie. life expectancy, underage marriage by way of affecting the health of immature girls would reduce their life expectancy. This is almost a foregone conclusion. Then coming to the second component ie. literacy and enrolment, it is but logical that when young women are saddled with the responsibilities of marriage, their priorities would definitely shift away from education and hence enrolment and literacy rates would register a downswing. Last but not the least, the per-capita incomes would surely be low, since the very question of earning incomes by females would be a far cry, once early marriage happens.
 Incidentally the range of HDI values for the various regions of India in NFPA study varies from 62.8 for the topmost (Kerala) to 34.0 for Bihar (HDI report 2001).It goes without saying that HDI value is higher in Kerala because of higher education levels in that particular state and vice versa in the other state.

GDI and HDI are two separate indices  and both are impacted by the high rate of underage marriages, since the parameters for measuring both are the same.
In India, of late there has been a tangible shift in attitude of the Government and other social welfare organisations in trying to uplift the social and economic standards of women. To name some of the organisations we have National Human Rights Commission (NHRC), the National Commission for Women (NCW)- an apex body for women. It is essentially a watchdog body, which monitors the government. It investigates and examines all matters relating to the safeguards provided for women under the constitution and other laws. We also have the Ministry of Human Resource Development, Government of India, which has a separate department for women and children. Apart from these there are Community Action Groups (CAG). They pay special attention to women’s problems. There are other organisations such as Manushi in Delhi and Nari Kendra in Mumbai. The Government’s Women’s Development Program also facilitates empowerment of rural women.
Some new Bills have now been demanded and are under discussion in the legislature for the safeguard of women. On the ‘Domestic Violence Against Women (Prevention) Bill 2000’, the Union Cabinet has paved the way for a new legislation that seeks to protect a woman from her relatives – related to her by blood, marriage or adoption and with whom she is living – from acts of domestic violence. The new bill is titled ‘ Protection from Domestic violence Bill 2001’.  The phenomenon of domestic violence in its varying dimensions is widely prevalent but has remained largely unseen. The bottom line is that patriarchal control has to be done away with and gender equality has to be ensured.
As for policy changes, advocacy and  sensitization programmes  have to be taken up in right earnest in order to change societal practices. The gender dimension has to be factored into governmental programmes. In this regard gender budgeting is rather imperative. Giving more teeth to the existing laws alongwith strengthening the enforcement mechanism is a must, besides enhancing investment in the social sector  with the right focus in mind. Last but not the least, reconfiguring of an indigenous paradigm, with respect to the various geographical regions, is extremely important.
Development that perpetuates today’s inequalities is neither sustainable nor worth sustaining (UNDP HDI Report 1996). The clarion call is for gender equality  and stringent policy measures are called for in-order to fight the scourge of underage marriage in India, since they are inextricably linked to each other in so many ways. 
There are women raring to go as well as women who wish to protest and challenge the existing structures of family and patriarchal ideology. They also wish to challenge the existing relationship between man and woman and the generated forces that are defined and defended by society. To lend support to this spirit there should be facilitating measures in terms of laws that have more teeth. Infact it is incumbent on the society at large to see that women are not short changed. A concrete action plan should replace the myopic meandering in order that we solve this chronic conundrum. 
***************
