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Abstract: English

The thesis analyses the role of one of India’s central social security schemes, the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), in the context of climate change
adaptation. A conceptual exploration and empirical analysis form the core parts of this multi-scalar
study. The conceptual part explores it from the perspective of a mainstreamed, climate change
adaptation policy and the empirical parts draw on data from the local level to examine its
developmental effects, relevance, opportunities and limitations in this regard. A tribal development
Block (Attappady) located in the south Indian state of Kerala, is the field study area and provides
the core of empirical data. Located within a wider political economy frame, theoretical insights
from social protection, vulnerability and adaptation thinking inform the research framework. This
study shows that the MGNREGA is a relevant tool as part of India’s climate change adaptation
policy and an important instrument to address proximate vulnerability patterns of its rural
population. Research findings from Attappady also highlight shortcomings and limitations.
Underlying structural factors continue to undermine the scheme’s efficaciousness and the potential
for political misuse exists. While the argument of creating sustainable livelihoods through the
MGNREGA cannot be supported and its most positive effects can be discerned by way of it
providing a coping mechanism, albeit with limited build-up of adaptive capacities. Vulnerable and
marginal population sections in Attappady are the prime beneficiaries with social outcomes being
prioritised while physical productivity is a neglected aspect of the scheme. In order to exploit its
potential as a tool for climate change adaptation, the MGNREGA needs to be reformed to explicitly
acknowledge climate change adaptation concerns. Ultimately, the scheme can only be a constituent
part in a wider process of change that addresses structural causes of vulnerability and factors that
cause and contribute to anthropogenic climatic changes.
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