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ABSTRACT 

The Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) scheme, launched in India in 1975, 

represents one of the world’s largest programs for early childhood care and development. 

While primarily evaluated through public health metrics, ICDS functions as a vital 

institutional mechanism for social change. This article examines the scheme through a 

sociological lens. It analyzes how Anganwadi Centers (AWCs) impact social stratification, 

gender dynamics, and early socialization. The study highlights the role of the scheme in 

mitigating structural inequalities and fostering community-level integration. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Early childhood is a critical phase for cognitive, emotional, and social development. In 

stratified societies like rural India, a child's development is deeply constrained by 

socioeconomic status, caste, and gender. The ICDS scheme intervenes in this cycle by 

providing a package of six services: 

 Supplementary nutrition 

 Pre-school non-formal education 

 Nutrition and health education 

 Immunization 

 Health check-ups 

 Referral services 

From a sociological perspective, ICDS is not merely a welfare delivery network. It acts as an 

agent of state-led modernization and social engineering aimed at breaking hereditary cycles 

of deprivation. Theoretical Framework 

1. STRUCTURAL FUNCTIONALISM 

In functionalist terms, the family is the primary institution responsible for the socialization 

and sustenance of young children. However, structural poverty often disables vulnerable 

families from performing these duties effectively. The ICDS scheme functions as an auxiliary 

institution. It steps in to restore systemic equilibrium by ensuring that children from 

marginalized strata achieve the foundational health and socialization required to participate in 

broader society.  
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2. SOCIAL STRATIFICATION AND INTERSECTIONALITY 

Childhood is experienced differently across intersecting axes of caste, class, and gender. 

Malnutrition and school dropout rates are disproportionately higher among Scheduled Castes 

(SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), and female children. ICDS attempts to democratize access to 

vital developmental resources, acting as a structural leveler against inherited social 

disadvantages. 

Sociological Analysis of ICDS Impact 

1. Anganwadi Centers as Sites of Social Integration 

Traditional rural structures often enforce spatial and social segregation based on caste. 

Anganwadi Centers serve as secular, communal spaces where children from diverse caste 

backgrounds sit, play, and eat together. 

 Breaking Commensal Taboos: By serving mid-day meals and supplementary 

nutrition prepared and consumed in a shared space, ICDS subtly challenges deep-

seated purity and pollution taboos. 

 Early Secular Socialization: Universal peer interactions at a formative age foster 

early norms of social equality and community cohesion. 

2. Gender Dynamics and Women's Empowerment 

The ICDS scheme alters gender roles in two primary ways: 

 

Empowerment of Grassroots Workers: Anganwadi Workers (AWWs) and Helpers 

(AWHs) are local women. Their roles transform them from domestic figures into formal 

institutional actors. They manage public health data, lead community drives, and gain 

financial autonomy and social standing.  

Relieving the Care Burden: By providing structured daytime childcare, the scheme reduces 

the domestic burden on rural mothers. This allows them to pursue wage labor or education. 

Crucially, it also frees older sibling daughters from babysitting duties, allowing them to 

attend regular schooling.  

ICDS Intervensions 

Anganawadi Workers 

Formal Employment 

Local Leadership Roles 

Enhanced Social Agency 

Rural Mothers 

Free Child Care Hours 
Economic Opportunities 
Schooling for olders girls 
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3. EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CULTURAL CAPITAL 

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital explains how academic success is often 

predetermined by the linguistic and cultural styles of a child's home environment. Children 

from illiterate or marginalized households enter primary schools at a structural disadvantage. 

The non-formal preschool education component of ICDS introduces first-generation learners 

to:  

 Disciplined routines 

 Basic literacy and numeracy 

 Co-operative play 

This foundational exposure helps bridge the cultural capital gap, preparing marginalized 

children for the formal schooling system. 

Structural Bottlenecks and Challenges 

Despite its successes, the sociological efficacy of ICDS is constrained by several systemic 

issues:  

 Caste-Based Exclusion: In certain deeply fractured villages, AWCs located within 

dominant-caste localities remain inaccessible or hostile to Dalit or tribal families. 

 The "Volunteer" Dilemma: AWWs are classified as "honorary workers" rather than 

regular civil servants. This underpaid status reflects the systemic societal devaluation 

of care work, leading to low morale and high turnover.  

 Infrastructural Deficits: Many centers lack hygienic kitchens, clean drinking water, 

and safe play spaces, limiting their capacity to offer high-quality early socialization.  

CONCLUSION 

The ICDS scheme is a foundational pillar of early childhood development in India. Its true 

value lies beyond medical charts and nutrition statistics; it operates as an instrument of social 

equity. By bringing diverse children under one roof, empowering local women, and building 

foundational cultural capital, ICDS weakens traditional axes of discrimination. To maximize 

its sociological potential, future policies must focus on eliminating localized caste exclusions, 

regularizing the workforce, and upgrading village infrastructure. 

REFERENCES 

1. Chandra, Ramesh. Social Development in India (Women and Child Development). 

Vol. 5, Gyan Publishing House, 2004. 

2. Desai, Sonalde, et al., editors. Undernutrition and Public Policy in India: Investing in 

the Future. Routledge, 2015. 

3. Govinda, R., and M. Poornima, editors. India's Social Sector and SDGs: Problems and 

Prospects. Taylor & Francis, 2019. 

4. Mamatha, T. Child Rights: Integrated Child Development Services Programme. 

Discovery Publishing House, 2018. 

5. Mobile Creches. State of the Young Child in India. Routledge, 2020. 


